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  —For Bill Cass and John Harder—


  Of Angling and the art thereof I sing,

  What kind of tools it doth behoove to have;

  And with what pleasing bait a man may bring

  The fish to bite within the watery wave.

  —John Dennys, The Secrets of Angling (1613)

  There is another charm called sgiunach

  that attracts the fishes plentifully to the angler.

  —Robert Kirk, The Secret Commonwealth

  of Elves, Fauns, and Fairies (1691)

  I have been an angling all night in my dreams.

  —William Samuel, The Arte of Angling (1577)
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  Introduction

  Catch More Fish!

  One of the many charming things I’ve noticed about fly fishing is that most of the time it doesn’t work. I’m something of an authority on this peculiar aspect of the sport. When I think of my most successful days on the stream, I naturally concentrate on memories of the fish I caught. Depending on the place and the fish, a really good day’s catch may be less than one (any steelhead river), five (a late-August spring creek), a dozen (my local freestone stream), or more than two dozen (some remote backcountry stream or my favorite brook trout pond).

  Like most of us, I choose to remember that red-letter number of fish caught and conveniently forget that between any two hookups were scores if not hundreds of casts that caught nothing. Fly-fishing history is a great testament to the nearly total disregard of the fish and to anglers’ indefatigable commitment in the face of almost constant rejection made barely tolerable by the occasional merciful acceptance.

  And yet. And yet in some strange and often intangible way, we do change and grow and learn. We have been at this sport for at least two thousand years, and for the past seven centuries or so we have been writing more and more about it, exulting and arguing over every gadget and theory that any one of us might cook up and any other one of us might dislike.

  Some would say we have made great progress during that two thousand years; others would say we have just refined our failures. I’m confident that we have made many technological and theoretical advances during those many years, but I suspect that what has mattered most about all that energy and effort isn’t any imagined “improvement” in fly fishing from generation to generation. Instead, it’s the progress each of us makes over the course of our own lives toward becoming better fly fishers. At its best, the sport of fly fishing starts over again each time someone new takes it up. Becoming better is hardly a simple matter.

  A few years ago, when Phil Monahan invited me to contribute a history column to American Angler, I was attracted to the idea because I saw it as an opportunity to pursue many subjects that I could only breeze through lightly in previous books, such as American Fly Fishing: A History (1987). If you’re familiar with that book, you’ll recognize that in this one here and there I pick up threads from in that earlier one; I ask your forgiveness when I find it necessary to repeat myself, to reestablish context.

  But just as I was interested in the chance to pursue these subjects, I’m sure I had more doubts about such a column than Phil did. As much as I enjoy the sport’s history, and as important as I know that history is, I’m a realist enough to know that most fly fishers don’t care much about it. Would they read such a column?

  Besides, American Angler was a popular commercial fishing magazine: Did a column on history fit there, anyway? After all, as Phil told me, the magazine had only one goal: “to help people catch more fish.”

  Offhand, this didn’t sound like a very promising stance from which to write what I liked to write. My own idea of what fly fishing brings to our lives was nowhere near so concise as that, and it was a great deal less narrowly focused. For centuries now, fly fishing’s most notable thinkers have insisted that the actual catching of fish is only a part, and sometimes a very small part, of why we’re out there. How could I write a column about the sport’s history that left out so much of the good stuff—art, craft, literature, natural history, philosophies and ethics, sanity-saving humor, strong personalities and their bitter quarrels, theoretical dead ends, and quirky but illuminating streamside adventures beyond counting—that has made us all what we are?

  But Phil was optimistic and wiser than I. As I dutifully sent in those first few columns, and as Phil’s intermittent rejections taught me (and perhaps Phil) what was and wasn’t going to work, it became obvious that Phil’s goal—to help people catch more fish—might more accurately have been expressed as “to help people become better fishermen.” Phil, I eventually realized, had the same broad view of the sport that the sport’s graybeards have championed for centuries. A better fly fisher might or might not catch more fish, but he would without question catch them better, which is to say that in a host of ways each fish he did catch would mean more.

