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INTRODUCTION

It was turning out to be a dour October morning at Llandegfedd. Earlier in the week the trout had been rising freely to both aquatic and terrestrial flies – but now the activity had ceased. Success was inevitably going to require a lot of effort on a day when both fishermen were feeling rather jaded. They had just returned with gold medals from England’s fly fishing campaigns in the world and home international series, and the desire for relaxation had become the overwhelming factor. The immediate choice lay between hard work and a pint of Caffreys in the nearby pub – a decision that was not too difficult under the circumstances.

So it was that two Englishmen entered a Welsh pub, drank Irish beer and started to talk about Scottish fishing experiences. They reminisced about Success With Trout – a best selling book on still-water fly fishing in the UK that they had written with Chris Ogborne five years earlier. Since then, they had acquired a considerable amount of additional knowledge on rivers as well as lakes. Perhaps it was time to update and republish it.

Their thoughts then started to take on a more global perspective. In conjunction with their close friends, they had experienced many different waters around the world. This included fishing and speaking with local experts and sharing flies and tactics. It was interesting how the same approach had worked so well and so consistently in all these different countries. On reflection, though, it was to be expected, for there was no logical reason why trout should vary their behaviour when the food chain was so similar.

They could identify several excellent books on fly fishing. Many specialized in either rivers or lakes, and most were restricted to the author’s experiences in his own country. Some concentrated solely on techniques, while others focused in great detail on the complexities of entomology or the trout’s behaviour. But they had not come across an authoritative book that co-ordinated global tactics from many experts with a simplified description of the underlying rationale. That was what today’s trout fisherman needed – and that was what today’s trout fisherman was going to get!


CHAPTER 1

THE QUEST
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Tim Tollett with a wild brown trout.

After the initial burst of enthusiasm, we began to have second thoughts about writing a single book covering such diverse regions as North America, Australasia and Europe. Different species of insects are often unique to a country, and within the USA, for example, there is a considerable variation between east and west.

However, we soon reminded ourselves that the brown and rainbow trout and the basic fly life are fundamentally the same. Variations in species between countries are usually only due to differences in size or shade. Upwinged and caddis flies dominate the stream fisherman’s thoughts from Colorado to the sacred chalk-streams of southern England, and aquatic midges are a staple diet for trout in still waters everywhere. Small fish and terrestrial insects abound, while most regions have their share of damsels, stoneflies, corixae and various crustaceans. Thus, general patterns like the Adams, Royal Wulff, Pheasant Tail and Hare’s Ear are proven on a global basis.

Of course, you can always obtain detailed tips from the locals, and sometimes from the most unexpected sources. Customs officials at Auckland were only too keen to offer us advice on where and how to fish in New Zealand’s North Island. ‘You’ll need a selection of cicadas at this time of year, and it’s worth having a few brown gold-headed damsels for the lakes. And have you got any nits?’

‘Well, we’ve got some of these. Will they do?’, we reply, showing them some tiny black dry flies.

‘How the hick are you going to scoop a fish out the water with one of them?’

Back in the northern hemisphere, we were seeing our way clear to producing a book that would benefit fly fishermen across the globe. Most of the world’s best practitioners have the knack of focusing on the important ten per cent of all the information confronting them. They have the essential understanding and the ability to apply it, and are rarely led down blind alleys by too much data. These qualities allow them to be successful just about anywhere they choose to fish.

The book would therefore be a no-nonsense approach, which would cut through much of the unnecessary detail and mystique. It would combine fly tying and tactics as much as possible, since the relationship between them is often the key to success. Entomology would have a clear focus towards the goal of deceiving the trout, rather than being a compendium of academic facts. Detailed descriptions and artificial flies for very specific or localized species would be out. The use of trigger points and general patterns that covered several different families of insects would definitely be in.

Then we had to consider the balance between running and still water. In streams, the current conveys the food, whereas in lakes the trout has to forage. Although the tactics must vary accordingly, the trout is the same creature in both environments, with the same survival instincts and dietary requirements. To reinforce this point, trout that have grown to a large size in a lake will sometimes remain in an adjoining river, after migrating there to spawn.

Thus, while it was inevitable that the different tactics would have to appear in separate chapters, we have aimed to unify the approach wherever possible to encourage a cross-fertilization of ideas. Those who do have their feet firmly in both camps usually find that their overall skills benefit immensely. Yet many stream fishermen choose not to bother with still-water fly fishing at all – and vice versa. Sometimes the two parties will build up their own expertise in complete isolation, almost as if they were stalking completely different fish. We would make one plea to these specialists. Just occasionally, cross the divide and give the other branch of the sport a try. You may even enjoy it!

After some careful consideration, we decided not to cover tactics specifically designed for competitions. Although we have obtained a great deal of pleasure from these events, we wanted to focus on fly fishing for its own sake. There is, however, one point to be made about competition fishing that is very relevant to anyone who is genuinely interested in becoming more proficient.

At the end of the day, each competitor knows exactly how well he has done relative to everyone else. This can be quite a painful experience, but it presents a golden opportunity to learn from those who have been more successful. Thus, the enquiring and self-critical fisherman becomes progressively more competent. The eliminating rounds to progress to the English team are now so keenly fought that you simply have to increase your proficiency to succeed. Indeed, the experiences we have accumulated over many years from qualifying for, representing and captaining England, have added substantially to our skills as all-round fishermen.

THE PLAYERS

Our eccentric friend Reggie, who professes a love of red ink, volunteered with gusto to review an early version of the text.

‘Mmmm,’ he remarked in his own inimitable style. ‘Good stuff – a veritable landmark – but it reads a bit like a PhD thesis. You’d better get the shops to supply a flask of black coffee with each copy!’

Reggie did not realize the implications of what he had just said. The obvious way to lighten the text was to intersperse it with true stories (in italics) about his own exploits and his love of ‘taking the Mickey’. But over the years, he has not been alone in adding colour to our fishing trips. There is Humphrey, an irredeemable showman who delights in deceiving his fellow anglers as much as the trout – and he is an expert at both! Denzil is another top-grade fishermen, who pushes the fishing rules as far and as secretly as he dare – but has two major weaknesses in good wine and bad women. Alex is both knowledgeable and intelligent, but lets his frustration overcome his logic all too easily when things go wrong. Finally, there is the pedantic and highly political Wesley, who remains a mediocre angler because he cannot cut through the superfluous detail to the tactics and flies that really matter.

