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  PREFACE


  This revised edition of Bonefish Fly Patterns contains forty-seven new flies that were not in the original 1996 edition. Some are recent patterns created by new flats anglers with fresh, inquisitive eyes—like Victor Trodella’s killer Ghost tailing fly and Omeko Glinton’s Meko Special. Others like Eric Peterson’s Spawning Shrimp, Vic Gaspeny’s Threadhead, Rick Simonsen’s Simram, and Patrick Dorsy’s Kwan and Bone Slappa are creations of skilled flats veterans willing to pass along the exact recipes of go-to favorites they’ve relied on for winning tournaments. Still others are well-known classics that I simply could not get into the original book for one reason or another—like the Horror and the Mini-Puff, which have produced on flats around the world for decades. A few new creations, like the Toad and the Slinky Toad, were developed in response to the significant findings of recent bonefish feeding studies that have established the importance of newly discovered prey forms in the diet of Florida and Bahamian bonefish—especially the gulf toadfish. Four—the Bastard Crab, Big Ugly, Merkwan, and Bunny Crab—come from Bonefish & Tarpon Trust’s Aaron Adams, who is both a marine research scientist and an avid angler. Finally, several new entries, like the Skok/Boyle Reverend Laing fly, the Bevin’s Bully Special, and Trodella’s Ghost, were driven by new tying materials and new uses of existing materials, which have enabled tiers to find novel solutions to old bonefish challenges like flash intensity and splash impact.


  In addition, I’ve updated the suggested flies for different destinations, the fly pattern and materials sources in chapter 7, and the materials glossary. And I virtually rewrote the chapter on design alternatives and trends to capture the profusion of exciting new techniques and discoveries that tiers have explored to better induce that magic moment when a bonefish strikes, including: development of soft-landing, reverse-splayed carapaces of wool and hair to enable crabs to land quietly and sink fast; use of trailing-leg designs for better imitation of the paddling movements of swimming crabs; exploration of rear-facing postures in patterns to suggest the defensive stances of attacked prey; improved balancing of weight versus mass to refine control of splashdown and sink rate; creative use of new reflective materials to increase control of flash in patterns; implementation of novel dubbing techniques to soften splash profiles and better display prey translucency; and—perhaps most exciting of all—the cascade of incredibly innovative methods for incorporating better triggering elements in fly patterns to improve hook-up rates on the water.


  I hope you enjoy this new edition and the fly designs of the innovative tiers who contributed to it. This is, in the end, but a showcase for their creativity. Good fishing!


  —DICK BROWN


  Byfield, Massachusetts


  June 2011
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  INTRODUCTION


  This is a book about bonefish flies. It describes 197 of the best bonefish patterns being tied and fished in the world today.


  Some of these patterns come from well-known saltwater anglers and flats guides—people you’ve probably read about in fishing journals or seen on cable television’s angling shows—such as Lefty Kreh, Dave Whitlock, Nick Curcione, Bob Popovics, Lou Tabory, Randall Kaufmann, Steve Huff, Harry Spear, and Rick Ruoff.


  Other patterns come from transplanted freshwater anglers—expert fishermen such as Al Caucci, John Goddard, Craig Mathews, Carl Richards, Barry and Cathy Beck, Bill Tapply. They lead a growing cadre of highly skilled anglers who bring trout, bass, and salmon stalking strategies to the pursuit of bonefish. By stimulating the exploration of bonefish food species, these pioneers have fundamentally affected our thinking about the fly patterns that entice this shy and challenging game fish.


  Some other patterns in the book come from bonefishermen you won’t recognize at all. These are serious, solitary angling men and women who shun the limelight and stalk the flats alone. They fish hard, they fish often, and they usually catch more fish than they say they do. They also create some of the sport’s most inventive and effective flats flies—many of which have never been seen by other anglers.