  In that companionable and enlightened editorial environment, my little history column seemed right at home. So I kept writing it, even if now and then I still asked Phil, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

  One happy result of this persistence was that it soon seemed evident that the historical fly-fishing sagas that I wanted to explore merely because they were curious or entertaining might also help people catch more fish. Sure, my little essays would rarely give readers some specific piece of information—fly pattern, trick cast, cool new stuff to buy, outfitter’s address, or other advice—that would solve their latest urgent fishing crisis. But I’d always known that history helps us in other ways. It is as true in fly fishing as in any other pursuit that we ignore history at our peril.

  Studying fishing history makes me a better fisherman in exactly the same way that reading a biography of Django Reinhardt makes me a better guitar player or watching Ken Burns’s magnificent PBS film Baseball makes me a better baseball fan (and a better former player). History reveals how generations of our fly-fishing predecessors dealt over the course of their own fishing lives with the same problems and challenges we face today. It reveals how they overcame them or why they failed. In fact, I can’t imagine any sort of formal “instructional” fishing lesson that can do a fisherman more good in the long run than witnessing the savviest, most experienced, or weirdest of our predecessors work their way through the exasperating obstacles that so often keep fish off the hook.

  Thanks to the column, I’ve been happy to pursue many historical subjects in my columns and then gather the columns (revised and often vastly expanded from their column form) in such books as The Rise, Cowboy Trout, and If Fish Could Scream.

  Fly-Fishing Secrets of the Ancients is the latest in this series. It’s about that same great, hope-filled, contentious, heroic, and occasionally daft enterprise of trying to fool a fish. The chapters further expand on some subjects of special interest covered in the previous books and introduce quite a few others, ranging from fly theory to casting technique to technological breakthroughs to the interpersonal imponderables of angling society.

  I’ll be tickled if you learn some things here that actually do help you catch more fish, but you should reserve the right to read the book with no more ambitious motive than getting to know your fly-fishing ancestors or hearing a new take on some crusty old myth we have constructed about ourselves or just vicariously enjoying some fishing that no longer exists.

  For example, chapter eight offers you several options as it presents the nearly epic saga of the longstanding folk “wisdom” that Pacific salmon can’t be caught on flies. You can read this chapter as a revelation of the theoretical insights and technical advancements that proved otherwise or as a light but revealing case study in perversely stubborn human nature and stubbornly persistent human hope or, if you are in a sadder mood, as an ironic tale about how we spent a century learning to catch a fish just in time to realize it was no longer there.

  The book’s tongue-in-cheek title, Fly-Fishing Secrets of the Ancients, seems appropriate because it embodies the classic promotional tawdriness that is a happy part of the angler’s dream. It brings to mind those great small-print ads in old magazines (“Raise Chinchillas for Fun and Profit!”) or the titles of a million outdoor articles (“Bag Your Buck on Opening Day!”) or even the mainstream supermarket tabloid headlines (“Lost Boudoir Secrets of Nostradamus!”). We do love a good secret—our own privileged path to glory. Or at least we love the idea that such secrets might exist, even if they never turn out to amount to much when they are divulged to us. I am far from the first to notice that fishing is all about hope.

  And what secrets are more seductively hopeful than ancient ones? As today’s best-sellers and blockbusters demonstrate, we also love the dream of lost lore. Much of what we read in our favorite outdoor books and magazines has at least a hint of the treasure map about it. The promise that attracts us to the idea of ancient fly-fishing secrets is one of the sport’s most enduring traits.

  So welcome to fly fishing’s own little heroic adventure. Even three generations ago, our ancestors fished in a very different world. Twenty generations ago it was practically a different universe. We’re so wrapped up in our own exciting, hectic, demanding, dismaying times that we can barely comprehend what their times were like. If this book helps bring those lost worlds to life for you, it’s bound to be worth the trip, whether you catch more fish or not.

