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  CHAPTER 1


  


  Anatomy of a Small-Fly River


  The wild irises are in full bloom along Colorado’s South Platte River. As much as I admire the vibrant color that they bring to the valley floor, I must confess that my appreciation goes beyond the flowers’ beauty. Each year when the iris are in bloom the river comes alive with a convergence of aquatic insect hatches that bring even the shy, oversize brown trout to the surface.


  I like to be on the water at dawn when the robust-bodied little mayflies the fly fishers call Tricos hatch. Or more accurately, I should say when the female Tricos hatch and are then followed into the air by the males, who hatched at twilight the night before and have been patiently awaiting the arrival of the females. The newly emerged females that successfully make it into the air go directly into mating swarms. A portion of those who don’t are consumed by trout that have queued up in the feeding lanes, also awaiting the females’ arrival. Needless to say, those rising trout are the reason for my early arrival to the river. They often supply the least difficult Trico angling of the day.


  Somewhere toward the end of the Trico hatch a smattering of small, tan caddisflies begin to pop from the surface. The hatch doesn’t present the abundance of insects that the Tricos do, but nonetheless it is a predictable yearly event and the trout make up for the lack of naturals by exuberantly chasing down every one they can. With time on this river, during these sweet weeks, you learn that a little CDC caddis imitation fished before you see any naturals on the water will often be greeted by the splashy rise of a very nice-sized trout.


  As the caddisflies continue to trickle off the water, you will begin to see the great mating swarms of Tricos hovering closer and closer to the water’s surface. The first of the Trico females that fall spent to the water’s surface after laying eggs will be met by the nonchalant sipping rises of the trout that are now stacked into the feeding lanes. A little run that might have held a fish or two suddenly fills up with 10 or 15 fish patiently sipping the spent spinners. Before long the surface is thick with spinners and rising trout. Then there is a lull, followed by another pulse of rises in response to another raft of spent spinners drifting downstream on the water’s surface.


  A well-presented imitation will catch trout. This is the very beginning of a hatch and spinner fall that will last four months. Right now the trout are intoxicated with the easy pickings. In a week the largest trout will be feeding almost exclusively on drowned spent spinners. The other trout will have become more discriminating. In a month it will take everything you know about fishing small flies to get a fish to take. But for now, the fishing is sweet.


  Somewhere in the thick of the spinner fall, you’ll catch a glimpse of a lighter, pale yellow mayfly. If it’s on the surface, there is a good chance you’ll see a riseform quite unlike the sipping Trico rise. The rise will have the authority of a trout who knows whatever it is after might get away. These are hatching Pale Morning Duns that embed in the Trico spinner fall this time of year. The trout will go out of their way to take them, often to the extent of completely ignoring the Trico spinners.


  Sometime between noon and two in the afternoon, what began with the female Trico hatch and progressed to include a caddisfly hatch that eventually led to a Pale Morning Dun hatch will end as the last of Tricos fall spent to the water’s surface. The trout that are stacked in the feeding lanes disappear.


  The first questions that an observant fly fisher new to the South Platte River will ask are what accounts for this great abundance of aquatic insects, and why are most of them so small?


  TAILWATERS


  Okay, there’s a hook to the story. The section of the South Platte River I was describing is a tailwater. It’s the regulated river that occurs below the dam on Spinney Mountain Reservoir. This particular reservoir, like five others on the South Platte, is a water-storage reservoir that serves the Denver metropolitan area and agricultural users on Colorado’s high arid plains. Engineers use the reservoirs to store the water and the river to transport it downstream. Reservoirs operated solely to generate electricity are less common in the western states, but they do account for some legendary tailwater fishing in Arkansas, Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Some reservoirs like Flaming Gorge Reservoir on the Green River in Utah store water and generate electricity on the side.
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    Tailwaters still look like the freestone rivers they once were, but their trout-growing potential rivals a spring creek.

  


  [image: Water temperature varies less than in a freestone river. It’s cooler in the summer, warmer in the winter. More aquatic vegetation because flows are controlled and clear water allows light to penetrate More stable streamside vegetation A tailwater is a freestone stream with a dam on it. The structure will depend on where the dam was built. Canyons: Expect riffles, runs, pools, and pocket water due to higher gradient. Valley bottom: Expect riffles, glides, and pools due to lower gradient. River will follow meandering path. There will be fewer rocks in the streambed. Classic Tailwater Nutrients provided from a reservoir enrich aquatic trout food populations. Additional aquatic vegetation provides habitat and food source for aquatic trout foods. farther the water moves downstream from the more it begins to resemble the wider temperature variations of a freestone river. Water volume during spring runoff is less severe than in an equivalent freestone river. Flows are more consistent throughout the year.]


  The tailwaters that occur below water-storage reservoirs in temperate climate zones are the most important to small-fly enthusiasts. Many of the older reservoirs have the gates near the bottom of the dam. If you are familiar with lakes and reservoirs in temperate climates, you’ll know that the water stratifies into layers with different temperatures during the summer. The warmest water (epilimnion) is on the surface because the wind is constantly mixing it with the warmer air temperatures. The next layer, known as the thermocline, is where water temperatures rapidly decrease. The bottom layer of water (hypolimnion) is the coldest.


  As autumn approaches, the air temperature gets colder and colder. The wind continues to mix it with the epilimnion, but the result now is that it cools the water until it eventually reaches the temperature of the thermocline and ultimately the cold temperatures of the hypolimnion. This results in the fall turnover when, for a period of time, the water temperature is the same from top to bottom in the reservoir.
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    Above left: In summer the top layer of water (epilimnion) is warmed when the wind mixes it with warm air temperatures. The less dense, warmer water stays on top. Water temperatures drop quickly in the middle layer (thermocline). A bottom layer of water (hypolimnion) is the coldest. Above middle: In autumn the upper layer of water is cooled when the wind mixes it with cooler air temperatures. The temperature of the epilimnion cools to that of the hypolimnion and the water in the entire reservoir circulates, causing the fall overturn. Above right: Eventually the entire reservoir reaches the same temperature.
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    Above left: In the winter the surface cools to 0 degrees Celsius and freezes. The less dense, coldest water remains near the surface and the warmer water remains near the bottom. Winter stratification then occurs. Above middle: In spring the ice melts and once again the wind mixes the surface with warm air temperatures. The water in the entire reservoir then circulates and the spring overturn occurs. Above right: Eventually the entire reservoir reaches the same temperature. Warming air temperatures then set the stage once again for summer stagnation. This seasonal cycle of water temperatures in temperate zone reservoirs with bottom-release gates results in the tailwater below the reservoir having cooler water temperatures in the summer and warmer water temperatures in the winter.

  


  As the air temperatures get colder and colder, water does a weird thing. It becomes less dense. When ice forms on the reservoir’s surface, the coldest layer of water is on top. The bottom layer of water that’s still liquid is warmer. It stays like that until spring when the air temperature and solar radiation combine to melt the ice. What is now colder, denser water tends to sink to the bottom while the warm spring winds continually mix with, and warm, the upper layers of water. This results in the spring turnover when once again water temperatures throughout the reservoir are the same. But before long the water begins to stratify by temperature again, summer arrives, and we’re back where we started.
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    A bottom-release dam provides cooler water temperatures to the tailwater in the summer and warmer water temperatures in the winter.

  


  By now you’re probably thinking, “Who cares!” But hang on. If you like fishing small flies, you will care. Here’s the point: Because the gates on many dams are bottom-release, you get a temperature effect in tailwaters known as “summer cool-winter warm.” It means that in the wintertime the somewhat warmer water from the bottom of the reservoir is being released into the tailwater. That’s why the river doesn’t freeze up so much right below the dam and, depending on the flows, for several miles downstream of it. The warmer water is why tailwater trout feed more actively in the winter and consequently grow larger faster. Conversely, in the summer the water drawn from the bottom layer of the reservoir is a bit cooler. So in the summer a tailwater has a bit cooler water temperature than an equivalent unregulated river would have.