  Among these silent stalwarts of the salt you’ll find permit and bonefish fanatic Will Myers from Austin, who has created a crab pattern that lets you change its eyes (and therefore its weight) on-site; emergency room trauma surgeon Rodney Baine, who stalks any bonefish flat he can find anywhere in the world to relieve the stresses of today’s demanding hospital environment and who contributed four of the flies he fishes at the Bahamas’ famed Moore’s Island and East Africa’s Seychelles; Ellen Reed, who stalks the flats of the Florida Keys daily and whose innovative flies with their large but quiet-landing profiles were recommended to me by tying genius Tim Borski; Dan hall, veteran of Hawaii’s challenging bonefishery, who sent several of his ingenious patterns for the big bones found there; Tim Merrihew, who haunts Christmas Island taking hundreds upon hundreds of fish, most of them on a single uniquely colored pattern—the Nasty Gilbert; Andros regular the late Jim McVay, whose brassy Gotcha, tied from a piece of carpet he snipped from the back of a Bahamas taxi cab, has become one of this sport’s best producers; Warren Brewster, who fishes Abaco Island’s (Bahamas) sandy Point for weeks at a time each spring with a single fly, his Brewster’s Rabbit Fly, which appears in the profiles; and Winston Moore, whose fishing log registers more than 6,000 bonefish taken and released on the world’s flats over the years, most of them on the flies he submitted for this book.


  A few of the book’s contributors stand out not only because of their flats and fly-tying expertise, but also because of their accomplishments in other areas of life. Novelist Tom McGuane, one of America’s finest writers and the author of bonefishing’s first novel, Ninety-two in the Shade, sent his intriguing and very effective emerald green Sea Flea. Yvon Chouinard—world-class mountain climber, competitive surfer, and president of the Patagonia clothing company—passed along the four flies that always produce for him whether he’s at Andros, Belize, or Christmas Island Businessman and former owner of the Patriots football team, the late Jim Orthwein sent two of his workhorse flies, along with his newest fly, Jim’s Bonefish Puff, which was responsible for landing his latest bonefishing world record. Jim held four of the International Game fish Association’s six bonefish fly-rod world records.
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  Bonefish fly design can be as fascinating and challenging as the pursuit of the silver torpedo itself. Today’s tiers must achieve optimum sink rate, splash impact, and prey simulation characteristics in order to unlock the secret triggers of this mysterious phantom. © Dick Brown


  AN ANGLER’S AND TIER’S FLY PATTERN HANDBOOK


  If you tie your own flies, this book will show you how to construct its patterns the way each fly’s originator ties them individual color photos display samples that were tied by their originators except for the small number tied to their authentic recipe by the author or a designated tier (as identified in the profile text) when originators were unreachable fly recipes are authentic as well. They list the materials used by each pattern’s creator in the order he or she applies them, and they also include the originator’s tying tips. A tier of average skill should find enough information to pick the correct material and tie it onto the hook in the right sequence for each pattern in the book.


  This book, however, is not just for fly tiers. Even if you buy all your flies, this book can help you. Armed with authentic specifications, you can order any pattern you want from custom tiers, specifying correct proportions, materials, and construction so you’ll get the real goods.
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  Most of the patterns in this book came from—and were tied by—the anglers who originally created them, and each is accompanied by an authentic recipe and tying tips from its creator. In a very limited number of cases, the author or a designated tier (as identified in the text) constructed the sample to the creator’s authentic recipe, when the originator was deceased or otherwise unreachable. © Dick Brown


  As a practical matter, the book contains a list of sources where you can buy finished flies—either off-the-shelf from retailers or tied-to-order from custom tiers. For those who do tie their own flies, this section also tells where to find tying materials.


  ALSO AN ANGLER’S FISHING GUIDE


  This book describes far more, however, than just tying bonefish flies. It also advises you how to fish them. A chapter on fly selection gives criteria for choosing patterns for different places and conditions, and the individual fly profiles tell you which flies fish best for different depth, wind, light, and bottom conditions. They also reveal which flies have worked well at specific destinations.


  In addition, the fly profiles contain advice on what prey the flies suggest and on how to present them. They specify stripping techniques and, where appropriate, the depths and locales the flies were designed to fish.


  In the end, this is a practical book of fishing flies. It should sit next to your vise or next to your tackle bag. It doesn’t belong in a bookcase.


  CHAPTER 1: FLY CHARACTERISTICS


  What Makes a Good Bonefish Fly Good?


  Just as flies for other species suggest food to attract quarry, so bonefish flies portray the creatures eaten by Albula vulpes. Fly patterns for this elusive species, however, must accomplish a few other critical tasks besides just looking like dinner.


  Bonefish flies must enter the water noiselessly and sink quickly and cleanly to the fish’s level. They should attract a fish’s attention without frightening it, and, when you strip them, they must move enticingly, without snagging bottom. They should also quiver—when stopped—to suggest the tense, trembling posture of startled prey. Furthermore, from a purely pragmatic point of view, they should never rust, crush, or fall apart. And, of course, they must also be easy to tie.