  Paul Schullery

  Gallatin Valley, Montana
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  The Theoretical Fly


  1Is the Wet Fly Sunk?

  For many years, fly fishing had a wonderful story of its own creation and development. When I was learning to fly fish, I read it, or parts of it, in many places. I later celebrated and contributed to it myself. It went something like this.

  In the beginning, there was Dame Juliana Berners. This person, apparently a nun of aristocratic lineage, wrote Treatyse of Fishing with an Angle (1496). This extraordinary text established the basics not only for fly pattern, rod construction, and other technical aspects of the sport, but also for the attitudes and ethics that constituted good sportsmanship. The dame thus for all practical purposes invented fly fishing and created the wet fly.

  As the story was told, that’s pretty much all that happened for a really long time. British anglers continued to invent more flies and in other minor ways refine the dame’s masterwork, but were uninspired otherwise, and simply cast their flies downstream and let them swing around, again and again, rather robotically. The impression that most modern writers (since the early 1900s) have given us of these anglers is that, though they were nice people, they were probably a little dull and just stuck with what they knew.

  As the story continued, however, the dullness vanished rather abruptly in the 1800s. In 1836, Alfred Ronalds published The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology, suddenly making us aware of the value of imitating specific insects, and in 1857 William C. Stewart published The Practical Angler, in which he taught us to cast upstream.1 In the next few decades, a host of other British and American luminaries, most famous among them being the Englishman Frederic Halford and the American Theodore Gordon, developed floating flies, and we were cured of our largely thoughtless reliance on wet flies.
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  Our fly-fishing ancestors have often been portrayed as simple rustics with only rudimentary skills. In fact, many of them developed extraordinary stream savvy through long and close association with their local waters. From Richard Brookes, The Art of Angling (London: T. Lowndes, 1766).

  Revising Ourselves

  That is pretty much how the history of fly fishing was told even as recently as the 1980s. Even today, our history is often still presented as a fairly simple, straightforward tale of fly fishers getting smarter and smarter and discarding primitive, if not foolish, practices. In a certain light, even though we praise and revere the pioneers of our sport, we also condescend to them. They were great, we seem to say, but not as great as we are. In this self-congratulatory view, history is all about the great march of progress toward 8X tippets, graphite rods, and direct flights to the Seychelles.

  For the moment, let’s set aside the condescension and just stick to the history. In the early 1970s, when I got involved in fly fishing, this happily simple version of the sport’s history was already under attack. A few alert writers with an enthusiasm for the unquestionably lovely side of the sport’s traditions realized that fishing history could be studied just like real history. Fishing history could be reconsidered and even tested for accuracy. Best of all, fishing history could teach us helpful things about our own fishing.

  Once the barrier between fairy tale and historical scholarship was down, these spoil-sport revisionists exasperated the faithful by questioning and even disproving some of the sport’s most cherished myths. Facing up to such painful revelations wasn’t a happy time for some people, but all in all the process was probably for the best, if only because the real story is so much more exciting and interesting.

  We now know that fly fishing wasn’t invented in England a few centuries ago. Fly fishing was practiced here and there in Europe for much longer—two thousand years or more. These ancient fly fishers weren’t quaint, dull-eyed rustics unable to fish well because they didn’t have fluorocarbon and instructional DVDs. They were perceptive observers with unexcelled river savvy and the tools necessary to get the job done.

  Dame Juliana, long known by English literature scholars as a doubtful if not mythical historical figure with no demonstrable connection with the writing of the Treatise, is still sometimes subjected to the same condescension and misconception as before.2 And occasional heroic efforts, such as Frederick Buller and Hugh Falkus’s provocative recent book Dame Juliana: The Angling Treatyse and Its Mysteries (2001), are even made to revive her as a candidate for authorship of the Treatise.3 For the most part, however, she is now properly and respectfully recognized as a beautiful myth.

