


KAYLEE’S STONE
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Just inside the door to the Tyers’ Roost hangs a sign that grabs the attention of every fly fisher who enters: “Your fly doesn’t matter.”

Nobody’s sure who painted this peculiar piece of art. Nor if the mayflies fluttering about the fairly sophisticated rendering of the front of a pair of Levi’s were part of the original watercolor or added later. At some point it became the custom at the Roost to have first-time visitors add their names to the sign and, if so moved, embellish it with the aid of pens and pencils and fine-point Sharpies standing inside the bottom half of a dried gourd hanging from a lanyard affixed to the sign’s frame.

That about covers the “Rules of the Roost.”

Today the sign serves as a kind of guest book, a record of both regulars at the Roost and fly tyers who drop in now and then or once and never again. Still, there’s also the sense a signature acknowledges the sign’s unsettling message—and sometimes late at night, after the tying’s finished and spirits descend from the shelves, someone will feel moved to address the matter directly, forgoing the usual slippery ironies and rhetorical sleights of hand, an appeal to reason which, if left unchecked, we know from experience can lead to fistfights, backbiting, or, at the very least, censure on somebody’s Facebook page.

Your fly doesn’t matter. Is it a joke? A sorry shot taken by someone with a sophomore’s sense of humor? Or is it a suggestion for tyers at the Roost not to take themselves too seriously—a reminder to check our egos at the door because, after all, the only thing going on here is fly tying and, say what you will, there’s just as much at stake practically everywhere else we turn besides our neighborhood rivers and beaches and trout streams?

Or could it possibly be that the statement is essentially … true: It’s not the fly that catches fish but, instead, the fly fisher’s presentation—the stalk, the cast, the drift, the strike—these and the many other intricate and elegant and subtle skills that anglers of a certain bent will argue outweigh the importance of the fly by about a hundred to one?

Yet if that’s the case, who are all these fly tyers?

And what are they doing here at the Tyers’ Roost?

Immediately past the sign in the entryway of the Roost you notice the light—a big picture window filled with sky, a snowcapped mountain, the sense of a wide river below the rooftops and trees. In a corner beside the window stands the requisite woodstove; across the room a modest kitchen, the appliances there the only electrical devices in view besides lighting and lamps.

Furniture?

What furniture?

Instead we face a tidy arrangement of half sheets of plywood set atop pairs of sawhorses and surrounded by assorted straight-backed chairs, as though the seating area in a cozy hipster coffee shop—or your parents from the valley have set the stage for their monthly bridge group.

And at the tables this evening, five tyers at work at five vises, a modest crowd at the Roost, the pitch of their work an odd but not inexact reminder of the subtle movements of the nymphing trout that the flies they are tying this very moment are meant to fool.
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Here’s one way a session at the Roost can work.

This coming weekend, Mr. Kelly is scheduled to spend two days in a frothy sheer-walled river canyon where nymphing with big dark bugs—usually of the stonefly persuasion—is the go-to M.O., at least until something more obvious happens, attracting the trouts’ attention and, hopefully, our own.

Everybody has a favorite stone nymph, from young Gabe’s simple Woolly Bugger to Fred Trujillo’s sparkplug-like rendition of the classic Kaufmann’s Stone. But someone else recalls a trip to one of the all-time gnarly canyons in the wide reaches of the West, and following a couple of emails and an internet search, he’s got his hands on a recipe for that famed peacock stone, the 20 Incher, a fly he remembers using to such good effect, dipping it along the edges of the brawling canyon runs, where brown trout slipped from under the shadows of rocks, each spotted body as thick as the head of a moray eel.

Only now that he thinks of it, the fly wasn’t exactly the 20 Incher. Instead, the fellow he fished with had tweaked the pattern for the usual private reasons, settling on a version he now calls the Kaylee’s Stone, an attractor nymph named in honor of his pretty young daughter.

So it begins.

Everyone’s got opinions. Everyone’s got habits, manners, ways—some proven, some far out as whalebone stays. Some changes made to a well-known pattern like the 20 Incher are simply a matter of materials at hand; more tyers than not pull from their own stashes of hooks, beads, dubbing, wing case material, materials for legs. Not that anyone won’t share: At the Roost, what’s mine is yours. At the same time, you bring it, you share it—at least while any bit of it lasts.

But tonight what everyone agrees on is the appeal of the long peacock herl abdomen of both the 20 Incher and Kaylee’s Stone. Does anything else about these big nymphs really matter?

The discussion heats up. Peacock herl is hardly a new idea. Yet at a time in the sport when so many anglers believe their flies need to replicate what they see when they look at an adult insect or the nymph, there’s a tendency to reject proven materials simply because the color or some other visual attribute seems wrong. In the rush to fish strict, imitative patterns, anglers often ignore or forget about the alchemy of classic patterns, the way in which traditional materials combine to create patterns that, for no clear reason, simply work. Many anglers understand and readily accept the notion of classic dry-fly attractor patterns—the Royal Coachman, the Trude, the Humpy, even the generic Adams—but they turn away when the same ideas are applied to their patterns for nymphs and emergers.

Finally, someone recalls a week thirty years ago in New Zealand, fishing upstream nymphs two at a time, flies so simple the guide had no name for them but “Copper and Peacock”—an ancient pattern that needed little tweaking to become a Leadwing Coachman, Prince Nymph, My Favorite Terrestrial, or other peacock herl flies that have been rolled out and championed across the decades, one after the other.