  All that seems like a lot to ask of a fly. Yet patterns such as Charlies, Gotchas, Clousers, Kwans, Bristle Worms, Merkins, Ghosts, HOYs, Peterson’s Spawning Shrimps, Moore’s Bonefish Crabs, and Simrams have been delivering the goods on the flats every season for many years. In capable hands, these workhorse patterns will usually take fish at any destination.


  Sometimes, it seems to me that these eleven (and a few other old standbys) work so well, there’s no need for any new bonefish patterns at all. Indeed, it would not upset me too much if I were forced to head for any bonefish flat in the world with nothing but these eleven patterns—but only if I had to.


  It is the nature of our sport that we all tinker to some degree. We all try to come up with better techniques, better places to fish, and better fly patterns for fishing them. Moreover, in my bonefishing experience at least, the fish seem to demand this experimentation of us.


  [image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


  If the test of a good bonefish fly is success, these two win hands down: Jim’s Golden Eye (bottom) has taken three world records, and Jim’s Bonefish Puff (top) took a fourth . . . all in the able hands of their creator, the late Jim Orthwein. © Dick Brown.


  Over the last century, as anglers have stalked this challenging species, bonefish have slowly but relentlessly grown smarter. The big fish in Florida, where anglers have stalked this species longest, are much more critical of technique and flies than the bonefish of less pressured locales. Heavily pounded home flats at lodges in the Bahamas, Belize, and Mexico’s Yucatan always hold a few resident bruisers that refuse anything you put in front of them. Last year’s flies (and techniques) may not be good enough in such places. Fish that see us and see our flies repeatedly begin to recognize a threat for what it is. Each year, the ante goes up; each season, angling techniques and fly patterns must keep getting better.
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  Flies must land quietly to get in front of fish without spooking them. Shown are the Ghost (top left and right), Pflueger HOY (bottom left), and Len’s Hackle Merkin (bottom right). © Dick Brown.


  If you are a serious bonefish angler, then—whether you create your own fly designs or buy your flies at a tackle shop—you will eventually grow curious about what makes a good bonefish fly. You will particularly want to know how they work and what separates the good ones from the bad.


  What are the best ways to control sink rate? How do you prevent noisy landings? Can you make flies that won’t snag in grass? What do the prey look like, and which elements are most important in simulating them?


  In the beginning, if you’re like me, you’ll probably focus more on what prey your fly looks like than anything else. I always seem to think I’ve just invented some great new shrimpy-crabby shape that’s going to become the sport’s next killer pattern. But in reality—at least in bonefishing reality—you’d be better off first studying the function of a fly rather than its prey form. Only flies that get in front of fish ever get considered—no matter how good they look. Master that and then you can move on to prey simulation.


  GETTING TO THE FISH


  For a bonefish fly to consistently reach fish without spooking them, it must land quietly, sink quickly to fish level, and avoid snagging when stripped. It helps, too, if you can cast it easily in wind.


  Entry Impact


  A friend of mine, the late Len Wright, characterized one of his favorite bonefish patterns as so delicate “it lands as quietly as a mouse peeing on a blotter.” (The pattern—the very effective Hackle Merkin—is literally as light as a feather.) Len’s description evokes one of the most desirable traits in bonefish fly design: The less disturbance—whether noise or splashing—made by your fly when it lands, the more likely the fish will stick around to look it over.


  As most who have fished the flats know, splash spooks fish badly. (A noisy landing does sometimes attract fish too, but you still have to know how to control splash, even if you intend to use it to your benefit.) Generally, the more experienced the fish, the smaller the impact required to disturb them. But if you have a whisper-quiet fly that lands softly, you can put your fly close enough to fish—and the closer the better—so they must react to it quickly.


  Making a fly quiet in and of itself poses no great challenge to tiers. But making a fly quiet and making it sink fast can truly test a fly designer’s ingenuity. Since both soft landings and fast sink rates are so critical to flats anglers, bonefish-pattern tiers have pushed the fly-design envelope for these two discordant variables to the limit. They’ve invented novel blends of weight and buoyancy, achieving whisper-quiet landings and rocket-fast descents in flies such as Peterson’s Peeking Crab, Dorsy’s Kwan, Glinton’s Meko, Moore’s Bonefish Crab, Will Myers’s Buster Crab, Ellen Reed’s Honey Lamb, Lenny Moffo’s Slamaroo, and Tim Merrihew’s Nasty Gilbert.