  Overall this means that a tailwater has a narrower range of water temperatures over the course of a year than an equivalent unregulated river. That’s important when it comes to the aquatic insects and other aquatic food sources that trout like to eat, because some insect groups found in unregulated rivers require a broader range of temperatures to develop. It’s the reason you’re not going to see the giant Pteroynarcys stonefly species up near the dam in most tailwaters or many of the larger mayflies. They all need the broader range of temperature cues to thrive.


  What you will find are species of aquatic insects that are suited to this more narrow range of water temperatures. And you guessed it—these tend to be the smaller species of mayflies such as Blue-Winged Olives, Tricos, and Pale Morning Duns. There’s also smaller stonefly species and caddisflies, but the tiny two-winged flies of the order Diptera that fly fishers call midges are the big winners in the tailwater environment. They often occur in astronomical numbers.


  There’s actually less aquatic insect species diversity in the tailwater. This isn’t necessarily good news from an ecological point of view because diversity means stability, but on the other hand, the species that can live in the tailwater environment do more than just get by—they thrive. From a trout’s point of view, that means breakfast, lunch, dinner, hors d’oeuvres, snacks, and bedtime treats are on the table. Some tailwaters are such rich environments that trout will average an inch of growth a month.


  Needless to say, the farther you move downstream from the dam, the more the tailwater will begin to resemble an unregulated freestone stream. The overall density of aquatic insects will go down as the nutrients supplied from the reservoir diminish and the water temperatures begin to fluctuate through a broader range, but the diversity of species will increase.


  Trout may become quite selective due to the lack of diversity in tailwater aquatic insect populations. The abundance of food created in the nutrient-rich tailwater means the trout don’t have to feed opportunistically on any old thing that floats downstream just to be sure they’ll make it through the winter. In addition, they don’t have to identify a lot of different species of insects as food sources. They can concentrate on the few but plentiful tailwater species they are familiar with.


  [image: Aquatic Insect Species and Their Biomass in Colorado’s South Platte River Prior to the Hayman Wildfire Cool summer and warm winter temperature effect decreases as the water moves farther downstream from the dam. There is less diversity of species near the dam but a high density of those species. Illustration derived from Archives of Hydrobiology, by James Ward, Stuttgart, Sept. 1976, 78, 4, pp. 319–342. Water has moved far enough downstream to where temperatures are the same as an unregulated river. There is more species diversity but a lower density (fewer) of those species.Aquatic Trout Foods in Order of Biomass (wet weight per square meter) midges 55% mayflies 35% caddisflies 5% scuds and aquatic worms 5% stoneflies 20% Total number of different species 30 Total biomass 30 g/m2 Aquatic Trout Foods in Order of Biomass stoneflies 35% mayflies 25% midges 20% caddisflies 15% scuds 5% aquatic worms 0% Total number of different species 75 Total biomass 9 g/m2]


  The only downside to the summer cool-winter warm scenario is that in some especially deep reservoirs the water released may be so cold or so lacking in nutrients that it inhibits aquatic insect growth and falls below the temperature range needed for optimal trout growth. It’s easy to identify these tailwaters because trout populations are thin right below the dam but increase farther downstream where the water temperatures are a bit warmer. This problem has been overcome in some newer dams by placing gates at different water depths, which allows engineers to mix water temperatures or add some nutrient-rich water from the thermocline to create a better habitat for trout in the tailwater.


  The way a reservoir’s water is released also impacts the river below. In a typical small-fly tailwater below a storage reservoir, the water flows are altered in accordance with downstream needs. Although to anglers it may seem like those flows bounce up and down quite a bit, the fluctuations are actually more stable than in an unregulated river where spring runoff from nearby mountains can dramatically increase the water volume and muddy it for months. In the summer, thunderstorms may again muddy the river off and on for a few days at a time.


  The controlled water releases also result in more stable stream banks, which mean even less turbidity in the water. This explains the year-round water clarity found in tailwaters, except when runoff from an unregulated tributary stream that enters below the dam temporarily muddies it or the spring or fall turnover reduces water clarity. The high-volume spring runoff doesn’t scour out the streambed, either. Although insect species that need clean rubble may suffer, species that aren’t affected by the additional silts will thrive. In addition, the year-round clear water allows sunlight to penetrate the water. The result is aquatic vegetation that remains stable, and since the spring runoff is controlled, it doesn’t scour the plants out each spring, although especially heavy releases of water may occasionally disrupt them. The aquatic vegetation provides habitat for important noninsect trout foods such as microscuds and some species of mayflies.
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    Tailwaters located in valleys where the gradient is low resemble spring creeks in their appearance and ability to produce trout.

  


  Nutrient levels are also higher in tailwaters because the reservoir acts like a giant solar collector, storing energy from the sun in animal and plant life. That energy is eventually converted into nutrients in the water that are then released into the tailwater below, providing a plentiful food base for aquatic insects. In the Rocky Mountains, many tailwaters are naturally alkaline. This is a more productive environment for aquatic insects than acid waters.


  Colorado’s South Park is an example of a lime-rich intermountain valley. As the South Platte meanders through it, numerous richly alkaline tributaries flow into the river, producing ideal water chemistry for trout. Couple this with the reservoir’s nutrient-creating potential, the water temperature consistency provided by the summer cool-winter warm effect, and more stable water flows, and the tailwater becomes a trout factory. It’s as close as you can get to a man-made replica of nature’s greatest trout factory of all—a spring creek.


  SPRING CREEKS


  The first time I seriously fished spring creeks was in Paradise Valley, Montana. John Gierach and I were in a road-trip mood, and we decided to head to Montana from Colorado. This was long enough ago that neither one of us was making a lot of money, and more importantly, neither one of us cared much about making a lot of money. That meant we both had time on our hands. And time meant open-ended meandering road trips through trout country with thrifty, no-frills, under-the-stars-every-night fishing camps.


  We drifted toward the Jefferson River, stopping at Three Dollar Bridge on the Madison, dropping into Willow Creek, the Gallatin, the Boulder, and, yes, the spring creeks of Paradise Valley. I’d been waiting my whole life to fish spring creeks. I knew they wouldn’t be exactly like my home river, the South Platte tailwater, but I had heard that spring creek trout favored small flies, were often selective, and got big—all of which was familiar to me from my days on the South Platte. I was anxious to see if I could apply my tailwater knowledge to a spring creek.


  Nelson’s Spring Creek took my breath away. The morning we arrived was dead calm. The water loafed across the valley floor. There were long stretches where the near-flawless surface was marred by only a feathery seam, momentary undulation, or gentle push of current. The swaying aquatic vegetation under the surface was often the only indication that the water was moving at all. Perfectly clear water revealed trout neatly lined up in the feeding lanes. They gracefully dipped and turned, picking nymphs from the water. Occasionally, one drifted back with the current and tipped its head up and plucked something small from the water’s surface.


  My trance was later broken as we watched a Pale Morning Dun lazily drifting downstream until it disappeared into a ring on the water’s surface. Other duns followed. We pulled out our fly boxes. We were in business.
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  Nelson’s is the classic spring creek. Unlike a man-made tail-water where a surface reservoir supplies a reasonably consistent source of water, spring creeks well up from underground reservoirs known as aquifers. They are most commonly associated with geothermal basins, limestone marl bogs, geyser basins, porous volcanic rock, and river valleys where the water percolates down through the streambed rubble and emerges somewhere else above the ground as a spring creek. Spring creeks are characterized by their constant flows and consistent temperatures.