‘Mmmm – but you’re giving all our secrets away,’ was Reggie’s parting comment. We hope to be proved guilty. You will be the final judge of whether we have been successful in a quest that may never have started had the Llandegfedd trout been more co-operative on that crisp October morning.
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CHAPTER 2

A BETTER UNDERSTANDING
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A cutthroat trout moves between the shadows.

Enthusiasm goes a long way, but what discriminates an expert from the ordinary practitioner is an enquiring mind. Those who simply accept things as they find them from one trip to another inevitably waste a lot of time and effort in trial and error. On the other hand, those who try to understand why a particular method does or does not work gain the knowledge to tailor their tactics correctly to the prevailing conditions. They become more consistent, which then increases their confidence to develop tactics further to even greater effect.

This chapter gives a few perspectives into areas that will provide the foundation for many of the tactics described throughout the book. These ideas should help you to decide, for example, when it is better to use a nymph or wet pattern, even though the trout may be preoccupied with dry flies. They should give some clues into the trout’s feeding habits. They will also help you to form your own considered opinions on the best choice of rod, line and leader.

Too much detail makes it difficult to sort out the wood from the trees. For that reason we have taken as many short cuts as we dare in an attempt to ensure that the understanding is properly focused towards an angler’s paramount objective. In basic terms, we want to tell you how to catch more fish. Those who require detailed technical descriptions of the underlying phenomena should read In The Ring Of The Rise by Vince Marinaro, The Trout And The Fly by Brian Clarke and John Goddard, or Gary Borger’s Presentation.

THE TROUT’S VIEW OF ITS SURROUNDINGS

Alex was feeling rather embarrassed. He was a newcomer to the sport, and had quite logically assumed that the trout’s window was something to do with its field of view from the eyes on each side of its head. To have made this faux pas publicly was bad enough, but to have done so in front of the fastidious and self-important Wesley was the worst mistake of all. Wesley was a retired headteacher, who took delight in exerting his authority at every opportunity, and lecturing to his unfortunate fishing colleagues on any subject under the sun. In this instance, Alex realized that he was about to receive the full works.

‘It is all really very straightforward. Consider light approaching the surface from below at an angle (let us call it theta) to the normal. The principle of rectilinear propagation allows us to consider either direction with the same conclusion. Light is, of course, a wave that travels with a greater velocity in air than in water. So from a simple consideration of the wave-front, it has to bend further away from the normal in the medium with the lower refractive index. I hope that you are paying attention. There comes a point, therefore, as theta increases to 48.6 degrees, that the exiting light is bent so far that it can no longer leave the surface. At this point all the light is reflected back into the water. This produces a cone of light when viewed from below with a diameter of 2.269 times the depth at 15 degrees Celsius. Inside the cone, everything is visible just above the surface. Outside the cone the surface is a mirror, which is usually a dark green or brown since it reflects the wavelengths of the weeds or gravel below the surface. I can explain it more succinctly with a little bit of mathematics . . .’

At this point, Alex could take no more. He had a PhD and could have gone into much greater detail about the properties of electromagnetic radiation than Wesley, had he too wanted to show off. But he was also very much admired for his skills of riposte and witty repartee, and on this occasion decided to use the more sophisticated approach to restore his sense of pride.

‘B*gg*r off, Wesley.’

We have met many people who have not really grasped the implications of the trout’s window because the description was too complex. This is a great pity, because anyone who can at least grasp the way in which it affects the trout’s behaviour will become a much better all-round fisherman. This calls for a more down-to-earth explanation. Those requiring more of a challenge may wish to decipher Wesley’s pompous, yet technically correct, ramblings.

A Simple Explanation of the Window

First of all, the trout’s window has absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with its eyesight. Any submerged creature looking up towards the surface – be it a fish, otter or scuba diver – will see a circular window of light. Within this window, directly overhead, everything on or above the surface is visible. This, of course, includes dry flies resting on the surface.

Dry flies outside the circular window are not directly visible to a trout. It is well worth observing this for yourself by looking into a large glass bowl from below. The area outside the window looks just like a mirror – and that is exactly what it is. It will reflect the colours and features of the sub-surface world. In order to be seen directly by a fish, a fly in the area of the mirror has to be submerged. Thus, nymphs are always visible. So too are those parts of an emerger, such as the emptying shuck case, that penetrate the surface film.
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The trout’s window.

The radius of this circle of visibility is roughly the same as the trout’s depth in the water. There is no need to be any more accurate than this due to the uncertainties in estimating distances and depths. So when a fish moves up from 4 ft to 1 ft, its view in any direction of flies resting on the surface also decreases from about 4 ft to 1 ft. A dry fly that was well within the circle at the previous depth has now disappeared, whereas an emerger in the same location would still be visible. Thus nymphs and emergers are often much more effective for catching fish cruising high in the water.

The effect of depth on the number of visible dry flies is greater than you might at first imagine. As every schoolboy should know, the area of a circle is pi times its radius squared. This means that a fish at 4 ft will be able to see 16 times as many spinners, for example, as one cruising only 1 ft below. Consequently, unless there is an abundance of surface food, the trout’s interests are best served by keeping well down in the water. This may partially explain why fish often lie near the bottom of a stream, although it is also to take advantage of camouflage and the slower currents.

Finally, a trout that is cruising just a couple of inches below the surface becomes transfixed on the tiny zone in front of its nose. Thus, a successful cast is likely to require extreme accuracy and perhaps more than a little luck, irrespective of whether the pattern is a dry fly or emerger. It is often more productive to distract it from its feeding with a fly that disturbs the surface or to use a hideously bright sub-surface pattern that flashes enticingly outside its zone of concentration.

Imperfections in the Mirror

There is a small, but important, complication to the simple picture. It is possible for a fish on the look-out for food to detect that something is resting on the surface outside its window. Its shape, size or colour may be indeterminate – but something is there, and it is worth closer inspection because it might be edible.