  The same goes for most of the other elements of the grand old fly-fishing fable. Too many of us have been reading the early fishing books for the myths to hold up. We have discovered, among many other things, that fly fishers had been watching, imitating, and writing about their local insects long before Ronalds’s admittedly milestone work, that they had been happily fishing upstream, across stream, and downstream for centuries before Stewart’s time (Stewart made no secret of this fact), and that those same fly fishers had been making flies float for just as long.4

  Now that questioning the myths has become acceptable and even fun, fly-fishing history has become more complex, more subtle, and more interesting. Just like real history, though, it is inevitably also becoming less clear. Supposed “inventions” by this or that great genius—fly-fishing writers have especially loved the “great man” view of history—have been replaced by long, slow processes of thought and experimentation with no known date of origin.

  This background is necessary for understanding the genuinely strange case of the wet fly. The revisionists have been having a great time with the wet fly.

  In his generously encyclopedic book Trout (1978), the late Ernest Schwiebert provided us with some valuable context on the wet fly. Schwiebert was certainly not a revisionist, but he was one of his century’s most influential fly fishers—a uniquely experienced writer with an enviable global perspective on trout fishing. He cataloged fifteen historical and modern methods for fishing wet flies, from the simplest downstream swing of the fly to more subtle and difficult methods such as the upstream dead-drift and the charmingly named Poacher’s Retrieve. He added almost as many more techniques for fishing nymphs—altogether an intimidating array of ways to entice a skeptical trout with a submerged fly.5 He thus provided us with a comprehensive overview of where a type of fly fishing can end up despite its singularly dissimilar origins. In the beginning, it seems, the wet fly was barely even wet.

  The Hypothesis That Jack Built

  Among the first modern writers to launch a serious attack on fly fishing’s beloved pseudohistory was British bibliophile-angler Jack Heddon. In the early 1970s, Heddon and his friends Tony Sismore and John Simpson created Honey Dun Press to publish new editions of rare fishing books. In 1975, after researching a companion volume that he wrote for the press’s beautiful new edition of George Scotcher’s rare and insightful The Fly Fisher’s Legacy (c. 1810–19), he reconstructed the entire angling paraphernalia of Scotcher’s day and reached some startling conclusions.

  Heddon announced that, contrary to all modern commentators’ opinions, fly fishing before the mid-1700s was done almost entirely with flies fished on the surface. He accurately distinguished these floating flies from the modern “dry fly,” which is tied and fished according to certain codes and styles to meet modern definitions. But the fact remained that, as far as Jack was concerned, early anglers had little choice but to fish on the surface. He argued that the horsehair lines and small flies used long ago were too light and fine to sink much, if at all. He said anglers fished “on top” (as it was called for centuries) because they had no choice.

  Making a really interesting case for this revolutionary new view of fly-fishing history, Heddon pointed out that “Robert Brookes, 1740, was the first person to suggest sinking an artificial fly as much as six inches under the surface. In 1811, Lascelles considered it a special ‘tip’ to sink flies in conditions of bright sun and clear sky.”6

  Setting aside Heddon’s small bibliographical lapse—it was Richard Brookes rather than Robert Brookes who published The Art of Angling in 1740—there is no question that he did a great deal of wonderful homework, including extensive collecting and experimenting with period tackle. He became a leading authority on older fly hooks. He tied many early flies, using authentic period materials, doing so from the often frustratingly incomplete instructions in the early books. He read widely and thoughtfully (I have yet to see the Lascelles title he mentioned). He looked at the whole story of fly fishing with an inquiring, skeptical eye.