  The classic spring creeks you read about in fly-fishing literature meander through a low-gradient valley or a meadow where streambed rocks and boulders are uncommon. This explains the water’s uncommonly smooth surface. It’s also one of the differences between a spring creek and a tailwater. Tailwaters, which were freestone rivers or creeks at some point in their lives, usually retain the structure of their previous incarnation. That means there are pools, riffles, runs, and glides. But don’t make the mistake that all spring creeks are classic spring creeks. Consider some sections of the Henry’s Fork in Idaho where there’s so many runs and riffles that you’d be hard-pressed to believe it’s a spring creek at all . . . until you see it around Last Chance, where it’s as serene as any chalkstream that Frederick Halford fished in southern England.


  [image: Water temperature remains fairly constant. If the spring creek comes from a single source, water temperatures begin to resemble those of a freestone stream as the water moves downstream from the spring water source. Occasional subtle riffles and current eddies around aquatic vegetation make only surface disturbance. Water’s surface is glass smooth due to low gradient. Rich beds of aquatic vegetation are interspersed with narrow clear channels. Classic Spring Creek Water is clear because it comes from an underground source. Stream banks are vegetated and stable.]


  The similarities between tailwaters and spring creeks are significant, though. Take your favorite tailwater and kick it up a few notches, and you have your favorite spring creek. The somewhat stable flows that characterize storage-reservoir water releases are considerably more stable in a spring creek, although they will sometimes vary depending on local rainfall. The narrow range of water temperatures found in bottom-release storage-reservoir tailwaters is sometimes even narrower in spring creeks, where water temperatures may vary by only a few degrees.
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    Classic spring creeks are often found in valleys where the gradient is low. They are characterized by clear, slow-moving waters with few in-stream rocks.
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    Non-classic spring creeks bubble up from the ground and may look like a typical freestone stream. The giveaway is the rich aquatic vegetation and higher trout production.

  


  Mike Lawson states in Spring Creeks that the temperature at the source in the most productive spring creeks is 50 to 58 degrees Fahrenheit. This falls very close to a trout’s preferred temperature range. Since the spring creek stays close to those temperatures year-round, it means the trout stay active and grow year-round. And we all know what that means.


  The water clarity that characterizes a tailwater is also present in a spring creek, and the nutrient-rich, alkaline water often associated with Rocky Mountain tailwaters is the rule rather than the exception for most spring creeks. In addition, the water clarity, stable flows, and nutrient-rich water produce abundant aquatic vegetation, which provides habitat for other aquatic trout foods and hiding cover for young trout.


  The narrow range of water temperatures and the highly productive water chemistry in spring creeks impact the aquatic insect life in much the same way as they do in tail-waters. Overall, fewer species of aquatic insects will thrive in spring creeks, but those species that do often occur in huge numbers. Most of them are the smaller sized.


  A final similarity between spring creeks and tailwaters is that the farther you move from the source, whether it’s a dam or where the springwater wells up to the surface, the more they begin to resemble a freestone stream. The one exception for spring creeks is when they occur in an area rich in springs that continue to charge the creek as it meanders downstream, preserving its unique characteristics.
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    Smaller aquatic insects aren’t a major food source for trout in many freestone rivers, but microhabitats may provide populations of Baetis nymphs, microcaddis, and midges, especially in off-seasons.

  


  When I started fishing spring creeks, I was able to transfer much of my tailwater knowledge of small flies and how to fish them directly to spring creek fishing situations. The flat, smooth water common on many spring creeks did force me to pay more attention to my presentations, though. Over the years I’ve also come to believe that hatches are more numerous and of longer duration on spring creeks than they are on tailwaters. That means that small dry-fly and emerger fishing techniques may be more important on spring creeks than on tailwaters where small-fly nymphing tactics and finesse are crucial. Finally, when compared to tailwaters, I’ve found a bit more aquatic insect species diversity on many of the spring creeks I’ve fished. That diversity sometimes includes a few larger-sized insects.


  I wish that we would all be so lucky as to have a spring creek in our backyard or at least within easy driving distance of home. I can’t think of a more fascinating place to fish small flies, but if you don’t have a neighborhood spring creek, a tailwater below a water-storage reservoir is a good second choice. Almost everything you learn on a tailwater you’ll be able to apply to a spring creek when you do get a chance to fish one.


  FREESTONE STREAMS


  In 1977 I lived in a one-room cabin on the Arkansas River near Salida, Colorado. The Arkansas is what we call a caddis river in the Rockies. Most caddis rivers feature at least one annual blizzard hatch. In the case of the Arkansas River, it’s the Mother’s Day Caddis hatch that in a good year comes before the runoff in May.


  At the peak of the hatch, there are so many size 14 tan caddisflies in the air that you must cover your mouth and nose with a bandana to avoid inhaling four or five caddis with every breath. Needless to say, the trout go nuts when the caddis first start coming off in the morning and until they are so full they can’t eat any more. Sometimes the best fishing occurs after the morning gorging when the females come back to lay eggs just before dark. Even when the great hatch is over, caddisflies still sporadically come off the river for most of the season. It’s a river where an Elk Hair Caddis or Stimulator is always a productive pattern.


  I’ve seen close to blizzard caddisfly hatches on some tailwaters and spring creeks, but none yet have matched the abundance of the Arkansas River hatch. However, I did see a surprising increase in the caddisfly population along with a decrease in the mayfly populations in the South Platte River after the Hayman wildfire ravaged the area in 2002. The caddisflies appeared to have filled a niche provided by the extreme amount of gravel and sand deposited from postfire flash floods. Apparently, the habitat changed to one that supported more caddisflies, but fewer mayflies.


  [image: Freestone Streams in Mountainous AreasFreestone rivers swell with water from bank to bank when mountain snows melt in the spring. It is not uncommon for the river to leave its banks and flood nearby low-lying meadows. Water flows in freestone rivers are drastically reduced in the late summer and early fall when mountain snows have long since melted, leaving just summer rainstorms to charge them. Trout habitat shrinks when water flow is reduced to just the main channel of the river.SEPTEMBER]


  As of 2017 that caddisfly hatch is still a major springtime event for South Platte fly fishers, but as the river recovers from the fire, so do the mayfly populations. The Trico and Pale Morning Dun hatches are once again enticing trout to rise. The lesson here is that tailwaters, like all rivers, are dynamic. A catastrophic event such as a wildfire may change the insect population in the river, but over time as the river recovers so will its insect populations. I see this as a succession toward equilibrium. The eventual insect population may not be exactly the same as the prefire population, but I suspect it will be close. Only time will tell.


  The healthy populations of big golden stoneflies that are a foundation species to fly fishers before and even during the caddisfly hatch on the Arkansas also indicate freestoner to me. I see the golden stones on local tailwaters and they are a seasonal consideration for fly fishers, but I never see them in the numbers that I do on the Arkansas. You will see some mayfly hatches, too, as the season progresses, but they seldom make the trout very selective. For everyday fishing and sparse hatch situations, a Royal Coachman, H & L Variant, Wulff, Stimulator, or, in the words of my friend and longtime Arkansas River fly fisher Clyde Tullis, “anything big and bushy” will usually suffice.
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    Midges are a major food source in alpine lakes in the western states

  


  The only thing that keeps the Arkansas from being a classic western freestone river is that there are dams on a few of its tributaries. Water releases from those dams flow down the Arkansas to the farmers on the eastern plains, but other than evidence of reduced growth rates in the trout due to higher water volumes, the river acts much like any other freestone stream. There is a greater range of water temperatures than in most tailwaters or spring creeks that provide niches for a greater variety of aquatic insect life, but those niches are also more narrow, which means the numbers of any one species (other than the caddisflies!) are not great. The aquatic vegetation in the river is limited because runoff scours it out every spring, and the roily water produced by the runoff doesn’t allow as much photosynthesis-producing sunlight to penetrate the water to promote plant growth anyway. The nutrient level and alkalinity of the water is also lower than most spring creeks and tailwaters.