Although the legs of an insect do not penetrate the surface film, they do produce six tiny indentations. Even the featherweight body of a caenis or trico will cause some local distortion. When looking at a small fly from below in a glass bowl, it is impossible to discern too many details outside the window, but its presence is unmistakable. Some large insects distort the surface film sufficiently to allow light to penetrate immediately adjacent to them, which may provide clues to their shape and colour. Trout will therefore inspect the mirror for the presence of surface food. They have a greater chance of success in calm conditions for two reasons. First, any distortion of the surface will be highly conspicuous. Second, more insects are likely to become trapped in the unbroken film.
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An insect’s footprints in the surface film.

In windy conditions or in rough parts of a stream, the ripples will constantly change the angle of the surface. This is good news for the angler since the fish are less capable of discerning his movements or detecting imperfections in the artificial fly. A big swell will move the window from one side of a fish to the other, whereas a tiny ripple will expose transitory windows in the mirror and dark patches in the window. The onset of a slight breeze on a hitherto calm surface can therefore be a mixed blessing, and we have known the fishing either to improve or deteriorate on many occasions. Sometimes in lakes you will encounter areas of both calm water and light ripples. It is then an excellent tactic to position yourself in the ripple for concealment, while casting your fly just beyond it to the calm patch. Here, it will be clearly visible in a region where the fish might expect to find more food.

There is the added factor with most artificial patterns of a hook that penetrates the surface film. It is not very realistic, but it may just attract the trout’s attention towards a fly outside its window that otherwise would have gone unnoticed. Silver hooks are worth a try, because they are conspicuous while bearing some resemblance to a gas-filled shuck.

Finally, it would be wrong to give the impression that nymphs are always more visible than dry flies. We have been describing one specific case where the trout are high in the water so that their window of vision is severely restricted. In clear water, trout that are lying deep are able to search over a wide circle of vision for flies on top of the surface. They are far more likely to notice a bushy dry fly, which stands as a silhouette against the sky, than a nymph just below the surface.

Glare – The Angler’s Accomplice

When sunlight hits water at a shallow angle, it produces glare by bouncing off rather than penetrating the surface. You can observe this phenomenon by kneeling on the ground with your head low while looking into a river or lake. Irrespective of the water clarity, you will be able to see very little beneath the surface – and, by the same argument, anything beneath the surface will be unable to see you. Thus, an angler whose profile is below the ‘ten-degree line’ is unlikely to be spotted.
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The ten-degree line – plus angler.

The Trout’s Field of Vision

In order to discern depth, distance and a sharp image, a fish needs to use both its eyes. This means that its food has to appear in a narrow 30 degree cone of binocular vision in front of its head before it is sufficiently confident to take it.
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The trout’s vision.

Nevertheless, a fish has monocular vision over a much wider area on both sides of its body. Although it can pick out little detail, it is acutely tuned to detecting anything out of the ordinary. It can spot an approaching insect and then turn towards it to get a proper look. More importantly, it can sense any movement of a potential predator. A fish’s requirement to survive is usually greater than its desire to feed.

Although a fish’s eyes are capable of wide-angled vision, its body gets in the way. This prevents the detection of anything in a 30 degree arc immediately behind it. This cries out for approaching a fish from behind at a narrow angle. The closer you get to the fish, the greater the advantages become of wading rather than casting at a wider angle from the bank.

COLOUR AND VISIBILITY

There is plenty of evidence from both scientists and anglers to demonstrate that fish have the ability to differentiate between colours. Selection of the right colour is therefore important – and for three good reasons. First, there is the obvious requirement to imitate the natural food. Second, certain colours seem to provide trigger points that exploit a trout’s aggression or curiosity, or which simply increase its desire to feed. For example, oranges and reds in dry flies and emergers sometimes induce savage takes, whereas the combination of black and green on sub-surface patterns will often kick non-feeding fish into commitment. Finally, different colours show up better than others under certain water conditions.

The Diving Manual of the British Sub-Aqua Club recommends two colours that stand out in water of low (about 5 ft) visibility. They are fluorescent orange and (as a silhouette) black. Not surprisingly, anglers often choose these two options in coloured water to attract the fish’s attention, even if there is no correspondence to the natural food. We have found that trout will often show a marked and unpredictable preference for either black or orange, so it is worth experimenting with both until you are certain of the current favourite.

When fishing in deep water, there is another factor to take into account, as illustrated clearly by a friend’s experience. While learning to scuba dive, he knocked his hand on a structure that was about 15 ft below the surface of a clear freshwater lake. At first, he did not believe that he had cut himself, since all that he could see was some ‘gunge’. But on reaching the surface, he noticed that his hand was bleeding quite badly, without any trace of the gunge. This was a clear demonstration that red objects are not recognizable as such at quite modest depths in even the clearest of water. At the same depth, a bright Soldier Palmer would become a nondescript grey.

We have subsequently spoken to several divers and examined diving references. As a rule of thumb, in a clear water lake, the intensity of red light will halve after passing through 6 ft. So at 12 ft, the ‘redness’ will only be one quarter of what it was on the surface. The remaining red light also has to penetrate from the fly to the fish. If the fish is a further 12 ft away, for example, the redness will have reduced sixteen times overall. More generally, although red provides a superb trigger point at short range, it is unlikely to attract a trout from 15 ft away, irrespective of the depth or water clarity.

The real deep-water specialists might be interested in the following numbers from diving references. In clear water, the approximate distances at which different colours have effectively disappeared to the (human) eye are 15 ft (red), 25 ft (orange), 35 ft (yellow), 60 ft (green) and 75 ft (blue). Water conditions will affect the overall transmission and the relative behaviour of different colours, but can never increase the absolute values above those for pure water. For example, peat-stained waters dramatically reduce the transmission of the shorter wavelengths of light, to the extent that blue is absorbed more rapidly than red – hence their reddish-brown tinge.

RISE-FORMS

Rise-forms give away more information than just the presence of a feeding fish. They may also provide clues to the food-form, and it may be possible to deduce the direction and depth of a cruising trout, although this is more relevant to lakes than rivers. It is important, though, to treat all conclusions as rules of thumb rather than gospel. A trout’s behaviour may depend on other factors such as confidence, familiarity, previous experiences with artificial flies or simply individual preference.

