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Introduction
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The size of the bug that you are imitating influences fly design. For large green drakes (above), you need to attach a lot of materials to the hook to produce a fly that not only floats, but casts well.

Fly tying doesn’t save you money or buy you more time for things like yardwork and cleaning the garage. What fly tying does, beyond providing hours of enjoyment, is help you rise to the specific challenges of the water you like to fish and catch trout that have previously evaded your best efforts. Innovations in fly tying (and fishing) most often come when you are faced with a problem that needs to be solved, which is probably why you took up, or are thinking of taking up, fly tying to begin with. The patterns in this book were created by tiers who faced fishing challenges and, sitting at their vises, decided to do something about them.

One goal of this book is to provide a basic immersion in traditional techniques through tying Quill Gordons, Elk Hair Caddis, and Adams. These patterns won’t win this book any awards for originality, but they are, nonetheless, vital to know how to tie. I also compiled this book to introduce readers to essential concepts in fly design, including some patterns that are on the frontier of fly tying. You do not have to carry Paul Weamer’s Truform series of flies (page 63), a groundbreaking pattern, in your fly boxes to be successful, but learning how to tie them opens up a world of possibility that you might not have considered before. It is up to you what you do with it, whether that is simply replicating Weamer’s efforts, improving his design, or blending his basic approach into a pattern of your own creation. The more you know, the more nimble you are when faced with solving problems.

Charlie Craven’s Charlie Boy Hopper is another groundbreaking pattern, though in a different way. The Charlie Boy shows us how to work with foam in a quick and uncomplicated way, with an economy of materials and motions. Some might argue that the venerable Dave’s Hopper or Schroeder’s Parachute Hopper are more essential, but in my opinion, Craven’s pattern not only is a terrific fly pattern that is quick to tie, durable, and effective, but it teaches us how to integrate natural materials with synthetic ones to produce effective patterns that look at home floating on the water.

Most of the other patterns, however, are no longer groundbreaking. These once state-of-the-art design concepts were so successful they became mainstream—flies such as the Quigley Cripple, Foam Beetle, Hairwing Dun, Comparadun, Humpy, Stimulator, and Turck Tarantula. These flies represent as many different styles as possible, for water conditions ranging from fast pocketwater to spring-creek slicks, and they imitate a broad range of common bugs, or bug shapes, found East to West. Many of these patterns serve as crossover patterns and imitate several things at the same time. In addition to finding patterns that fill this tall order—innovative patterns representing different styles that work for more than one insect—I wanted the patterns to teach enough fundamental techniques to enable you to tie almost every other pattern out there today.

Most of the flies in this book are simple. While I love to tie flies, I like to fish more. When it is time to decide between spending six hours at the bench tying patterns that have eyes and ears or spending an hour tying patterns that look good enough so I can hit the water early, I almost always go for good enough. If you are interested in tying for tying sake, your list of essential flies might not jive with mine, but you still will find some patterns in this book that will both challenge you at the vise and catch fish.

By simple, I also mean flies tied with relatively few materials. Good dry flies should not be weighed down with stuff that actually repels fish or reduces their effectiveness at what they are designed to do, which, in the case of dry flies, is float and hook fish. These are simple, but critical, considerations. Some flies have so much window dressing on them they barely float; others are tied in a way that actually reduces the hook gap so much that they couldn’t possibly hook fish effectively. Most of the flies in this book are as simple as possible, though some, like the Royal Stimulator and Turck Tarantula, have many steps.
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During the shoulder seasons of early spring or fall, there are few bugs, so the ones that do emerge are all-stars. In the East, Isonychia (above) is an important and often overlooked hatch in the summer and fall. Across the country, Baetis are the bread-and-butter hatches in the early spring and fall.
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The stream you are fishing plays a role in fly design. Pressured fish in streams such as Colorado’s South Platte (above) often demand more realistic patterns.
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Fish in less pressured wilderness streams are often more opportunistic and less wary. Take a break from the technical fishing, and cast flies that float well and are easy to see.
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Always consider the fish-eye view of the insect. ARLEN THOMASON
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When you are in the field, watch how the natural rides on the water. Patterns with hackle ride higher than those without. Remember, you can always take hackle away by clipping it in the field, but you cannot add it. ARLEN THOMASON

While many of these flies are simple to tie, this book is not meant to replace a good text on basic fly tying that includes a thorough discussion of individual techniques, materials, and tools. Many great books on the market already do that, including Trout Flies and Essential Trout Flies, Dave Hughes (Stackpole Books), Charlie Craven’s Basic Fly Tying, Charlie Craven (Headwater Books), and Basic Fly Tying, Jon Rounds (Stackpole Books).