  It all comes down to a lower overall density of aquatic trout foods, but there is a lot more diversity of species among those foods. The trout can still grow to good size here, but they do it by feeding opportunistically rather than selectively. In addition, the trout miss out on a robust winter growing season when low water temperatures lower their metabolism.


  You’re probably wondering if there’s any reason for a small-fly fisher to visit a freestone stream at all. There is. After I’d lived on the Arkansas for a while, I learned that although there may not be the numbers of small mayfly and midge species that I’d come to depend on in the South Platte tailwater, there were still populations of small flies that were important. A decent early spring Blue-Winged Olive hatch brought many fish to the surface. It was well worth fishing, and surprisingly, the trout were selective to the size of the fly imitation fished, although it didn’t matter too much what pattern I used. I also discovered that the small-fly fishing on this large freestone river occurred almost exclusively in the quiet backwaters, slicks, and gentle runs close to the banks.


  The big surprise came one winter afternoon. I was looking at the river from my cabin when I saw what looked like a dimpling rise on a little slick of unfrozen water near the bank. I didn’t believe it at first, then I saw another rise and then another. I hustled down to the river and discovered that there was an isolated hatch of midges! The Dipterans weren’t popping out all over the river, but there was something about this little microhabitat that was suitable for a hatch. I went back for my fly rod, and it wasn’t long before I managed to land a nice brown trout on a size 20 Griffith’s Gnat!


  Here’s the point: Although smaller aquatic insects aren’t typically the major source of food for trout in a freestone river, they may still be a factor, especially in off-seasons or in microhabitats. There will be times when having a few small-fly imitations will make the difference between catching trout or not. To this day I still have a corner of my freestone fly box reserved for size 18 through 22 Renegades, Griffith’s Gnats, Parachute Adamses, and Stuck-in-the-Shuck midge patterns. They look insignificant next to the hoppers, Stimulators, streamers, Green Drakes, and big caddisflies, but they’ve saved the day more than once. And besides, I just like fishing small flies.
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    Trout cruise high lakes and pick off hatching midges.

  


  STILLWATERS


  Most of the fishing I do with small flies takes place on moving water, so I’m by no means an expert on fishing them on stillwaters, but I have made a few observations regarding their use and effectiveness on lakes and reservoirs.


  My first observation is similar to that of small flies and freestone streams. It never hurts to have some smaller imitations on hand for those unusual situations when you might need them, although I have not frequently observed selective feeding to smaller aquatic insect species on the reservoirs where I fish in the Rockies. As a rule, midge species are larger in the reservoirs than in moving waters. Other dominant insect species such as damselflies, dragonflies, and mayflies (most commonly Callibaetis spp.) are all too large for consideration as small flies. The one exception I have witnessed is the occasional presence of smaller microscud species in reservoirs. Also note that smaller spring-fed reservoirs may produce significant small-fly hatches, and in some cases the trout feed on them as selectively as they do in a spring creek.


  I have witnessed significant hatches and feeding activity to small mayfly species in beaver ponds. Although beaver-pond trout tend to be opportunistic feeders, once in a while a small parachute dry-fly imitation will account for a more successful day.


  Small flies have made the difference between success and failure for me on the alpine lakes near where I live in Colorado. I’ve found trout in those high lakes may not necessarily be selective to a particular fly pattern, but they are selective to fly pattern size. On one memorable day in Rocky Mountain National Park, I encountered a full-blown midge hatch that required size 22 pupa imitations. The trout were selective to both size and color. Tiny ant patterns have also proven important on many of the high lakes. Other than that, I usually carry some smaller Parachute Adamses and a few general-purpose size 18 to 22 palmer-hackled dry flies in various colors to get me by any additional small-fly problems on the high lakes.


  Still, there is no question that tailwaters and spring creeks are the Holy Grail of fishing with small flies. The trout that fin these waters are highly selective to tiny naturals. Catching them requires the highest level of fly-fishing expertise. I haunt those places and they haunt me.
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  CHAPTER 2


  

  Tackle for Fishing Small Flies


  I’m lying on the bank of Colorado’s Frying Pan River, and the Pale Morning Duns are due any minute. I can say that because they are among the most reliable mayfly hatches in the West. And like clockwork, it isn’t long before the first of the duns appear on the surface. It’s a good sign when a trout takes one. I wait for a few more to sputter downstream and also be eaten before I get up and quietly wade out into the river. The duns are snaking down a tongue of slick water that’s in front of a large rock. Submerged boulders between the slick and me create a complex of difficult-to-read currents that are sure to produce drag. My plan is to get as close to the now regularly rising trout as I can and figure out some kind of slack-line cast to counter the drag.


  I make my first cast from a position across and downstream from the trout, and it’s not good. Although I’ve managed to pile a little bit of slack tippet on the surface, the current catches my fly almost immediately and drags it across the water. It happens so quickly that I don’t even think there’s time to disturb the trout. They continue to feed. The next cast doesn’t fare much better, and I decide to move upstream to a straight-across-stream casting position. My reasoning is that I’ll be able to hold most of the fly line off the water with the rod and maybe buy a few more seconds of drag-free drift.


  Several trout are now feeding regularly on an increasing supply of the duns. I make a test cast out of the trout’s view to see what the drift looks like. My next cast is on the mark and doesn’t drag, but it doesn’t seduce any trout into striking. I put the following one right down the pipe, and a nice rainbow nonchalantly rises and takes the fly.


  It’s like that for the next 20 minutes. I catch a fish here and a fish there. But then the hatch kicks up a few more notches. It seems like there’s twice as many trout rising and three times as many duns on the water. All I can see are mayflies and rises. I reach that state of impenetrable concentration that sometimes happens when everything is right during a hatch. It’s the reason fly fishers don’t have to meditate. My sense of time disappears. All I see are the rises, and then my fly is there floating down toward a fish. The drift is right on the money. I even forget that I’m holding a fly rod in my hand—it becomes a natural extension of my arm. Everything is perfectly synced. I cast, I strike, I land fish, I release fish, I cast again . . .


  Eventually, the hatch goes off. I shake off the effects of the intense concentration. It doesn’t always work out this way, but I look forward to the days when it does. It’s as good as it gets.
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  I don’t think you get into the zone like that by mistake. Like any other sport, fly fishing requires study, practice, and more than anything else time on the water. There are stages of development. I believe that fishing small flies to selective trout fine-tunes an angler’s awareness to the highest level. This transformation occurs not by how much equipment you bring to the encounter, but by how much you leave behind. I believe that at its best, fishing small flies puts as little as possible between me and the trout.


  Part of the equation for putting as little between you and the fish as possible is your tackle. After that day on the Frying Pan, I wondered if my experience would have been different if I’d been casting an unfamiliar fly rod or if my leader design had not been one that I was used to and confident with. What if I’d been using a different design of fly line?


  The details are important. But it doesn’t mean that you will ever find the perfect fly rod or the perfect leader design for every small-fly fishing situation. I fish a variety of both, depending on the water, hatches, and my mood on any given day. What is important is that you find tackle that won’t detract from the fishing. Most well-versed fly casters can make almost any modern fly-rod taper perform well by just modifying their casting style to account for differences in the rod. I fished for years with rods that I made work. Now I try to fish rods that I don’t have to consciously direct. I want the rod to become an extension of my arm and my eyes and my mind because then I can concentrate on the fishing.


  The beauty of it all is that tackle is so subjective. A rod that works for me may be poison for you. But there are plenty of tapers and actions and lengths out there to experiment with. All I can say when it comes to tackle for angling with small flies is that you need to jump in and try it out for yourself. Pay attention to the details. Don’t give up until you understand everything you need to know. And then discard everything that’s not absolutely necessary. Become a minimalist.