Clues to Diet

One of the most common and misinterpreted rise-forms is the sub-surface boil. A natural reaction on seeing any movement in the water is to reach for the dry fly box. But if there is a highly conspicuous swirl without any breaking of the surface, it is a sure sign that the trout is taking some sort of sub-surface food, such as a nymph.
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Sub-surface boil.

The movement associated with a head and tail rise is not very different from the sub-surface boil, except now the fly is so high in the water that the trout cannot help breaking the surface. The head will appear first as it takes the fly, followed by the body as the fish turns downwards with its prey. This suggests that the food is a nymph that is very close to the surface – most probably at some stage of emergence into an adult.
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Head and tail rise.

There is no reason why a trout should not exhibit the same head and shoulders rise to a fully fledged adult on top of the surface. However, a fish will expend less energy by sticking just its nose (or neb) out of the water. A trout exhibiting a nebbing rise intercepts an adult fly quickly.
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Nebbing rise.

If an insect has no chance of escaping, the trout may want to conserve even more energy. Spent spinners or trapped terrestrial flies are not going to leave the water in a hurry, so the trout can afford to sip the fly gently from below the surface. Often this will produce the merest dimple, and sometimes there will be no sign at all other than the fly being sucked downwards by an invisible vacuum cleaner. Sometimes there is an audible gulp, which has led to the term ‘gulpers’ in North America. The trout will close its mouth on the fly immediately, so the sipping or dimpling rise requires excellent reflexes.
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Sipping or dimpling rise.

If trout remain high in the water when taking dry flies, it is invariably a sign that there are great numbers of tiny insects on the surface. This smutting behaviour, which is more prevalent in still water, occurs because the most efficient manner to feed is to go into ‘vacuum cleaner’ mode. Such fish have a tiny window of surface vision, but that is all they need when the food is so abundant.
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Smutting behaviour.

Finally, there is the splashing rise. This happens when a trout has to act quickly before its prey can escape, and may indicate a chase after scurrying caddis flies or small fish. In the latter case, there is usually a tell-tale sign of several fry scattering near the surface to escape the marauding predator. In still water, it is worth looking for other evidence of fry to avoid misinterpretation. For example, trout will often splash through the surface to intercept fast-moving nymphs, such as caddis pupae and corixae. In hot, breezy conditions, the wings of emerged insects dry out more quickly. This sometimes results in splashy rises, since trout have less time to intercept them before they fly away.
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Fry bashing.

Clues to Depth and Direction

A cruising trout that breaks the surface usually gives some clues to both its depth and direction – providing the water is fairly calm. The behaviour is most relevant in still water, but it also applies to the slow gliding stretches of some rivers, where a trout may forage before returning to its favourite lie. For example, we have often observed cutthroats moving substantial distances in running water in search of food. It is not easy to differentiate between the different signs, but it is worth persevering since anticipation of the direction of a moving trout makes a tremendous difference to success. It also requires some care in both the observation and interpretation, because a wrong conclusion about the cruising depth may also lead to a false estimate of the direction.

The inference is easier if a trout is cruising high in the water. This normally happens when there is plenty of food on the surface, and the rise-forms will only be a few feet apart. As the trout breaks the surface to feed, rings will spread out around it. Those in front will be more closely spaced than those behind, since they are travelling in the same direction as the trout. So you should cast in front of these closely spaced rings.
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Clues to direction of a surface-cruising trout.

It is more difficult to predict the direction of a deep cruising fish. This will normally occur in clear water, when the insect life is sparse, with rise-forms from 10 to 20 ft apart. When a trout approaches the surface, it moves with quite a steep trajectory that produces bulging rings in front of it due to the displacement of water. The ripples that form behind are much smaller and consequently more closely spaced together. So you should cast in front of the bulging, widely spaced rings. Most importantly, when casting in anticipation of the next rise, remember to allow for that movement of 10 to 20 ft.
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Clues to direction of a deep-cruising trout.

These techniques are only really applicable to calm conditions, since it is very tricky to make out the ring spacing or the presence of a bulge in rough water. This should not matter for high-cruising fish, which will generally be moving up wind, but the deeper fish could be moving in any direction.

FEEDING HABITS

Fly fishermen around the world concentrate their thoughts on representing the insects and small fish that fall victim to the trout’s requirement to feed. Their main objective is to recognize the features and behaviour of principal species and then to select an appropriate imitation. This approach is generally sound, but it is not quite the whole story. It is worth taking a couple of steps back to think more generally about the trout’s behaviour, because this can have quite a strong influence on tactics.

Progression of a Rise

Unless they are hungry and scanning their horizons for anything that might pass by, trout will not usually start rising until quite a few insects have appeared. Before this happens, it is arguably better to try to attract their attention by a fly that is big, bright or bushy – perhaps with a small natural imitation trailing just behind it.

When a rise first gets underway, trout tend to be quite catholic in what they will accept. At this stage, it is possible to get by with patterns that may not match the hatch very well. But once set in a rhythm, they become extremely selective. As a rule of thumb, they concentrate on the most abundant species, to the bafflement of many a frustrated angler. They will feast on smuts to the exclusion of nourishing upwinged duns, or ignore a juicy midge pupa in favour of a tiny caenis or trico.

The Induced Rise

Denzil would never miss a trick, to the extent that the kindest verdict on the legality of some of his tactics would be ‘borderline’. He was an expert on every aspect of the sport, including fish psychology. He would often carry a large number of creations that, on casual inspection, resembled small dry flies in the prevailing local colours. A closer look would reveal that the patterns had no hook. Some were no more than the stalks of tiny tomatoes or selected items from plants in the appropriate colour. Others involved a concoction of fur and feather that he had learned to tie in as little 15 seconds.

With supreme stealth, he would proceed about twenty yards upstream of the fish, wade into the water and drop them one at a time so that they floated over his quarry. Sometimes, after a good number of specimens had floated past, one or two fish would start to rise. Inevitably, this would result in a rejection, but it had served the purpose of getting the hitherto disinterested trout to look towards the surface. Moreover, there was nothing to put them on their guard – no drag, no leader and no sudden lift-off of a fly line. Denzil would then reposition himself downstream, cast a properly tied version and enjoy some marvellous dry fly fishing, while his unsuspecting colleagues elsewhere had to persevere with nymphs.