  Sink Rate


  Of all the bonefish fly characteristics you must get right, I find sink rate—along with its contrary sister, entry impact—accounts for more fish won or lost than any other. Unless your fly gets down to the fish’s level without spooking them, they’ll never see it. It won’t matter how well you aim, or how far you cast, or how enticingly the pattern beckons the fish. They will never know it’s there and they’ll never react to it. You’d be better off putting your fly rod away and going bottom fishing for grouper with chopped Conch.
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  Before a fly can do its work, it must get down to the level of the fish, whether a bottom feeder or mid-column cruiser. The neutral-density Bunny Bone (top) sinks slowly to shallow cruisers, while the Simram (bottom) rockets to the bottom for deep-feeding fish. © Dick Brown.


  Fly tiers have found many ways to adjust the rate at which flies descend. Some methods—such as increasing or decreasing the amount of buoyant elements in tails, wings, and bodies—evolved from techniques found in tying all kinds of fishing flies. Sink rate, however, is so critical in flats fishing that bonefish anglers have pioneered sinking techniques far beyond most other fly designers. By experimenting with the use of metal “eyes,” bonefish fly tiers have discovered they can vary the size, number, and location of barbells and bead chain to achieve desired sink rates and realistic fly action. Fly makers also incorporate lead strips, wound lead wire, stacked slivers of lead, and keel hooks into their arsenal of sink rate tricks, allowing them to adjust just about any fly pattern—no matter what its shape or makeup—to fish well in any given depth of water.


  In addition, tiers vary sink rate through body material. Water-sucking substances such as chenille and yarn sink fast when wet, while bodies of bulky deer hair, rabbit, and dubbing mixes descend slowly and make good tailing flies, like Victor Trodella’s Ghost, Jeffrey Cardenas’s Palmered Crab or Tim Borski’s Deer Hair Critter.


  Snag-Proofing


  If you fish only sand flats, weed guards will have little value for you. But if you fish where turtle grass beds and coral heads eat your flies faster than fish, you will need to have flies that pull through bottom structure and vegetation without hanging up.


  Mono or wire weed guards shaped as spikes or loops shield hook points from catching on bottoms, grass, and coral. Stiff hackle wound in front of hook points, as on Glinton’s Meko, Jim’s Golden Eye, and the Pfleuger HOY, also reduces hang-ups. Flared deer-hair collars, a favorite technique of talented tier Craig Mathews, are very effective snag-proofers in patterns such as his Pop’s Bonefish Bitters and Turneffe Crab.


  Many bonefish flies such as the Crazy (or Nasty) Charlie, the Shallow H2O Fly, and the Clouser Deep Minnow use reverse wings to protect hook points. The grandfather of all these inverted wing guards is Pete Perin-chief’s Horror, a pioneering 1950s design that spawned a generation of flipped-over wing patterns—many created by the gifted hands of Chico Fernandez and Lefty Kreh—to give anglers snag-proof patterns that worked just about anywhere. More recent ingenuity has resulted in integrated weedless techniques such as the mono eyestalks on Les Fulcher’s Bonefish Joe, which double as guards, and the deer-hair stalk extending out of the bodies of both Rick Ruoff’s Backcountry Bonefish Fly and Vic Gaspeny’s Threadhead.


  Incidentally, I find guides and anglers in Florida—where grass beds greet you at every turn—lead the rest of us in weed and coral guard design. If you fish such areas regularly, study the flies of Rick Ruoff, Steve Huff, Tim Borski, Patrick Dorsy, Steve Bailey, and Harry Spear to see the way they keep hook points out of harm’s way. And pay close attention to the care with which spear matches weed guard diameter to hook size to make sure the mono serves as a weed guard and not a fish guard.
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  Weed guards help anglers avoid snagging grass, coral, and the bottom. They come in many disguises, such as the mono loop on the Spawning Shrimp (top), the mono spike on the MOE (bottom left), and the deer-hair tuft on the Backcountry Bonefish Fly (bottom right). © Dick Brown.


  Castability


  Punching deer-hair crabs through a stiff wind teaches you the merits of aerodynamic fly design fast. You strain your arm. You lose your timing. No matter how hard you try to push that crab against the wind currents, gusts blow it off course and you miss your target.