  FLY RODS FOR SMALL FLIES


  I’ve noticed that the first thing most fly fishers do when they test a rod is to see how much line they can cast. Unfortunately, it’s among the least important tests if you are interested in fishing small flies. Most small-fly work occurs close in. Sometimes you’ll be casting little more than the leader and a few feet of fly line. Consider that when you test a rod. Cast it at the distances where you expect to be using it.


  Also consider that the line weight a manufacturer recommends for a particular rod isn’t gospel, although today’s rod makers are much better at tuning their rods to the recommended line weight than was the case a few decades ago. Nonetheless, if you think a rod has potential but there’s a little something missing, consider test casting it with a line weight up or a line weight down. Often a rod will cast more efficiently at short small-fly fishing distances if the line weight is increased one weight above the recommended line. Don’t forget to consider weight-forward or long-belly tapers either. Remember that fine-tuning could turn an “almost” small-fly rod into the perfect tool for you.


  Always put the most emphasis on the casting qualities of the rod. I have a 7-foot, 9-inch bamboo rod that is sweet medicine when the midges are coming off the South Platte River. I almost didn’t consider the rod because the common wisdom at the time was that you needed a 9-foot rod to efficiently mend the line on a stream that size. I kept trying to discount the rod, but I couldn’t get out of my mind how good it felt in the hand. Finally, I took it up on the river, and it worked fine. There might have been a few spots where a longer rod would have been more appropriate, but I was almost always able to alter my casting position to eliminate any problems. More importantly, I was fishing a rod that cast the way I liked. I didn’t have to think about it at all. That meant it was just me and the trout. And that’s the way I like it.
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    The way that a fly rod plays a trout is an often overlooked characteristic that is important to small-fly fishers.

  


  That rod had a final important attribute. I liked the way the rod played a trout. You don’t hear rod makers talk much about how a rod plays a fish, but it’s especially important when fishing small flies on light tippets. The only way you’ll find out how a rod performs with a trout on is to go out and catch one. You may find that a rod casts very well, but when you get fish on you tend to break them off more often than you would like. If the break-offs continue on a regular basis, you may find that you’re compensating for it in the way you set the hook or you develop some other quirk in your presentation. That’s not good. You want everything to be seamless, fluid, light, and natural.


  Bamboo


  Split-bamboo fly rods have a dedicated following, although interest in their unique casting properties has waned since the 2008 recession. Bamboo was the rod material of choice until the 1950s when fiberglass rods took over the market. By the 1980s graphite had taken the place of fiberglass as the rod-making material of choice. Nonetheless, a healthy, albeit smaller, interest in bamboo remains. That interest may in part be fueled by the prices of the high-end graphite rods, which have approached those of a less expensive bamboo rod, making the leap to bamboo a less difficult psychological (and financial) choice. It may be that some anglers are simply looking for something new and bamboo is the next step.


  Whatever the reasons, there are a lot more competent bamboo rod makers out there now than there were 30 years ago, and it’s possible to purchase a serviceable new bamboo fly rod anywhere in cost from that of a high-quality graphite rod to the better part of a down payment on a new pickup truck.


  The best argument anyone can make for fishing small flies with a bamboo rod is that they just like fishing bamboo. There is no other way to justify the added cost of the rods. But there are some more down-to-earth technical considerations, too. The first argument you always hear against bamboo is that it’s heavier than graphite. That’s true, but to me, how the rod reacts when you try to move its mass has always been more important. There’s fluidity to casting bamboo that you don’t get with many graphite rods.


  Try casting a bamboo rod that loads effortlessly when you stop it at the end of the backcast and then cast a stiff graphite rod that you’ve really got to stick it to, and see which one gives you tennis elbow first. Besides, the weight thing is a moot point for a small-fly bamboo rod. Most are 7 feet to 8 feet for 3- to 5-weight lines.


  Here’s the case for bamboo if you fish small flies. The action tends to be slower, which means you’ll feel the rod load. That sensitivity may help you make more-accurate casts. The slower, softer action might also help protect the light tippets required when fishing small flies. Although bamboo won’t cast as far as graphite, almost all small-fly fishing takes place within 40 feet of the angler. Finally, bamboo is the only rod-making material where the tapers can be easily changed and experimented with. That means either you can find a rod that meets all your small-fly presentation needs or you can find a rod maker to build it for you.


  The case against bamboo is that it is heavier. The slower action may not be suitable for all casting styles, especially if the caster is coming from a fast graphite background. Finally, and probably most importantly, the cost of the bamboo fly rod that you want may be prohibitive.


  For myself, I still have a closet full of bamboo fly rods and I fish them with some regularity, but not exclusively, on tailwaters and spring creeks, especially when a hatch is on. However, as a small-fly fisherman, it’s difficult to not acknowledge the recent advances in sensitivity and casting performance available in what are best described as finesse-style graphite rods made by a number of major rod manufacturers. Also, an increasing number of individual rod makers are designing and rolling their own graphite and fiberglass tapers.
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    Many small-fly fishers are attracted to the qualities of the bamboo fly rod.

  


  Nonetheless, if bamboo is suitable to any fly fishing, fishing small flies would be at the top of the list. And on the side of pure aesthetics there are few experiences more satisfying than uncasing a fine bamboo rod, admiring and smelling the flawless varnish finish, casting it, and finally landing a trout. It is just pure sweetness.


  Graphite


  Graphite fly rods have come a long way and come back since I first started fishing them in the late 1970s. My first graphite rod had a relatively moderate action compared to some of the very fast actions now available. Surprisingly, some of the early graphite rods were actually quite soft to cast. You could feel the rod load on the backcast, and it was easy to cast at short distances. Both of these characteristics are high up on my personal list of what makes a good small-fly rod. And above everything else, the graphite rods were incredibly lightweight even in 9-foot to 10-foot lengths. The rod diameter at the butt was about half that of an equivalent fiberglass rod.


  As rod makers gained more experience with graphite, it became the dominant rod-making material and the rod actions became faster and faster. The faster rods were tippy, meaning that it took more energy to make them bend farther down toward the handle than a slower-action rod. The big advantage of the now faster rods for small-fly fishers was that they made it possible to cast a light line into moderately strong winds.
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    Graphite rod makers now offer a number of slower-action “finesse” rods that protect delicate tippets and give anglers a better feel when playing large trout on small flies.

  


  The problem was that the stiffer rods were more difficult to cast at short distances. Most small-fly fishers found that they had to change their casting style to make the rods work close in, but those who did gained the ability to add quite long casts to their repertoire. Some fly fishers simply overlined the rods to slow them down enough to cast close in, but that cut down the distance they could achieve. In addition, some anglers felt that stiff rods in lighter line weights made it more difficult to successfully strike, play, and land fish when delicate tippets and small flies were required. The most common complaint was lack of sensitivity while playing a fish, which resulted in more break-offs.


  Eventually the rod manufacturers circled back to their roots by adding slower-action rods to their inventories, which allowed fly fishers to achieve more comfortable casts close in. That generation of light-line rods was more sensitive (meaning that the caster was more in touch with how the rod loaded), which resulted in more-accurate casts. These rods were also a little softer in the tip, which acted as a better shock absorber for light tippets.


  I saw the return to more-moderate actions as a real advance for those of us who fish delicate tippets and tiny flies. And besides, it was just more fun casting a rod that you could feel load on the backcast and playing a trout on a rod that bent. The return to softer rod actions was facilitated by the use of lower-modulus IM6 graphite. These rods tended to be a bit heavier than rods using higher-modulus graphite, but could be designed with a sweet, fuller action. A few classic graphite small-fly rods of this generation include the Sage Light Line (LL) Series (I still fish my 9-foot LL for a 4-weight), Scott rods in the G-series, and the Orvis Superfines.