We have often covered rising trout and grayling to no effect for the first dozen or so attempts. Suddenly, fish will start taking the same fly in successive casts. A rise does not have to be initiated by a hatch of natural insects, as is so often assumed.

The Sub-surface Intercom

Humphrey was hosting one of his famous stream-side barbecues by the hatch pool. No expense had been spared in the provision of fillet steak, shell-fish, exotic cheeses and – of course – several cases of his favourite red Rioja. Attendance at these events was one of the bailiff’s perks, and he was not holding back in his consumption of the superb wine. After three or four ample glasses, he somehow found himself suggesting an experiment on Humphrey’s behalf to the rest of the group. This enabled our friend to defend himself against the pompous, formal and obnoxious Wesley when later accused of bringing fly fishing into disrepute.

‘What! Me? It was the bailiff’s idea.’

The experiment involved throwing some raw steak into a high concentration of fish that were unaccustomed to such delicacies. At first, they ignored the alien food, but soon one or two of the braver members had a go. Almost immediately, the whole shoal was swimming around in eager anticipation to grab anything that landed on the water. It did not matter when the food changed from meat to cheese to bread. The feeding spree continued unabated.

Then Humphrey knowingly threw some small slices of cucumber into the pool. A trout grabbed the first piece before spitting it out in contempt. After only a couple of fish had tasted it, there was no further feeding until the cucumber had been replaced. The entire population got the message within seconds that it was not worth eating.

There is undoubtedly some form of sub-surface intercom that has obvious implications for fly selection. If a particular fly pattern is not working after a prolonged spell, either change it or move elsewhere. This sub-surface intercom is just as effective at transmitting danger signals. The sport will often deteriorate after losing or returning a fish to the water, irrespective of whether it is a trout, salmon or perch. This is one of the reasons why coarse anglers use a keepnet, and why game fishermen should release their captives at least 20 yds away.

Finally, we must add some strong words of warning. Humphrey had the charm, know-how and ability to get away with just about anything. You should never take the risk of throwing food into a fly-only water without prior permission, and you might find the latter difficult to obtain without the right choice of inducement. Full-bodied red wines are consistently effective with fishery managers, although an expensive Chardonnay will occasionally bring spectacular results. Never offer them lager! Without proper attention to detail and wine selection, you are likely to be suspected of ground-baiting, chumming–or worse–and banned from future visits.
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Natural camouflage.

The Effect of Weather

Even the best planning can go awry when there is a change from dull to bright conditions – or vice versa. Whether this is for better or worse depends on the local fly life. The sun will keep the wings of insects dry, and the wind will blow airborne flies on to the water. Thus, on ‘terrestrial’ lakes and rivers, anglers may rub their hands together in anticipation of good sport on hot, windy days. The same is not true of still waters where the predominant fly life is aquatic. Daphnia blooms will descend to the depths in bright conditions and take the feeding trout with them. Sun and wind tend to be a lethal combination for surface fishing, especially if they come from the same direction. Although we have caught many surface-feeding trout in bright sunlight, they seem to be very reluctant to face the sun during a prolonged upwind feeding spree.

Upwinged ‘drakes’ often hatch freely in sunny conditions. Trout will quite happily brave the brightness and come to the surface to take them, but they could be feeding on the emerging insects rather than the adults. This is because the adults’ wings will dry out very quickly, sometimes giving the trout only a couple of seconds to intercept them. In contrast, emergence from the nymph in the surface film may take considerably longer. These factors vary considerably from one species to another.

Dull days will generally favour hatches of Baetid upwinged flies and midge pupae. In spite of potential problems in drying their wings, they will continue to hatch quite happily in drizzle. Irish Lough fishermen often look forward to rain to ‘bring the olives up’. ‘What species are they?’, we asked Jim the gillie (the term used in Scotland and Ireland for a guide). ‘Oh, to be sure, just olives’, was the inevitable reply. That, and the fact that a wet Greenwell’s Glory was a good general pattern, was all that anyone needed to know.
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Artificial Cockabully.

In rivers, large streamers imitate a variety of subsurface species including sculpins, crayfish and leeches. You might not expect their performance to vary much with the degree of sunlight, since the food should always be available. We have found this to be largely true when fishing Cockabullies in New Zealand, but we have experienced consistently better sport in North America when the sky has been overcast. We are not sure whether it is the flash of nylon or the propensity of the natural prey to remain inactive when it is bright, but it has happened too often to be coincidence.

Although the quality of fishing will vary with the degree of brightness, the fact that it has recently and suddenly changed may not be important. This is rarely the case with wind or temperature. A sudden increase in wind strength or direction – or perhaps more fundamentally in barometric pressure – can ruin the fishing for a couple of days. All species are affected by sudden changes, but browns seem to be more tolerant than rainbows. After a sharp frost, trout may hug the bottom of the stream or lake. We have often been frustrated by seeing fish feeding avidly during thunderstorms, while we lay low with our rods horizontal on the ground. (A fisherman with a vertical carbon fibre rod makes a splendid lightning conductor!) Yet a sudden downpour may also kill a previously established rise stone dead. As one old cynic frequently remarks: Trout hate getting wet!’

Trout with L-Plates

We much prefer to stalk wild, educated trout, and therefore take the opportunity to fish in the less populated regions of the world such as Montana and New Zealand. Nevertheless, angling pressure has made stocking a fact of life in many areas. Additional stock are necessary to replace trout removed, or – in extreme cases – to supplement those that have been caught and returned so many times that they have become frightened to feed.

Throughout this book we will advocate the importance of stealth and camouflage, because the greatest fulfilment in fly fishing is to succeed with educated specimens. But for completeness, we will mention ‘stockies’ that have not yet learned the wisdom of caution in their new, spacious environment. In fact, advertising your presence can sometimes be an advantage. They recognize humans as a source of food. Thus, although they may move away on sensing an intruder, it will not be very far. He may be carrying a bucket of pellets.

They are also eager to investigate anything that catches their eyes, and have a love for red and orange. They also have a tendency to nip at a fly rather than turn on it like their more experienced brethren. Anglers who strike at these nips, rather than waiting for the line to tighten, are more likely than not to miss or lose the fish.