Throughout the book, I have “lifted” a lot of material from books previously published by Stackpole Books. This was in part to recognize that many of the ideas and experiences written over the years still apply today. It is often helpful to hear fly designers share their ideas for the patterns in their own words. In some instances, such as in my excerpts from Dave Hughes’s texts, I realized that I could not improve upon what others have said. If you do not own them already, buy the original books (see bibliography at the end of this book). I hope that this conclave of practical fly tiers and fishermen will inspire you and help you approach your fly tying with fresh eyes.

Determining what is “essential” in a selection of flies and what is not was a daunting task. The task became easier when I stopped worrying so much about what other people thought, and began to consider those attributes that I thought were important: ease of tying, durability, and simple styles that imitate several different insects with minor modifications in color and size. I could not possibly include all of the effective flies for all the different conditions anglers encounter onstream, so I looked in my own boxes and starting asking the question: is this a fly I could live without? Some of the choices, such as the Quill Gordon or Weamer’s Truform patterns, were more philosophic than practical, but they were, nonetheless, my choices.

So, this is my disclaimer for the unabashed subjectivity of the pattern choices in this book. It is also, in a way, a tip—one that I have learned from many great fly tiers and anglers I’ve had the opportunity to work with. Even though I’ve gathered a bunch of terrific patterns here, you need to carefully consider what “essential” means for you when putting together a selection for your own fishing, because you cannot possibly include them all. You need to make choices. I hope some of the flies in this book will find a home in your box and will work as well for you as they have for me.


CHAPTER 1

Practical Fly Design
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Water type influences fly design. Fish heavily hackled buoyant flies on faster currents and slimmer profile flies on slow currents. Because of different water types, you might tie some CDC Comparaduns (page 54) for slow pools and some Harrop Hairwing Duns (page 58) in the same color and size for faster streams.

The most simplistic and concise explanation of practical design considerations for fly tiers is summarized in Dave Hughes’s “Axioms,” published in Handbook of Hatches (Stackpole Books).

Within each of the three major orders (mayflies, caddisflies, stoneflies), adults of all species have the same shape. They vary in size and color but are true to the shape of the rest of the order.

A trout, looking from beneath the water at a mayfly, caddisfly, and stonefly, would behold three distinctly different images. But every species within each order would show it the same image, though again in distinctly different sizes and colors.

If you concern yourself with the shapes of the aquatic insects, rather than their Latin names, you will be able to match them wherever you find them. They are shaped the same in the stream that runs through your home county as their relatives in the clear-water streams of New Zealand’s South Island.

Within each important order of aquatic insects, all species can be matched with size and color variations of the same pattern style.

Insects evolved into certain shapes. Fly patterns evolved into certain styles. Imagine a mayfly dun . . . Now place next to it the image of a traditional dry fly. It could be an Adams, Light Cahill, or Quill Gordon. It doesn’t matter; they are all shaped the same. And all are shaped a lot like the mayfly dun. The traditional dry fly has long tails, a slender body, and upright wings. It has a collar of hackle that serves to float the fly but also represents the legs of the natural insect. This traditional dry-fly style, when varied in size and color, will imitate any mayfly dun.

Choosing a pattern style and then selecting size and color variations works for all of the aquatic orders, not just the mayflies.

You choose your pattern style based in part on the type of water on or in which the pattern will be fished.

Some mayflies hatch in the tossed waters of riffles. Other mayflies emerge on gliding spring-creek currents. A dry fly tied in the traditional style rides high on its hackles and bounces along the surface of a riffle. It is designed to give trout the idea that the deception dancing on the surface has the tails, body, wings, and legs of a mayfly dun, and therefore must be one. It is an impressionistic style.

The same style fly cast onto a glassy surface might stand too stiffly on the tiptoes of its hackles and might conceal too much the outline of its body and the shape of its wings. It might not raise the same trout that would take it eagerly in rougher water. When you fish smooth water, it is often necessary to consider a pattern style that offers a more exact silhouette of the natural insect.
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Hooks do the fly’s dirty work, and a good tier carefully chooses the right hook for the job. Under the right conditions, large fish take dry flies, so in big-game water, use flies tied on heavier wire hooks that hold large fish. Make sure that you don’t block the hook gap with too many materials.