  More recent advances in higher-modulus graphite, resins, and high-tech carbon scrims now allow for super-lightweight soft-action rods that are also very sensitive and responsive. This newest generation of fuller-action graphite rods may challenge casters used to fast-action graphite rods in the same way that going from earlier-generation graphite rods challenged casters switching to bamboo or fiberglass rods. For those able to make the switch, the payoff is the chance to present small flies with a smoothness and delicacy unknown in previous generations of graphite fly rods.


  My current criterion for a small-fly graphite rod depends to some degree on where I’m fishing it. The tried-and-true rod length rules still apply. For smaller streams and spring creeks, a shorter 8-foot to 8½-foot rod gets the job done. Bigger open water requires a longer rod. My experience in the Rocky Mountains where I live is that a 9-foot with a moderate action that shades a hair to the faster side for a 3-weight to 5-weight line is most practical, especially for anglers new to fishing small flies. I tend toward the slightly faster moderate action because wind is a factor on my home water. A 9-footer for a 4-weight line is a good overall compromise if you want to keep it down to one rod


  Ultralight 0-weight, 1-weight, and 2-weight rods have improved dramatically over the past decade as rod makers better understand and find new ways to use graphite. A major step forward came with the development of better fly lines for ultra-lightweight rods. At one time I considered the ultralights more as a specialty fly rod for small-fly anglers than an everyday go-to tool. More recently I’ve changed that opinion, although with a few caveats.


  I now think ultralights are a viable tool for small-fly fishers, especially when used on small to medium-size, wadeable streams and rivers. My main criterion for an ultralight small-fly rod is that it be a 1- or 2-weight with a full-flex taper. The full-flex taper crucial. It allows you to hook and land trout as quickly as or more quickly than you would be able to land them with a higher-line-weight rod, where more care is required to avoid breaking fragile tippets. The full-flex ultralight literally doubles over when playing larger trout and in the process protects the tippet. It’s actually difficult to break off the tippet.


  However, there is a learning process that anglers coming from higher-line-weight rods need to work through. You’ll find it’s more difficult to get a hooked trout’s head up to the surface when it’s time to net it. This is particularly true for larger fish, but once you do get the head up it’s as easy to slide the fish into the net as it is with a higher-line-weight rod. Another part of the initial learning curve has to do with the shorter length of ultralights in the 1- and 2-weight category. The physics of playing the fish to the net on a 7½-foot full-flex 1-weight are just different from those of a 9-foot moderate-action 4-weight. But you do get used to it.
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    Full-flex ultralight 1- or 2-weight graphite rods flex into the handle and protect fragile tippets. Oftentimes trout hooked on ultralights don’t realize they are hooked and can be quickly led into the net.

  


  Wind is another concern when it comes to fishing ultralights. There is no doubt that strong, gusty wind will be a problem, but it really is surprising how well the newer ultralights cast in all but the most extreme wind conditions. The point here is if your casting fundamentals are sound, you should be able to handle most windy days. If your casting fundamentals aren’t what they should be, you’ll probably have trouble casting your 5-weight, too.


  The most concerning drawback to the ultralights is that they do put you at a disadvantage when nymphing. The shorter length means you must get closer to the trout for dead-drifting or tight-lining tactics and you can’t use heavier beadheads or as much weight on the leader as you can on a higher-line-weight fly rod. You’ll also want to use lightweight yarn, small stick-on, or putty strike indicators if you choose to fish an indicator.


  The obvious compromise is to use your ultralight when you expect dry-fly fishing. If the hatch doesn’t come off, consider fishing small wet flies or small streamers. If necessary you can go to nymphs, but pick your spots. Look for slower-moving riffles, troughs, and runs where you can fish close in. Better yet, if there is any question, carry your 4- or 5-weight nymphing rod with you or go back to your vehicle and get it if the hatch doesn’t come off.


  The ultralight decision ultimately is up to you. I think more-experienced anglers are most likely to appreciate ultralights. There are compromises for sure. The single most important thing that changed my mind about ultralights was when my friend Mike Clough loaned me an Orvis 1-weight Superfine fly rod. I used the rod as loaned with one exception: I tied a new leader based on a formula I’d found on an ultralight fly-fishing website that I modified to accommodate a 6X tippet. It’s a pretty straightforward design that performed well. You might need to tweak it for your specific needs (see the Small-Fly Leader Chart on page 26).


  The first day I took it to the South Platte River, I hit a great Trico spinner fall and just after that a Pale Morning Dun hatch. The river was on fire and I found I was hooking, landing, and releasing trout up to 18 inches without any of the occasional break-offs I would have expected if I was fishing my regular 4-weight rod. It was all about how much the rod flexed when I had a fish on. It really did protect the tippet! In addition, the rod flexed to such a degree that I wondered if the trout even sensed it was hooked. In many cases the perplexed trout didn’t run and I simply guided it to the net. However, if the fish did sense the hookup and made a run, complications often arose and I found myself following the fish for longer distances before I could bring it to net.


  Neale Streeks, the now-retired legendary Missouri River guide, writer, and photographer, introduced a revolutionary idea for small-fly rods and casting technique in his book Small Fly Adventures in the West: A Guide to Angling for Larger Trout. Streeks makes a case for high-speed casting where a fast-action graphite rod is force-loaded for short- to medium-range casts. Force-loading is achieved by pushing out a cast with “great, but smooth speed” rather than waiting for the line-assisted loading (i.e., bend) of the rod on a traditional backcast. In a speed cast the fly line doesn’t load the rod, but rather follows the rod tip that has already been force-loaded.


  Since a traditional backcast with its customary stop-and-pause at the end to load the rod is no longer needed when speed-casting, Streeks recommends describing an oval turnover path for the fly line. It should be lower going back and higher coming forward. Basically, the faster the rod moves, the more it loads, and the more it loads, the faster the resulting line speed.


  The argument for the high-speed cast is that at short to moderate casting distances it allows you to make more casts per hour. More casts per hour over trout that are steadily rising to small flies often results in more hookups on tricky waters like the Missouri River, where Streeks guided. The reasoning is profoundly simple: The high-speed cast means your fly is on the water more and in the air less. Streeks believes that the high-speed cast can result in twice as many hookups over the course of a day’s fishing.


  High-speed casting requires a faster-action graphite rod that goes against the conventional thinking about what a small-fly rod should be. I’ve fooled around with the technique on waters where there are lots of steadily rising trout that keep rising for the better part of the day, and I can see the logic. Needless to say, if you adopt the technique you’ll have to rethink how you strike and play trout to avoid break-offs.


  If you want to give the technique a try but don’t want to purchase a fast-action graphite rod, use your moderate-action rod with modified tactics. Cast your fly 3 or 4 feet upstream of a rising trout. If the trout doesn’t take the fly, let it drift 2 feet or so downstream of the trout and pick up and recast without a false cast. Don’t allow the fly to drift any farther than necessary before you recast. You won’t get as many drifts over the fish as you would with a pure high-speed casting style, but you will get more than you would with a less hurried, more traditional, false-cast-riddled dry-fly presentation.


  Fiberglass


  Once in a while I pull out my old 8-foot Cortland fiberglass fly rod and take it up for a day of fishing small flies on the South Platte River. The rod was part of a fly-fishing starter kit that my dad gave me in the 1970s. I traded off the reel that was included in the kit a long time ago, but I kept the rod. It’s nothing fancy by today’s fiberglass rod standards, but it always amazes me how good that rod is. It has silky smooth casting characteristics that are between those of bamboo and graphite. Even with the lightest tippet, I seldom break trout off when playing them. The rod doesn’t perform as well as a graphite rod at longer distances or in the wind, but it’s a sweetheart for slack-line casts and it’s the only rod I own that allows me to effortlessly throw a right-hand curve without resorting to a sidearm cast. Simply put, it’s a pretty good small-fly rod.