Denzil used to do a lot of his fishing from a motor boat in the local reservoir. Near one of the bays there were a few cages for acclimatising the stockfish to the water prior to release. Every day a ranger would take food out to the fish in a high speed launch, and they would be up in the water and waiting as soon as they heard the noise.

Most experienced fishermen travel in a wide arc away from their intended drift when motoring up the wind. But if there had been a recent stocking, Denzil would motor right up the middle. This would ensure the fish knew that an assortment of tasty goodies was about to hit the water. At least one of his flies would be a drab brown nymph ‘to imitate caddis larvae’. Another would incorporate some orange wool or fur ‘to simulate the transitory glow of a hatching midge pupa’. Finally, he would appear at his most graceful when striking into a fish with a slow, measured lifting of the rod.

THE TROUT’S REACTION TO TIPPETS

So far we have focused on understanding the behaviour of the trout itself. However, fly fishing exists because trout are quite readily deceived into taking an artificial fly. The knowledge for achieving this deception counts for nothing if a fly is presented clumsily. So the second part of the chapter focuses on fairly straightforward, but sometimes misunderstood, aspects that an angler has to get right to be able to fish with confidence. It should help to make leader selection and design less random, and point to the features that really matter about lines, rods and casting. A proper understanding of these aspects really does increase confidence by removing common but unnecessary doubts about tackle choice.

You can buy expensive lines, exorbitantly priced reels and rods that require a mortgage, but it is the humble leader than matters most – because that is the most likely item to give the game away. A trout cannot know about the manufacturer of your rod, but the wrong brand of leader material may render an otherwise perfect imitation totally useless. To be consistently successful, you need to pay great attention to choosing the right material for the job in hand.

The Case for Fine Leaders

Trout are rather unpredictable in their reactions to nylon. Sometimes they are not put off in the slightest by something resembling a ship’s hawser. It is easy to blame the diameter of the leader when things are not going well, but often a change to the most superfine gossamer will make no difference.

At other times, we have often noticed that the thickness of nylon is crucial. A good example occurs when winter fishing for grayling on rivers such as the Test and Wylye. At first, the grayling are very easy to catch, almost irrespective of the fly or nylon. As the season progresses and the fish become more educated, the choice of leader material makes a considerable difference. Grayling generally congregate in shoals, so there is a good chance of a fish seeing the fly on just about every cast. Switching from a 4X to 7X tippet with the same fly has often converted prolonged failure into instant success.

The choice of a fine tippet, which must be properly balanced against the risk of breakage, has three major advantages. First, it is less conspicuous. Second, it experiences reduced drag, and is therefore less likely to interfere with a fly’s motion – whether a dry fly or nymph. Third, a fish is less likely to feel the leader as its mouth closes on the fly. The smaller the fly, the more likely it is that these effects of the leader material will be noticed.

Floating Leaders

A floating leader is highly visible against the sky because it distorts the surface film – and if greased, it will stand out like a sore thumb! It is therefore arguably better to use 3X nylon that is submerged than 5X nylon that floats. Several anglers deliberately use thicker material in flat calms because it requires less treatment and inducement to cut through the surface film. On those rare outings when almost every cast with a dry fly will raise a fish, we have experimented by alternately treating the leader to float and sink. The effect is sometimes dramatic. (Though we have to admit that there have been many occasions when it has failed to make a scrap of difference.)
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A day for fine leaders?

Visibility of the Leader

We strongly recommend submerging any new leader material in water to check its visibility. Since a nymph-feeding trout often sees its food against a background of weed or gravel, the experiment is best carried out against the bed of a river or lake – although an appropriately coloured basin is adequate. You will immediately see that many claims and opinions do not stand up to the test. Strongly tinted materials really advertise their presence, but even more subtle shades of green, grey or brown can be quite conspicuous. Some clear monofilaments take on a whitish hue in the water, which makes them surprisingly visible. Other candidates, which may be acceptable in the shade, shine like a beacon in bright sunlight. Finally, some brands vary noticeably from batch to batch.

Conventional nylon tends to be quite forgiving of clumsy use. It is therefore ideal for the thicker sections towards the butt of a leader that might remain in place for several outings. But for a little extra money and attention to detail, you can really steal an edge on difficult fish by using hi-tech material for the tippet. Several brands have an impressively low visibilty which is enhanced by a fine diameter.

Fine-Diameter Leader Materials

Innovations in leader material seem to be never-ending. While some are good, many more end in disappointment. Yet some anglers change repeatedly to each new product in an attempt to stay that little bit ahead of the game.

Even Humphrey could not resist trying most new products and sharing his initial enthusiasm with fellow anglers. But he was equally quick to throw away 90 per cent of the spools after discovering that all was not well with these wondrous new materials. Unfortunately, others lacked his clinical powers of evaluation. Like sheep, they persisted simply because if it had been good enough for Humphrey, it was good enough for them. In consequence, over the local reservoirs, gullible anglers were not getting much action on the matt black monofilament that was guaranteed to be invisible to fish. Others were trying to improve their knot-tying skills as just about every decent take ended in a ‘ping’. Elsewhere the air turned blue as befuddled anglers repeatedly tried to untangle ‘birds’ nests’ of nylon, only to give up after ten minutes to start again with a new leader.

Modern technology is producing many refinements. These include reduced visibility, higher density to assist the leader to sink and increased abrasion resistance. Most importantly, some co-polymers offer up to twice the strength for the same diameter. This sounds a convincing argument for discarding ordinary nylon, but it is important to spell out just what it means. Any nylon with a nominal static strength of 4 lb, for example, will eventually break when the weight it is supporting is very, very slowly increased to this value and above.
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When specifying leader material for presentation, it is more relevant to define the thickness (e.g. 3X) rather than the breaking strain. The quoted (static) strengths can vary enormously, with the top-of-the-range brands being about twice as strong as ordinary monofilament. Normal monofilaments tend to be not available (N/A) in the very fine diameters. It is worth mentioning that the nominal and actual thicknesses, and presumably the breaking strains, are not as close as they ought to be in some brands.