Exact imitations reflect the specific body parts of a particular hatching insect and have nothing in the way to obscure their silhouette from trout. A Comparadun dry fly has split tails, a tapered body, a fan of deer hair for the wing, and no hackles. Its body and wing sit right down on the water, showing trout the unobstructed shape of a natural mayfly rather than an obscured impression of it. It’s an imitative style.

Finding the proper balance between the impressionistic and imitative approaches depends to a degree on the demands of the water type you’re fishing. It also depends on your tying ability. Some imitative styles can be complicated and hard to tie. Many of them look real in the vise but look like nothing in nature when they’re wet and on water. Few situations call for them. On fast water, an imitative dry that won’t float will not catch as many trout as an impressionistic dry that rides up where you and the fish can both see it. On slow water, a fly that captures the essence of an insect, and leaves out the details, makes for an excellent imitation, so long as you show the proper silhouette of the insect to the trout.
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Tie flies in a wide range of colors, including some in brighter shades. Sometimes showing the fish something different can really shake things up.
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Find the right balance between imitation and fishability. This Isonychia spinner (and many other spinners) has extremely long tails. Some tiers try to match these long tails without realizing that they can prevent fish from sipping in the fly, especially when tied from stiff fibers such as Microfibetts.

For Hughes, basic shape (combined with proper size and color), basic style, and where you will fish the pattern are primary concerns and should govern most if not all of your fly choices. Since you probably only want to stock your boxes with flies you intend to fish, Hughes’s axioms become an excellent guide for the patterns you should choose to tie.

Looking more closely at some of these axioms, I add a few other nuances of fly design and choice that are critical for success.

Attitude. Where in the water column are the naturals floating; where are the fish feeding? If the fish are feeding just under the surface, and showing the bulging rises characteristic of that, then you are better off fishing a low-riding fly or emerger rather than a heavily hackled pattern that rides high on the water. How you tie a fly and on what hook you have tied it have direct bearing on where that fly rides in the film. For instance, a dry tied on a heavy-wire hook may ride lower in the film than one tied on a light-wire hook.

[image: img]

Color can be important, but the overall shade (light or dark) is probably more important to fish. Early and late season bugs are typically dark in color; midseason bugs are light, such as this Cahill. Also, notice the different shade in the thorax. Many tiers believe that these changes in color are triggers, and these nuances are worth considering when you are tying flies.

Fish-eye view. When designing a pattern, consider what the fish sees, not what you see. Evaluate the shape, color, and any other distinguishing features of the pattern, such as legs, tails, and wings, from below.

Angling pressure. Your fly box will look different if you fish for brook or cutthroat trout on mountain freestone streams or if you are a regular on the Henry’s Fork of the Snake River. Pressured streams require more exacting imitations or a broad selection of flies so that you can show the fish something different. In addition to flashy materials, you should also have plenty of drab and unassuming flies that are less likely to spook fish used to seeing a lot of glitz. For unpressured fish and mountain streams, you can get away with a few different flies representing the general shapes of mayflies and caddis. A good fastwater fly should float well and be durable and easy to see.
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I have no idea what species this particular caddis is, and when the fish were rising to it, I didn’t care. Match the general shape, movement, and color of the natural, and learn your Latin later.

Weather conditions. If it is windy and duns are being blown across the surface of the water, a hackled pattern that can skitter on the water with the wind may outperform a flush-floating one. In bad light, a high-riding pattern or one tied with a highly visible parachute post is a distinct advantage over a drab pattern that rides low in the surface. In the silver sheen of glare on the water, a fly with a black wingpost is easier to see than one with a white post.

Functional design. Good flies need to fish well, which includes a set of characteristics such as being able to cast easily, cast without fouling, float high (or float where they are intended), be durable, and match the naturals. They also need to be tied with a hook that provides a sufficient hook gap to ensure good hookups, and the tails or other back-end parts can’t be so stiff that they prevent the fish from sipping in the pattern. Does the pattern require constant application of dry-fly floatant? Does it fall apart after one fish? Often, fishability is the main factor that outweighs exact imitation.

If a pattern lacks one of these attributes, then it needs to make up for it in another area. If a fly isn’t very durable, for instance, it must be quick enough to tie so that you can easily have a dozen on hand. A fly that takes a long time to tie, and falls apart after one hooked fish, is a disaster according to my criteria. However, I know some tiers and anglers who disagree.
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