  Aerodynamically clean designs, such as Charlies and Gotchas, cast well in wind. Even winged flies, such as the Clouser Deep Minnow and Goddard Tropical Shrimp, adopt cone-shaped profiles that pierce wind. But bulky three-dimensional flies, such as many crab, urchin, and goby patterns, require so much force to cast that few anglers can cast them with control.
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  When it comes to designing large flies that cast well, Florida Keys tiers like Tim Borski and Pat Dorsy pioneered the optimum marriage of big meaty profiles with aerodynamic efficiency so they slice wind currents while emulating the big keys prey forms. Shown are the Kraft Fur Worm (top), Bristle Worm (middle right), and Kwan (bottom). © Dick Brown.


  Clever designers, however, have found ingenious ways to fashion even unwieldy prey forms so they cast well. Among these I find Craig Mathews’s Big Salsa and Sir Mantis Shrimps cast very well, as do the large marabou profiles in Jim Orthwein’s Bonefish Puff and Doug Brewer’s Standard MOE. Aaron Adams creates large aerodynamic crabs, like his Bastard Crab and Bunny Crab patterns, which have soft bodies and trailing legs that collapse into smaller profiles for easy casting.


  Recent studies in bonefish food preferences have highlighted the importance of plump prey such as the gulf toadfish, encouraging fly designers to create aerodynamic, large-body flies like the Kwan, Bristle Worm, Kraft Fur Worm, and Toad Fly, which are both robust in profile and easy to throw.


  LOOKING LIKE FOOD


  Bonefish eat just about anything they can safely run down and ingest without fear of attack. This omnivorous appetite and the abundance of different prey forms in the bonefish’s world account for the great variety of flies that deceive bonefish. This is why bonefish are such perfect targets for “attractor” patterns—flies that simply look like they should be something edible, whether or not they portray any specific creature that lives on the flats.


  But some prey turn up in bonefish stomachs more often than others—maybe because these species are more abundant, maybe because they are easier to catch, or maybe because they give more nutritional bang for the bite. Among the most commonly consumed of these prey are clams, common shrimps, snapping shrimps, toadfish, and Crabs.


  Table 1.1.1: What Bonefish Eat Most in the Bahamas


  
    
      	PREY FORMS

      	PREY EATEN (% OF PREY NUMBERS)
    


    
      	Clams (Bivalvia)

      	35.5%
    


    
      	Common shrimps (Penaeidae)

      	19.8
    


    
      	Snapping shrimps (Alpheidae)

      	13.0
    


    
      	Swimming crabs (Portunidae)

      	7.2
    


    
      	Mud and spider crabs (Xanthidae, Majidae)

      	6.9
    


    
      	Worms (Polychaeta)

      	6.1
    


    
      	Snails (Gastropoda)

      	5.0
    


    
      	Fish (Gobiidae, Batrachoididae)

      	4.4
    


    
      	Mantis shrimps (Squillidae)

      	2.1
    

  


  Source: Colton and Alevizon, 1983


  Table 1.1.2: What Bonefish Eat Most in Florida


  
    
      	PREY FORMS

      	PREY EATEN (% BY WEIGHT)
    


    
      	Mud crabs (Xanthidae)

      	29.9%
    


    
      	Toadfish (Batrachoididae)

      	17.2
    


    
      	Swimming crabs (Potunidae)

      	10.9
    


    
      	Snapping shrimps (Alpheidae)

      	9.2
    


    
      	Common shrimps (Penaeidae)

      	7.7
    

  


  Source: Crabtree, et al , 1998


  Table 1.2: Prey Most Preferred by Bahamas Bonefish


  
    
      	PREY FORMS

      	PREY EATEN (%)

      	PREY AVAILABLE (%)

      	PREFERENCE RATIO
    


    
      	Clams (Bivalvia)

      	35.5%

      	6.1%

      	5.8
    


    
      	Common shrimps (Penaeidae)

      	19.8

      	8.7

      	2.2
    


    
      	Mantis shrimps (Squillidae)

      	2.1

      	1.2

      	1.7
    


    
      	Worms (Polychaeta)

      	6.1

      	6.5

      	0.9
    


    
      	Swimming crabs (Portunidae)

      	7.2

      	8.2

      	0.9
    


    
      	Snapping shrimps (Alpheidae)

      	13.0

      	22.0

      	0.6
    


    
      	Mud and spider crabs (Xanthidae, Majidae)

      	6.9

      	13.2

      	0.5
    


    
      	Fish (Gobiidae, Batrachoididae)

      	4.4

      	13.0

      	0.3
    


    
      	Snails (Gastropoda)

      	5.0

      	21.1

      	0.2
    

  


  Source: Colton and Alevizon, 1983


  But even more fascinating to anglers and fly tiers, some of these prey species end up inside bonefish far more often than their abundance in local habitats would lead you to expect—enough so, at least, to encourage speculation that they have a favorite-food status on the bonefish’s daily menu. Prey families in the Bahamas that fit this group include clams in the tellin and lucine families, common shrimps, and mantis shrimps.