What the test strength does not tell you is how well the leader material will perform under dynamic loads. These result from the sudden pull as the hook first sets into a turning fish. This is not so important in rivers, since it is the angler that usually controls the strike. In contrast, takes often register by feel when sub-surface fishing in still water, and most breaks will occur on this first, sometimes savage, contact. It is then that the dynamic, rather than static, strength of the line matters, and this is exactly where some materials are at a disadvantage. Pre-stretched nylon, as its name implies, has had much of its ‘give’ for cushioning against shocks removed during the manufacturing process. Six-pound pre-stretched nylon is almost as thin as three-pound ordinary nylon, but in practical fishing terms it may actually turn out to be weaker. It will also fatigue more quickly after catching a few fish, and is therefore more likely to break unpredictably.

There are other drawbacks. Pre-stretched materials tend to deteriorate more quickly with use – particularly at the knots – so that it is most unwise to use the same leader on successive outings. Indeed, it is a sensible precaution to change a leader deliberately during a successful session. Stories abound of inexplicable ‘smash takes’ on pre-stretched leaders, such as: ‘I didn’t strike any harder than I had on the previous six fish’!

The outcome of all these considerations is the importance of thinking about what you are doing. Hi-tech leader materials are essential for fine tippets, but demand extra care. For example, we have found that Rio Powerflex is resilient to repeated takes when using a water knot only if it incorporates (at least) four turns. Before settling on a brand, it is worth carrying out your own tests on visibility, strength and resilience to understand how to put it to optimum use.

Fluorocarbons for Sub-surface Patterns

At first we suspected that fluorocarbons were just another innovation that would not stand the test of time. We could appreciate that there was plenty of ‘give’ for resisting breakages, and a lack of memory that enabled kinks to disappear after removing a tangle or wind knot. But these hardly justified the high cost. The other claims appeared to be more dubious. It was not until several good nymph fishermen claimed that their catch rates had increased substantially, that we took the new material seriously. A few simple experiments convinced us, for two good reasons, that fluorocarbons should be the first choice of leader material for sub-surface fishing, especially at depth. From that moment onwards, we have never looked back.

The most compelling reason is the low visibility. Fluorocarbons have a refractive index closer than nylon to that of water. This reduces the number of internal reflections, making the leader less conspicuous. Unless the two refractive indices are identical, the surface finish is also important in determining the amount of shine. In our tests, the visibilities varied considerably from brand to brand. Orvis Mirage and Rio Fluoroflex virtually disappeared from view, whereas a few were actually more visible than the better nylon monofilaments. Others were hard to see in dull conditions, but stood out in bright sunlight.

The second advantage to the wet fly fisherman stems from the fact that fluorocarbons are considerably denser than water. Once submerged, they will sink typically four to five times faster than conventional nylon, thereby helping to get a fly down to the feeding depth. This may be insignificant for heavy patterns, but it is crucial for slim, unweighted nymphs.

It is important to recognize that fluorocarbons may cause lightweight nymphs, intended for fish feeding close to the surface, to sink too quickly. Moreover, tests in a transparent glass bowl, to simulate open water, show that fluorocarbons are not significantly less visible than some brands of nylon. The latter may therefore be more appropriate when fishing nymphs just below the surface.

Fluorocarbons for Dry Flies and Emergers

The case for fluorocarbons for dry flies is less obvious. The visibility of a floating leader is easy to investigate by looking into a glass bowl from below. When silhouetted on top of the surface film against the sky, slight tints of colour and the refractive index become less significant. The most important consideration is now the diameter. Fluorocarbons have only a reasonable, rather than exceptional, diameter for their strength, and consequently may be more visible from below than some state-of-the-art nylons. Nevertheless, since they are more resistant to fatigue, a fluorocarbon tippet is arguably more reliable for a day’s fishing than its nylon equivalent of the same diameter, even though the latter may have a higher (static) breaking strain.

Of course, the visibility reduces if the leader breaks through the surface film. However, claims that the higher density helps a fluorocarbon in this respect are questionable. Density is much less important than the effects of surface tension – as illustrated by the old party trick of keeping a greased steel needle afloat in a tumbler. Some brands of fluorocarbon are notable for their downright obstinacy to sink in calm conditions.

Once a fluorocarbon leader has cut through the surface film, its greater sink rate will drag the dry fly under the water more quickly than nylon. This is seldom a problem for river fishing or for covering rising trout, but is detrimental when leaving dry flies on still water for prolonged periods.

Overall, many dry-fly experts claim increased catch rates when using fluorocarbon leaders, and we certainly favour them whenever conditions permit their use. But the huge variations in characteristics between different brands of both fluorocarbon and nylon, as well as in an individual’s fishing style and surroundings, demand an enquiring mind.
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The right balance?

LEADER DESIGN

Fly line manufacturers go to a great deal of trouble to design their products with gradual tapers for good, and quite complex, scientific reasons. It suffices to say that anyone who has ever tried to cast an untapered fly line will need no further convincing. The tapering is essential for getting the line to turn over rather than landing in an uncontrolled heap.

The advantages of a progressive taper are just as valid for the leader, which, after attachment, becomes an integral part of the system that is presenting the fly. So there is no point in possessing the best fly line that money can buy if, for example, it is attached directly to a single thickness of monofilament. Such a leader will only turn over properly with assistance from a favourable wind or a suitably weighted fly.

At the other extreme, some anglers strive for perfection using the most complex formulae, but even these designs may be inappropriate. Other factors, such as wind, flies or individual casting technique, are also important contributors to success or failure.

The Need for Fly Line to Leader Transition

Energy does not get transmitted efficiently across a sudden change in diameter, and it does not matter whether this is gas flow in a pipe or the straightening of a fly line, so the transition from the tip of the fly line to the butt of the leader should be smooth and gradual. Attachment of even OX nylon, for example, directly to the tip of a fly line typically gives a sudden six-fold step down in diameter, which will hinder the smooth transfer of energy. It is the design of this transition point that is often the most crucial ingredient for achieving good turnover.

There is also a good deal of debate about whether to use a braided or monofilament section. Braided leaders are more popular in England, where there is a greater emphasis on still-water fly fishing, than in the stream-rich areas of North America and New Zealand.