  Fiberglass was the fly-rod-building material of choice from the 1950s to the 1970s, when the introduction of graphite rods overshadowed it. Interest in fiberglass as a rod-making material never entirely died even at the height of the hyper-fast graphite rod craze. Most recently rod makers have trended back to include softer-action graphite and fiberglass fly rods in their catalog.


  The fiberglass renaissance is of particular interest to small-fly fishers. Advances in taper design, the use of S-glass, and new resins now allow for fiberglass fly-rod lengths of up to 9 feet, although 8-foot and shorter rods still remain the standard for most trout fishers. What the rods may lack in length they make up for in the ability to smoothly load with very little fly line out, superior protection for lightweight tippets, and added cushioning when playing larger trout hooked on small flies.


  It’s worth experimenting with them. You could very well find yourself a convert, especially if small dry flies and emergers in the surface film are your game. You will have to get used to a somewhat heavier fly rod with a considerably larger diameter in the butt section, but for some that’s a small price to pay for the short-game advantages of fiberglass.


  REELS


  The only thing that is mandatory in a small-fly fishing reel is that the fly line pulls smoothly off of it. In most cases that boils down to the smoothest drag you can find. A reel meeting these requirements will most likely have a disk drag, but I have used very smooth ratchet-and-pawl designs. Most modern reels have an exposed rim on the spool which you can palm to add a smidgen more pressure when playing a fish. It’s important to note, however, that an exposed rim is probably more valuable when playing fish on stronger terminal tackle than small-fly fishers commonly employ. Anything other than very delicate palming can snap a light tippet in a heartbeat. Better yet, preset your drag to protect your lightweight tippet and prevent back-spooling, but still be heavy enough to provide some resistance to the runs of a larger fish.


  [image: image]


  
    Fiberglass rods have many characteristics of bamboo and are less expensive.
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    Fiberglass rods protect delicate tippets when playing trout hooked on small flies and provide a sensitive touch.
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    Classic ratchet-and-pawl reels (pictured left and right) are fun to fish but may have jumpy drags that cause problems when fishing small flies. A disk-drag reel (pictured center) typically offers a smoother drag that will protect fine tippets.

  


  What you don’t want in a small-fly reel is a catchy, jumpy, on-again/off-again drag. There are some pretty indelicate ratchet-and-pawl reels out there that will literally snap a light tippet when the pawl moves to the next tooth on the gear. Also, it’s not necessarily the holding strength of the drag that’s important. You want a drag that will provide smooth resistance to the trout’s runs.


  Always remember, too, that how you reeled your line back on to the spool after the last fish you played or after that especially long cast you made will have an impact on how it feeds when a trout is hooked. You can have the best drag in the world, but if you didn’t rewind your line evenly on to the spool and it knots up or feeds out erratically, you’ll still break off the fish.


  FLY LINES


  Floating fly lines are the name of the game for fishing small flies. The most common debate among small-fly fishers is whether to choose a double-taper or weight-forward fly line. It wasn’t much of an argument 35 years ago when the double-taper line clearly aided the delicate presentations required to catch trout on small flies. At that time, the double-taper lines in the 3- to 5-weights had a longer, finer tip section than most weight-forward lines. Nowadays, weight-forward finesse-style line designs provide long, delicately tapered tip sections that rival the finest double-taper designs. In terms of advantages, you can turn a double-taper line around when the front half wears out, whereas a weight-forward line will cast better in the wind and may load a graphite rod a little better on short- to medium-range casts.


  Some fly fishers worry that the color of the line might spook fish. I can’t make a case for that being true or false from my fishing experience, although I’ve heard that line color has cult status among New Zealand fly fishers. I fish pale peach, tan, light green, and other pale colors mostly because I don’t like bright line colors as a matter of aesthetics. If your leader is long enough, the fly line shouldn’t get close enough to the trout to spook them anyway. The bright or fluorescent-colored fly lines do have a minor following among small-fly fishers because they feel they can track the fly better or follow the drift with more accuracy. The nitty-gritty is that line color probably doesn’t matter that much in the United States—just don’t let them catch you with a glow-in-the-dark line in New Zealand!


  I do make it a point to use the more supple fly lines rather than the stiff, superslick lines designed for shooting line with fast-action graphite rods. I think that it’s easier to make slack-line casts with a supple line and that it will move and bend more with the current, creating a little less drag. The more supple lines are often the less expensive, older designs. You might also be surprised how tight a loop you can achieve with a supple line—and that comes in handy when the wind is up.


  LEADER AND TIPPET MATERIAL


  Everyone who fishes small flies has gotten crazy about leaders at least once. That’s the way it should be, too. The leader and the tippet are what get you close to the trout. A leader that’s not doing its job will result in an inefficient transfer of energy from the fly line to the fly. It could mean that your casts will be less accurate or even account for unnecessary drag when the leader’s on the water. The wrong-length leader or the wrong-diameter tippet on a leader that is doing its job may give your intentions away to the trout. If that happens, even the perfect fly that is flawlessly presented will be ignored.


  Before we dive into the intricacies of leaders, I should note that almost all leader designs fall into what I call the traditional proportions. That means the heavier butt material comprises 60 percent of the length, with the next 20 percent used to step the diameter down to the tippet, which comprises the final 20 percent of the length. If you make a simple cast with a traditional design leader attached to it, that leader will land straight out on the water. Altering your casting stroke allows you to impart slack or curves to the leader. The slack-line leader developed by George Harvey actually lands on the water with slack in it if you make a simple, unaltered casting stroke. A little modification of the casting stroke where you stop or check the rod at the end of the delivery stroke enhances the leader’s slack-line properties even more.


  The first thing most small-fly fishers think about is whether to design and tie their own knotted leaders or use store-bought knotless tapered leaders. I still go back and forth between the two on a regular basis, but that wasn’t always the case. I was a dyed-in-the-wool make-your-own small-fly leader kind of fisherman for many years until recently when I discovered some pretty decent knotless leaders.


  It seems obvious, but the good news about knotless leaders is that they are knotless. It means that if you’re fishing a spring creek or tailwater with a lot of algae, vegetation, or other gunk in the flow, you’re not going to have it hanging from 10 different knots after every presentation. The bad news is that under certain circumstances I like leaders to have a stiffer, heavier butt section that isn’t available in most knotless leaders. I think that a stiff butt section allows me to make more-accurate casts and helps the leader perform better in windy conditions.


  Nonetheless, small-fly knotless leaders have improved dramatically over the last five years. Most of them are marketed as spring creek leaders and come in 10- to 14-foot lengths. You’ll need to experiment with the various brands to see if any of them suit your casting style and the water you plan to fish.


  If you do find a knotless leader you like but it’s not quite right, a few minor alterations to the tippet and/or step-down sections will turn it into a high-performance hybrid knotted/knotless leader. I have found that sometimes all it takes to make a good small-fly leader is to lengthen the tippet. If you decide that you need to go down a tippet size on a knotless leader, remember that it’s designed to include a tippet that is 20 percent of its length. If you tie another 20 percent length of the next-size-down tippet to it, you’re going to end up with too much tippet. You’ll be able to tell because the tippet will be hard to manage, resulting in pileups and tangles when it lands on the water.


  You can prevent this by cutting back the existing “knotless” tippet by 50 percent, which will in effect make it part of the step-down section of the leader. Then tie on your new tippet section, which should be 20 percent of the leader length. Of course, you won’t know exactly where to cut the tippet unless you carry a micrometer on the river, but it doesn’t have to be perfect. I usually just eyeball it, but if you’re worried, you can hold the tippet material you’re going to tie on up against the existing tippet and make a rough judgment of where the diameters change.