  Some prey on the list of Bahamas bonefish favorites—mantis shrimps, large common shrimps, and swimming crabs—appear to represent a very nutritious package to the fish and, presumably, are worth going to some effort to pursue. Extrapolating from recent Florida studies, one could reasonably add mud crabs and toadfish to this high-preference short list.


  HOW DO YOU JUDGE IF A FLY LOOKS LIKE PREY?


  Many factors determine how well a fly pattern portrays prey, and fly tiers adopt many different styles in their attempts to find something that looks “real” and “appetizing.” Some construct patterns that look photographically perfect. Others simulate a few key elements of the prey, emphasizing what they believe to be most seductive...perhaps a club-like claw, or an elongated antenna, or an oversize tail. Still others adopt a minimalist approach, which yields flies that seem to suggest nothing at all, like the Pop Hill Special—a spartan design that appears to let the fish fill in the blanks as to what prey the pattern represents.


  Many anglers react to this diversity of style with a monolithic approach. They choose flies all of one kind; they become of a “school”. But a quick thumbing through the pages of this book’s fly pattern profiles suggests that no single style imbues bonefish fly tying (any more than any one school rules the tying of flies for any other species). I have taken fish on Carl Richards’s realistic crabs and shrimps, Craig Mathews’s suggestive Bonefish Bitters, and Dick Berry’s minimalist Pipe Cleaner Fly. I have fished the very suggestive McVay Gotcha until it had been eaten by so many fish that it fell apart. I frequently fish the Clouser Deep Minnow, Del Brown Bonefish Fly or Merkin, Jim Orthwein’s Rubber Band Worm and Golden eye, Bill hunter’s Apricot Charlie, and Lefty Kreh’s Shallow H2O Fly—and find this diverse group all very effective at suggesting prey. And I wouldn’t go anywhere without at least a couple of Tim Borski’s devilish deceptions in my box.
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  Bonefish flies must suggest some form of the prey these nervous fish eat—although impressionistic interpretations often work as well as, or better than, precise imitations. © Dick Brown.


  I am, it seems, an eclectic in my choice of fly style. And it suits me because—simply put—I am not a bonefish. I do not know which interpretation of their food will work day in and day out. Which will look like food on the ocean-side versus deep in backcountry? Or on bright days versus dark? So I do not find it contradictory to arm myself with a few of the best of each of these styles—especially since they all seem to do the job under certain conditions.


  As for which styles and patterns are best, you will know how well a fly’s design suggests food to your target once you test it on the flats and closely watch fish react to it. You must see not only if the fish takes it, but also how aggressively it takes it. Over time, your instincts for what works best will improve. You will learn much, too, from studying the physical traits of prey—especially those of favorite prey such as shrimps, crabs, mantis shrimps, gobies, and toadfish—and the fly design elements that portray them.


  Bonefish prey come in many varieties. For the angler and fly tier, the most important prey attributes to simulate are shape, color, size, appendages, and sheen.


  Shape


  Many shrimp display long, nymph-like bodies. Others such as snapping and mantis shrimps have giant claws that mimic crayfish or bodies that look like miniature lobsters. Crabs display oval, triangular, or trapezoidal shapes like beetles and spiders. Small eels, forage fish, and gobies look similar to the baitfish and sculpins anglers see in other fishing. But some flats prey, such as burrowing clams and spine-covered urchins, have bodies like none that other anglers encounter.