Braided Leaders for Fly Line to Leader Transition

Braided leaders are used much more widely in the British still waters than elsewhere in the world. They have absolutely no memory, irrespective of thickness, which helps to create a tight loop and avoid any of the coiling associated with thick nylon. They will also outlive most fly lines, and it is possible to engineer a very tiny loop for connecting the rest of the leader. They are excellent for presenting a team of flies without tangling in front of a drifting boat. We have always used the Orvis braids, since they are longlived, with a construction that gives minimal problems with wind resistance or twisting.

Most commercially available braids are far too long – sometimes up to 10 ft. This increases the length of a typical leader to the point where control of the flies becomes extremely difficult. Such a set-up is often hopeless where accuracy is required at close range, and increases the risk of snagging on bankside vegetation. Although a very long leader does help when stalking shy fish, braided nylon is more visible than ordinary monofilament and therefore defeats the object. When fishing a deep nymph, a floating braid will hinder the descent of the fly. Thus, the floating braided section should be no longer than is necessary for optimum turnover – and this corresponds typically to about 4 ft.

You should choose the shortest braided leader that will fit the line size, irrespective of any attached tippets, which are irrelevant. Rather than trying to explain this when placing an order, you may as well opt for an easy life by asking for 4X (or whatever comes to mind). The tackle dealer does not need to know that you are going to throw away the tippet and mutilate his product by cutting 4 ft out of the most tapered section. This will also remove the two loops at either end, which are always unnecessarily large.

The thick end of the braid will fit neatly over the tip of a fly line, and can be secured with either special connectors or, more neatly, whipping thread and Superglue. The thin end requires a very small, neat loop for attaching the rest of the leader. There is no reason why it should be much larger than the eye of a hook, unless you want to keep the option open of looping in a sinking braided section. The loop is formed by threading the thin end through the eye of a needle. The needle is then inserted back through about half an inch of the braid before trimming and securing with Superglue. (This requires a surplus length of about 6 in, so the original section should be cut with the necessary allowance.)
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Braided leader construction.

Sinking Braided Leaders

The advantages of a braided leader for presentation are less clear cut for sinking lines. A fast sinking line has to be as thin as possible right along its length, so there is less scope for designing an optimum taper. Fortunately, by the time the fly reaches the trout’s feeding depth, neither the line nor leader will have much memory of alighting on the water. Thus, the principal role of a sinking braided leader is simply to get the flies down. The same argument can sometimes apply when fishing floating lines. For example, after casting a team of wet flies across a river so that they swing round in a downstream arc, all memory of the initial presentation may have been lost by the time the flies reach the fish.

This reminds us of our friend, Denzil, who has always been a first-class floating line fisherman on still waters. He used to pay far more attention to presentation than most of his peers, taking a great deal of care from the action of his rod down to the precise dimensions and taper of his tippet. He was one of the first fishermen to adopt a braided leader, and his labours soon bore fruit when covering rises from the better educated fish. Unfortunately, at the same time, his results on the sinking line deteriorated quite markedly. Others assumed that this was due to his unquestioned lack of enthusiasm for the sinking line. It took Denzil some time to realize that the (floating) braided leader was affecting the way in which his flies fished below the surface. It slowed down their descent and caused them to fish higher in the water.

If you really do want to go to the trouble of attaching a sinking braid purely for presentation, then it must match the sink rate of the fly line. However, there are much better applications. A fast sinking braid on a floating line will force the flies to reach the fish’s depth quickly, and then to remain at a fixed distance below the surface. This is just like a ready-made sink-tip, but with the advantage of a lighter construction that gives increased sensitivity for detecting takes. It can be a very useful item in fast flowing rivers, since it will get the flies down to the fish before the current can sweep them past at too shallow a depth. The same leader on a slow-sinking line will allow depths to be explored in still water, starting from a few feet below the surface.

Monofilament for Fly Line to Leader Transition

There are three good reasons for constructing leaders purely out of monofilament for river fishing. First, braided leaders have a rough finish and large surface area. This means that they do not cut through the wind so well as their smooth, nylon counterparts. This disadvantage is equally true for lake fishing from the bank where you do not have the same luxury of positioning as you do from a boat or float tube. (In spite of this resistance, some anglers still find that they can cast better into a head wind with a braided leader. Other factors, including individual styles, often make an important contribution.) Second, they have a tendency to become waterlogged. This will drag a fly under the surface in strong currents, although it is possible to reduce the problem by treating the braid with mucilin while it is still dry at the start of the day. In some instances, the trapped water may be sprayed during the cast and thereby create a surface disturbance. Third, river fishermen often need shorter leaders to avoid surrounding obstacles or to control the fly in a small pool. This increases the risk of spooking the fish, so as much of the leader as possible needs to be transparent.

Monofilaments do tend to coil, so you have to take the trouble to stretch them from time to time. Under no circumstances should you try to avoid the memory problem by using limp nylon, because it is the stiffness that helps to turn over the leader. This is especially important when using long leaders or bushy flies, for which a butt section of Mason nylon is ideal. A 3 ft butt section, with a diameter of about 0.5 mm, is a good choice for a short, 9 ft leader. At the other extreme, a 20 ft leader may need about 6 ft of 0.6 mm nylon to help it to turn over. Intermediate lengths should scale accorodingly.

The conventional method of attaching a butt section to a fly line is to use a Nail or Needle Knot. We prefer a system that allows us to change butt sections more easily without any progressive shortening or damage to the fly line. This involves removing about 15 mm of plastic coating from the tip of the line to reveal the braided core. Nail varnish remover is excellent for this purpose, but it does need care to prevent it spreading further up the line. The exposed braid then needs folding back and whipping together with ultra-fine fly tying thread, so that it is flush with the plastic fly line, before finishing with Superglue. (The thread should match the colour of the line, because trout will occasionally nip at this joint if there is a lot of contrast!) The aim is to create a tiny loop that is just large enough to attach the butt section.
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Loop at end of fly line.

We are increasingly using Airflo Polyleaders, which are available at a low cost in tapered 5 ft sections, as a modern alternative to conventional butts. Such ‘poly-tips’ have many of the advantages of a thick monofilament without any problems from coiling. The thick end can be knotted directly into a small
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