  I sometimes modify
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  [image: Small-Fly Leaders The majority of small-fly fishers use knotless leaders that are available in a variety of lengths, butt diameters, and tippet diameters (X). Other anglers prefer to make their own leaders by knotting sections of tippet material together to form a tapered leader. Making your own leader allows you to fine-tune the basic leader design. Basic leader design is generally considered to be 60 percent butt section, 20 percent step-down, and 20 percent tippet. Most commonly, butt sections are made from hard nylon. Diameters range from .015 to .022 inch. As a rule of thumb, try to have the first section of butt the same diameter as the tip of the fly line. This 14½-foot George Anderson design leader was one of the first small-fly leaders I used. I still think it’s one of the bestcasting, longer, small-fly leaders around. Note the somewhat large diameter butt section material that the leader begins with. A. K. Best’s 9½- to 10-foot leader design features a very quick step-down that adds versatility for casting flies of all sizes. Note that hard nylon is used through the step-down section. This feature helps induce slack into the tippet section. For 6X tippet, clip 5X to 5 inches and add 30 inches of 6X. For 7X tippet, clip 6X to 5 inches and add 30 inches of 7X. George Harvey’s slack-line leaders are the most radical departure from basic leader design. The leader, when properly adjusted by fine-tuning the length of the tippet, will land in S curves. The first incarnation of Harvey’s leader used stiff nylon for the butt section. Today Harvey uses soft nylon for the entire leader. For a 6X tippet, cut the 5X back to 15 inches and add a 36-inch 6X tippet. Adjust the length of the tippet to the fly you’re casting to get the desired slack-line presentation. This 9-foot leader for 1- or 2-weight fly lines and ultralight rods follows basic leader design principles. The diameter of the first butt section is smaller to accommodate the smaller diameter of the lightweight fly line. The leader turns over nicely for the delicate presentation of small flies.]
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  OTHER STUFF


  Fly Boxes
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  Fly Floatant


  

  

  Release Tool
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  Polarized Sunglasses, Magnifiers, and Light
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Small-Fly Leaders

The majority of small-fly fishers use knotless leaders that are available in a variety of lengths, butt diameters, and tippet dia-
meters (X). Other anglers prefer to make their own leaders by knotting sections of tippet material together to form a tapered
leader. Making your own leader allows you to fine-tune the basic leader design.

60% butt == 20% step-down —=t=— 20% tippet —=I
hard nylon

Basic leader design is generally considered to be 60 percent butt section, 20 percent step-down, and 20 percent tippet. Most
commonly, butt sections are made from hard nylon. Diameters range from .015 to .022 inch. As a rule of thumb, try to have the
first section of butt the same diameter as the tip of the fly line.

diameter 0X 2X 4X 5X 6X
(in inches) .022 .019 .017 .015 .013 .011.009.007.006 .005
length 34 25 18 15 12 10 10 10 10 30
(in inches)
b hard nylon + soft nylon 1

This 14"-foot George Anderson design leader was one of the first small-fly leaders | used. | still think it's one of the best-
casting, longer, small-fly leaders around. Note the somewhat large diameter butt section material that the leader begins with.

diameter 5X
(in inches) .019 017 015 013 .011 .009 .008 .007 .006
. length 15 14 14 14 8 7 6 5 30
(ininches) hard nylon soft nylon ——=1

A. K. Best's 9%2- to 10-foot leader design features a very quick step-down that adds versatility for casting flies of all sizes. Note
that hard nylon is used through the step-down section. This feature helps induce slack into the tippet section.

For 6X tippet, clip 5X to 5 inches and add 30 inches of 6X.
For 7X tippet, clip 6X to 5 inches and add 30 inches of 7X.

diameter 3X 4x 5X
(ininches) .015 .013 011 .009 .008 .007 .006
length 19 19 19 19 15 15 36
(in inches)
soft nylon

George Harvey's slack-line leaders are the most radical departure from basic leader design. The leader, when properly

adjusted by fine-tuning the length of the tippet, will land in S curves. The first incarnation of Harvey’s leader used stiff nylon for
the butt section. Today Harvey uses soft nylon for the entire leader.

For a 6X tippet, cut the 5X back to 15 inches and add a 36-inch 6X tippet. Adjust the length of the tippet to the fly you're casting
to get the desired slack-line presentation.

diameter
(ininches) .015 012 .010 .007 .006 .005
length 28 19 19 9 9 24
(in inches)

hard nylon soft nylon

This 9-foot leader for 1- or 2-weight fly lines and ultralight rods follows basic leader design principles. The diameter of the
first butt section is smaller to accommodate the smaller diameter of the lightweight fly line. The leader turns over nicely for
the delicate presentation of small flies.
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Freestone Streams in Mountainous Areas

Freestone rivers
swell with water from
bank to bank when
mountain snows melt
in the spring. It is not
uncommon for the river
to leave its banks and
flood nearby low-lying
meadows.

SPRING RUNOFF

Water flows in freestone
rivers are drastically reduced
in the late summer and

early fall when mountain
snows have long since
melted, leaving just summer
rainstorms to charge them.
Trout habitat shrinks when
water flow is reduced to just
the main channel of the river.

SEPTEMBER
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Classic Spring Creek

Water is clear because it comes
from an underground source.

comes from a single source,
water temperatures begin to
resemble those of a freestone &
stream as the water moves
downstream from the spring
water source.

%:‘fs N x
Water temperature remans%
fairly constant. If the spring creek

Water's surface is
glass smooth due
to low gradient.

{
Rich beds of aquatic Q N Stream banks are vegetated
vegetation are \ and stable.

interspersed with

narrow clear

channels.

Occasional subtle riffles and current eddies
around aquatic vegetation make only
surface disturbance.
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Adding a Wear Section to a Tapered Knotless Leader

71/2-, 9-, 12-foot knotless leader, 5 or 6X

Cut leader back to approximately 4X

Tie in 6- to 10-inch 4X wear section
with surgeon’s knot or blood knot

Add 20% of leader length 4X wear section
of 5X material for the tippet

or a 10-inch step-down

section of 5X and then 20%

of the leader length of 6X

for a tippet
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Water temperature varies less than ina
freestone river. It's cooler in the summer, [
warmer in the winter.

More stable streamside vegetation

Classic Tailwater

Nutrients provided from a reservoir enrich
aquatic trout food populations.

Water volume during spring runoff
is less severe than in an equivalent
freestone river. Flows are more
consistent throughout the year.

Atailwater is a freestone stream with a dam on
it. The structure will depend on where the dam
was built. Canyons: Expect riffles, runs, pools,
and pocket water due to higher gradient. Valley
bottom: Expect riffles, glides, and pools due to
lower gradient. River will follow meandering
path. There will be fewer rocks in the

streambed. Additional aquatic vegetation provides

habitat and food source for aquatic trout
foods.

More aquatic vegetation because flows
are controlled and clear water allows
light to penetrate

The farther the water moves downstream from the
dam, the more it begins to resemble the wider
temperature variations of a freestone river.
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Aquatic Insect Species and Their Biomass in Colorado’s South Platte River
Prior to the Hayman Wildfire

reservoir
dam Aquatic Trout Foods in Order of Biomass
(wet weight per square meter)
Cool summer and warm winter temperature effect decreases ~ 2 mil id 550%
as the water moves farther downstream from the dam. There miles midges 5
is less diversity of species near the dam but a high density of mayflies 35%
those species. caddisflies 5%
scuds and aquatic worms 5%
stoneflies 20%
Total number of different species 30
Total hiomass 30 g/m?
Aquatic Trout Foods in Order of Biomass
Water has moved far enough downstream to stoneflies 35%
where temperatures are the same as an mayflies 25%
unregulated river. There is more species midges 20%
gIVEYSIf‘/ but a lower density (fewer) of those — 20 miles caddisflies 15%
pecies.
scuds 5%
aquatic worms 0%
Total number of different species 75
i 2
lllustration derived from Archives of Hydrobiology, Total biomass 9 g/m

by James Ward, Stuttgart, Sept. 1976, 78, 4, pp. 319-342.
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How to Tie the Davy Knot
and Double Davy Knot
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