  Although in the 1970s and 1980s most fly fishers, including most of the popular writers, may not have noticed what Heddon was doing, he was hardly ignored. When he launched this new view of fly-fishing history in the British sporting press, one favorable commentator, writing in The Field, described him as “an eye-brow raiser supreme” who “will trail controversy with him now wherever he goes.”7 Even today, despite having passed away a few years ago, he remains an important, even essential, voice in the study of fly-fishing history.
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  An early-nineteenth-century brass reel with horsehair line; the ring foot allowed it to be slid along the rod’s length and located as the angler saw fit or to be easily removed from the rod for storage or use on another rod. Courtesy of the Chris Sandford Collection, photograph by Andrew Herd.

  But, that said, I think it’s okay to admit that he overstated his case. It takes nothing from Heddon’s stature as one of the pioneers in the modern study of fly-fishing history to say that we now see this story as more complicated than he did. Andrew Herd, whose book The Fly (2002) is both the most thorough and the most entertaining history of fly fishing, has taken a sympathetic if more moderate view of Jack’s argument. Persuasively agreeing with Heddon that neither the lines nor the flies used before 1700 were capable of sinking much, Herd puts the fly of those days somewhere very near the surface rather than always right on top of it. Flies were sometimes afloat, but they were never more than a few inches deep.8

  My own very limited experience using horsehair lines suggests to me that a determined angler back then could probably make casts that—through a combination of soggy line, properly approached currents, and heavier hooks—would sink the fly a foot or more. But for reasons we will see presently, that wasn’t the style of most fly fishers at the time, anyway. Not only did they have little interest in fishing flies deep, they didn’t need to.

  If Heddon’s argument was somewhat overstated, its grander implications were and still are very important. His turning of fly-fishing history on its head by making the floating fly rather than the sinking fly the sport’s point of origin was an important restorative. It forced us to think hard about how fly fishing was done centuries ago.9 And if we’re smart, that in turn will force us to think hard about how it’s done today.

  The Way We Were

  We tend to forget how much fly fishing has changed. As I point out in my book The Rise, a fly fisher in the seventeenth century spent much of his day not casting.10 He often fished with the wind, placing himself so that the wind would carry the fly out across the stream. This bit of lore, by the way, is further indication that Heddon was right about the relative lightness of earlier lines and flies—an angler could hoist his very long fly rod up, let a light breeze catch the line (silk line worked best for this), and then judiciously direct the airborne fly to the rising fish. With a rod of fifteen to eighteen feet and a line of roughly the same length or even much longer, an angler who was “blow-line” fishing had a reach about the same as many of our modern fly casts.11

  When the seventeenth-century angler wasn’t blow-line fishing with the wind, he might have doing some form of closer-in fishing, “dapping” the fly. Again, we need to remember how different his tackle was from ours. With that same fifteen- to eighteen-foot rod—like the ones Charles Cotton would have used in the mid-1600s—he could shorten the line and accurately dangle his fly over a lot of water, dropping it just upstream of any rising trout he saw. By moving his grip up and down the butt section of the rod, he could further regulate the length of his “cast.”

  Between the blow line and the dapping, especially on a windy day, such a fly fisher might spend relatively little time doing what we modern fly fishers now do all day long—casting. We can often reach farther than Cotton could, but our flies don’t land on the water any more lightly than his did.
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  Unlike modern fly fishers, those before the mid-1800s spent a significant percentage of their time not casting, preferring instead to present their flies in other ways. From T. C. Hofland, The British Angler’s Manual (1839).

  It also appears that some anglers in Cotton’s time, whether they were fishing on the surface or right below it, gave their flies little or no opportunity to float quietly or drift naturally with the current. In an intriguing account of British fly-fishing technique in 1669, quoted in G. P. R. Pulman’s The Book of the Axe (1854), the narrator says that as soon as fly fishers get their fly onto the water, they “keep it in continual motion, darting the line into the water like the lash of a whip, then, drawing it along a few paces, they throw it in afresh, repeating the operation until a fish is caught.”12