  Until recently, tiers explored mostly shrimp patterns and, to a lesser degree, crabs. But as the fly profiles show, this has changed dramatically. With the observation of other important prey, such as mantis shrimps, sea worms, clams, gobies, and toadfish, many new types of prey are being mimicked at the vise. Mantis patterns such as Doug Schlink’s Moxey Creek Shrimp, Dan Hall’s Magic Mantis, and others from Bill Wilbur, Bill Catherwood, Carl Richards, and Craig Mathews are taking fish on the flats today. Inspired crab flies—like Peterson’s Peeking Crab, Aaron Adams’s Bastard Crab, Hall’s Perfect Crab, and Dorsy’s Bone Slappa—now come in many different shapes and sizes to capture the differences among all the many swimming, spider, and mud species bonefish eat. Worm flies, too, show great promise. Patterns such as Ben Estes’s Vernille Sparkle Worm, Michael Bednar’s Intruder, Charlie Gowen’s Worm Fly, Rick Ruoff’s Deep Flea, and Brad Kistler’s ingenious Tailbone deceive fish with their sea worm profiles. Big-profiled toadfish patterns, such as the Kwan, Toad, Bristle Worm, Slider, Tasty Toad, and Slinky Toad, have emerged as solid big-fish flies.


  Color


  Many prey that bonefish hunt conceal themselves with camouflage, matching the surrounding sand, grass, and coral where they live. This has led many anglers to tying and selecting flies that match the color of flats. But I find some anglers apply this philosophy too rigidly. They believe that only light-colored prey survive on light-colored flats and vice versa.


  For several years, however, I have been pulling all sorts of non-camouflaged characters from the bottoms of flats. You need only check a good tropical saltwater identification guide—such as Peterson’s or Humann’s handbooks for the Atlantic and Fielding’s or Ryan’s for the Pacific—to see the enormous variety of non-camouflaged creatures that live on the flats. Some of these conspicuous prey survive by burrowing or hiding in abandoned shells. Some wear camouflage part of the time, but at other times they bear small patches of garish color, such as the orange egg sacks on certain shrimps and crabs or the dark pseudo eyes on the armor plates of some mantises.


  Other prey openly display extravagantly colored exteriors, living on gay-hued hosts such as sponges and anemones, where they are, in effect, camouflaged by blending with their host. But when tumbled free of their hiding places, during pounding storms or heavy tidal movement or when caught off-guard in feeding or mating activities, they make striking targets and trigger opportunistic feeding frenzies.


  Anglers armed with only drab earth-tone flies will limit themselves unnecessarily in bonefishing. Some of today’s best tiers integrate color provocatively in very successful patterns that every flats angler should consider, among them the gaily splotched Bone Bug of Nick Curcione, or Bob Veverka’s Foxy Lady Crab, Eddie Corrie’s Paris flat Special pattern, Jim McVay’s Gotcha, Winston Moore’s Green Puff, and Lefty Kreh’s Shallow H2O Fly. Guide Wayne Haselau’s neon-nosed Seychelles patterns use Krystal Flash wound as tying thread to create tiny bright highlights on the noses of flies to trigger big fish to strike. Marine researcher Aaron Adams winds Gotcha-pink thread on the heads of most of his otherwise earth-tone-colored patterns.
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  Many prey live on top of the flat’s floor, camouflaging themselves in earth-tone colors to match sand, coral, and grass. But other food species do not blend into their surroundings, and anglers will need brighter-colored and more visible flies to suggest non-camouflaged species such as sea worms, shrimps, and crabs that live in tubes or burrows, or that inhabit gaily colored hosts such as sponges and anemones. © Chris Armstrong.


  Fully camouflaged flies do produce well, of course. The many earth-tone colors in the flies profiled in chapter 2 reflect the popularity of this style. Some, such as Omeko Glinton’s Meko, Aaron Adams’s Merkwan, Jeffrey Cardenas’s Bunny Bones, Harry Spear’s MOEs, Tim Borski’s Bristle Worm, and Randall Kaufmann’s Marabou Shrimp, seem almost to disappear against a flat. But if you look closely at the creations of these clever tiers, you will see that each has built in soft, lively elements that attract fish by movement, something I’ve come to prefer in my flat-matching camo patterns.


  Reflected Color


  Another way—and an unusual one—that flats fly designers portray camouflaged prey is by tying reflective patterns, such as Crazy Charlie, McVay’s Gotcha, Haselau’s Alphonse Special and Bonefish Spyder, and Al Caucci’s Hoochy Caucci. These flies mirror—and blend with—the terrain around them. Furthermore, their reflective bodies change, allowing them to meld with new backgrounds, so when you’re moving across different-colored flats, you don’t have to change flies as often as you might with fixed-color flies. The McVay and the Caucci flies have the added advantage of lively marabou or craft hair components to attract by movement. The Bully special and Reverend
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