  Other early writers before 1800 said similar things. Being to a far greater extent at the mercy of the wind, these anglers became masters of the discretely maneuvered line and wisely positioned fly. In the unpretentious little Barker’s Delight: Or, The Art of Angling (1659), Thomas Barker recommended that even when fly fishing with live insects, you will do best by “drawing your fly as you find convenient in your angling”—that is, keeping the fly moving once it’s on or in the water.13 Two centuries later, in The Vade-Mecum of Fly-Fishing for Trout (1851), Pulman argued that the angler must “impart motion to his flies,” an activity he labeled “humouring” them.14

  The reason for “working the fly,” as many called it, wasn’t just to imitate the known behavior of an insect. It was to make it harder for the fish to get a good look. Colonel Robert Venables elaborated in The Experienced Angler (1662): “You must keep your artificial fly in continual motion, though the day be dark, the water muddy, and the wind blow, or else the fish will discern and refuse it.”15

  Venables, by the way, said he used a line as much as twice as long as his rod. Men of leisure such as Cotton and Venables routinely had someone along to handle such awkward details as landing the fish. With that kind of assistance, one wouldn’t necessarily miss having a reel, even when it came time to play and beach big fish at the end of an irretrievable line twice as long as your fly rod. You could just back up until the fish was beached and your “boy” grabbed it. Or, if you had a rod with a “loop” on the tip, you could pull line through the loop and bring the fish in that way.

  Angling historian and theorist John Betts, who has given us fresh looks at so many elements of old and new fly fishing, also helps clarify this reconsideration of historical angling practice. He points out that when anglers used rods of fifteen or more feet in length, “presenting a fly to fish feeding at the surface was easy if the angler was upstream, above the fish, and with the wind at his back. A ‘floating’ fly floated because it was suspended at the surface and prevented from sinking. The angler held the fly afloat by holding all or most of his line off the water. Whether the pattern would float on its own didn’t matter.”16 Right. The advice to keep your line off the water is older than the relatively recent Halfordian dry-fly authors of the late 1800s.

  The same insistence on keeping your fly moving, or at least under some tight control, seems to have been common in the less well-known European angling traditions. When the fly fishers of Italy, Bosnia, and other countries first come into our view, through published descriptions of them given in the 1800s, they were fishing rods without reels, making frequent casts to likely spots or rising fish, and quite frequently moving their flies around on or near the surface to further attract the fish. It was active, almost athletic fishing, requiring constant concentration and a behavioral ecologist’s appreciation for how fish locate themselves in a river.17
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  Angling historians have until recently largely ignored the historic influences of European fly fishers, when in fact evidence of fly fishing in several parts of Europe predates the better-known British tradition of the past six centuries. These modern Italian snelled soft-hackled wet flies, tied in Turin, thus represent a recent phase of many centuries of European angling tradition. Tied in the 1970s for use on northern Italy trout streams, these and similar patterns—most often cast on multiple-fly rigs with rods of twelve to twenty-three feet in length—proved effective for many centuries. From the collection of the American Museum of Fly Fishing, photographs by Sara Wilcox.

  Getting Deeper

  Recent research into the medieval practice of fly fishing suggests how versatile some anglers of that period were—and how adept they could be at reaching deep fish. In the fascinating Tegernsee Fishing Advice, a circa-1500 manuscript from the former Benedictine abbey at Tegernsee, Bavaria, the writer recommended weighting the line “with a little lead” when fishing a string of flies in a deep lake.18

  The same versatility appeared in the better-known British tradition. In the third edition of his The Experienced Angler (1668), Venables offered a technique that, in the eyes of posterity, “transforms him from a capable angler to a great one.” In a generally overlooked piece of advice, Venables suggested that in order to fish more deeply in slow water, you could make a useful imitation of a “cadbait” (presumably a caddis larva or other bottom-dwelling immature aquatic insect) by placing a “small slender Lead upon the shank of your Hook,” covering it with a body of yellow wax and a head of black thread, and fishing it by alternately “raising [it] from the bottom” and letting it sink back.19

  Though certainly some anglers weighted their fly or line, fly fishing between 1500 and 1800 seems to have been a sport practiced mostly “on top,” which meant either on or very close to the water’s surface. The “middle” and the “bottom” were the domain of other tools, especially a variety of baits.20

  Several factors eventually allowed fly fishers to fish deeper and deeper water, but to understand how that came about, we have to keep in mind the difference between us and them. First, an angler in 1700 may have owned only one rod. One day he used it to fish along the stream “bottom” with worms or other bait, the next day he fished the “middle” with a minnow, and the next day he used it to place flies delicately on the “top,” or the surface. Most anglers of this period seem to have been generalists who enjoyed and practiced all three methods. Flies were made to be fished on top. Minnows and worms worked really well fished more deeply, so why put flies down there too?

  (But it’s not hard to imagine that an occasional angler, heading out for a morning of fly fishing after an evening of worm dunking, might have been flexible, curious, or just lazy enough to leave the split shot on the line just to see what flies would do if they were dredged more deeply through a likely run. Anglers may be slaves to the fashion of their age, but they aren’t stupid.)

  Second, by 1800 or so, fly lines were being made not only of hair, but also of silk, and the nineteenth century saw an explosion of experimentation with composite lines of hair, grass, silk, and even wire. Quite a few of these lines would sink. Some sank surprisingly fast. With new kinds of line, anglers could easily reach fish holding in water that had for centuries been out of reach of conventional unweighted trout flies.

  Third, as more and more people fly fished, and as communication among them increased in the great industrial publishing boom of the nineteenth century, the sport’s horizons expanded. There was talk of saltwater fly fishing and more talk of fly fishing for larger freshwater fish such as salmon and pike. Larger and heavier flies appeared, many of which must have been the very devil to cast, but with their heavy hooks and their dense, absorbent, and metal-ribbed bodies, some of these flies would have had no trouble reaching several feet under the surface. Also in the nineteenth century, metal-bead eyes and lead underbodies became fairly well known and popular among fly tiers. In 1849, Hewett Wheatley, one of the most original thinkers in the history of fly fishing, described his own fancied-up version of Venables’s “cadbait,” a fly with a tapered lead underbody. Unlike Venables’s simple pattern, Wheatley’s featured a partridge-fiber tail, a ribbed, two-tone body, and six legs of silkworm gut—an unmistakable “nymph” imitation.21

  A small-print footnote in the posthumously published 1864 edition of John Younger’s River Angling for Salmon and Trout makes clear how serious some nineteenth-century anglers were about weight on their flies. Younger said that in fishing a “deep and strong current” for salmon, a fisherman might add “a grain or two of shot, a gut length or so from the fly, the same as is used in minnow and worm fishing.”22

  A “gut length” was usually about fifteen inches. The anonymous editor of Younger’s book added a footnote at this point, describing a “fly” developed by “an old and experienced salmon angler” on Scotland’s Tweed, among the most famous salmon rivers in the United Kingdom. This man, disappointed that he could not catch salmon in “dull or rough waters,” had his professional fly tier “dress him a large fly, on the shank of which he had strapped small beads, with hackles between. The weight of the beads made the hook sink deeply in the water, and the result was that the gentleman for a week or so had first-rate sport, although anglers on other neighboring waters were doing almost nothing.”23

  Fourth, the nineteenth century also witnessed a dramatic increase in scientific studies of aquatic entomology, from which anglers benefited immensely. More knowledge of where insects were and how they behaved inspired broader definitions of fly fishing. Getting deep became part of the game, and though there is still controversy over deeply fished flies, especially those involving large amounts of metal weight in the line or fly, there’s no retreat from fly fishing’s modern idea of itself as something that’s practiced not only on the top, but also in the middle and at the bottom.

  An Emerging Realization

  Perhaps nothing had a bigger influence on development of wet-fly theory than the realization that aquatic insects “emerged” to adulthood by swimming from the stream bottom to the surface. This period was when the insects were most vulnerable to predation by trout and when artificial flies should be at their most effective.

  Today, imitation of emergers is often seen as coming of age with the work of twentieth-century Pennsylvanian James Leisenring, who popularized the technique now known as the “Leisenring Lift.” Leisenring’s theory, described in The Art of Tying the Wet Fly (1941), was that by casting upstream of the probable location of the fish, he allowed his flies time to sink and bumble along the bottom of the stream until they approached the fish. As the fly drifted downstream on a fairly slack line, he would follow it with his rod, “being very careful not to pull against it and cause it to move unnaturally.” But when the fly approached the imagined fish, Leisenring would make it “deadly” by stopping the swing of his rod, which caused the fly to cease its downstream motion and begin to swing to the surface, thus imitating an emerging fly swimming to the surface. Leisenring also believed that this approach activated the fly’s hackles, which would “start to work, opening and closing,” further animating the fly. He was opposed to “working” the fly actively as it rose toward the surface, instead believing that the fly’s materials would provide adequate lifelike motion and appeal. As the line continues to resist the current, “the fly rises higher off the bottom and the hackle is working in every fiber.” And, in Leisenring’s words, “Bang! He’s got it.”24

  [image: image]

  Pennsylvania angler James Leisenring published his small but influential book The Art of Tying the Wet Fly in 1941, codifying his own theories and techniques regarding emerging stages of aquatic insects. Recognizing the peculiar vulnerability of these insects as they rose from the streambed to the surface, Leisenring helped alert anglers to the need to concentrate on that stage of the insects’ emergence. Photograph courtesy of the American Museum of Fly Fishing.
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  Leisenring’s wet flies, tied with materials that would “work” in the slightest currents, would have been right at home in the fly books of smart wet-fly fishermen from earlier centuries. Flies on exhibit at the American Museum of Fly Fishing, photograph by the author.

  Leisenring deserved the respect he received for his technique and for the wonderfully nimble flies he tied for it, but we know it wasn’t original with him. Something of that idea can be inferred from a number of earlier writers, including John Taverner, who in 1600 reported seeing “a young flie swimme in the water too and fro, and in the end come up to the upper crust of the water, and assay to flie up.”25 And we can see the foreshadowing of emerger imitations in fly-fishing writings as early as Venables’s little lead-bodied “cadbait” of 1668. As Ernie Schwiebert and many others have pointed out, a great variety of older wet flies, including many of the famous North Country soft hackles, were probably excellent emerger imitations, whatever their originators may have thought of them. In the United States, the perceptive but now forgotten angling entomologist Sara McBride, writing in 1876, described the emerging process of mayflies and many other aspects of the life of aquatic insects.26 Angling historian Kenneth Cameron has described some of the wet flies McBride developed and marketed at that time as “superb imitations of emergers, even to the suggestion of husk in the hair bodies and the air bubble caught in the delicate fur.”27

  The New Wet Fly

  During the great revolution in tackle and technique that occurred at an accelerating pace throughout the 1800s, when anglers had so many new opportunities for fishing their wet flies creatively, they naturally disagreed over what was the best thing to do.

  Some, anticipating modern debates on the same subject, believed that weighted flies or lines were unsporting.28 The always entertaining American conservationist and fisheries authority Robert Barnwell Roosevelt wrote in Superior Fishing (1865) that he viewed the very thought of placing lead shot on a fly line as “gross a heresy as putting a shot in the fly-hook,” which he also abhorred.29 He objected in part because he was concerned with the issues of tournament casting, which in his time was becoming very popular and required a high degree of standardization among competitors. Weight on a line changed the game significantly and unfairly. But Roosevelt disliked shot on the line or fly also because the additional weight tended to break the solid-wood fly rods of his day in the casting.

  Others, contrary to several centuries of advice on the subject, preferred not
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