But what about the rest of Kaylee’s Stone?

We go at it our separate ways. It’s not as though anyone disagrees on other aspects of the fly or how it should be tied—but only, one suspects, that nobody feels strongly one way or the other once that bottle brush of herl’s been wound. For the rest of it you could just say “complete the nymph”—and nine tyers out of ten would know exactly what you mean and how, more or less, to go about doing it.

Which may be what the sign in the entryway of the Tyers’ Roost is really trying to say. Your fly doesn’t matter. By the end of an hour of casual tying, we’ve got close to two dozen Kaylee’s Stones puddled on a table, no more than two of any one of the versions quite the same. Where the hell did that purple peacock herl come from? And yet, if we all just closed our eyes and randomly grabbed the same number of flies we just tied, not one of us would hesitate to fish the flies we ended up with.

Your fly doesn’t matter. Most of us at the Roost are pretty good at this. Most of us have a lot of experience both at a vise and on the water. Most of us are fairly clever when it comes to mimicking or tweaking somebody else’s flies. Yet there comes a point in most tying careers when we recognize that, say what we might, the flies we tie don’t give us one bit of an advantage over the flies tied by others.

Your fly doesn’t matter. That’s a good way to think about it—even if none of us believes it.


KAYLEE’S STONE


	Hook: #6-8 6X-long nymph/streamer

	Bead: Gold tungsten (3/16" or 5/32”)

	Weight:.030 lead wire, 10-15 wraps

	Thread: Black, 8 /0 UNI-Thread, or similar

	Tail: Brown goose biots

	Rib: Flat gold tinsel (small)

	Underbody: Dark green dubbing material

	Abdomen: Peacock herl

	Wing case: Turkey tail feather

	Thorax: Gray dubbing

	Legs: Black or brown rubber, two pairs




Tying Kaylee’s Stone

The hardest part about tying a big nymph—or perhaps any big fly—is getting the proportions right. With all that room on the hook, you think it ought to be easy—when in fact what can happen is that you end up making a bigger or more obvious mistake instead of striking the appropriate balance for the fly’s forward and aft components.
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1.  Slide the bead onto the hook. Clamp the hook into the vise. Wrap lead wire around the forward third of the hook and jam it into the back side of the bead. Start your thread and build a slight taper between the lead wire and the hook shank, securing the wire tight against the bead. Cover the lead wraps with thread wraps as well.
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2.  Take the thread back to the bend of the hook or just above the barb of the hook and tie in the pair of goose biots. Start the biots about a quarter of turn toward you on the hook shank. As you tighten your thread, they will roll up into place.
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3.  Secure a length of tinsel at the root of the tail. At the same point attach four to six strands of peacock herl. Add the dubbing material to the thread and build the underbody of the abdomen, creating an even taper that ends at the back of the wraps of lead wire.
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4.  Wind the peacock herl forward to create the abdomen. (Normally I would create a dubbing loop for a body tied of peacock herl, but I trust the ribbing to keep things from unraveling, even after a couple of encounters with toothy trout.) Don’t worry if small bits of the underbody dubbing material show through. Follow with several turns of tinsel spiraled forward in evenly spaced wraps.
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5.  For the wing case and legs, first tie in a slip of turkey tail by the tips, dull side up. Wrap your thread back over the turkey slip to just about the midpoint of the fly. Then tie in a length of round rubber leg material. Create a beefy thorax with plenty of dubbing wound forward over the lead wraps. Stop the thorax just short of the bead.


[image: chpt_fig_012.jpg]


6.  Tie in a second set of legs. Add a bit more gray dubbing to your thread and use the noodle wraps to help position the forward pair of legs and fill in up to the bead. Now pull forward the turkey slip wing case and secure it directly behind the bead. Clip the excess material and finish with several wraps of thread and whip-finish directly behind the bead. Tease out some of the gray dubbing on the underside of the fly and around the legs.











BIRD’S BWO EMERGER
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I was surprised to learn that Steven Bird, a recent visitor to the Roost, spent his seminal years as a soft-hackle convert just up the road from me in the L.A. basin. I usually don’t ask anyone’s age, if only to avoid revealing mine, but it seems likely I might have passed Bird’s way had I ever taken Highway 39 toward the mountains instead of heading compulsively to the beach. Then again, who’s to say Bird didn’t swing through In-N-Out Burger the night I lost my leather jacket—the same night Rodney McNeil disgraced our defense with nearly 300 yards rushing, a game against Baldwin Park that haunted me for the next twenty-five years.

Still, before our paths might have crossed, Bird had already found home waters far removed from my own—plus the definitive text to embrace them with the fever of young fly rodders anywhere. While I was studying, as so many others did, the photos in Surfer magazine, searching for clues how to imitate Corky Carroll or David Nuuhiwa, Bird—by his teens a regular on the forks of the creek-like San Gabriel River—was reading and rereading The Art of Tying the Wet Fly & Fishing the Flymph, the 1971 Crown edition with Pete Hidy’s new chapters knotted neatly to his original collaboration with the Brodhead’s wingless wet-fly master, James Leisenring.

That book—especially the pictures of flies and the theories that supported their creation—fired young Steven Bird’s imagination. Everything made sense. Everything seemed right. We all know what this is like—or at least we did, when a book or magazine could transform us with a nugget of inspired insight that helped us penetrate a level of sport previously beyond our reach. At the risk, again, of sounding like an old fart, I’ll contend that nothing in digital media, linked to an infinite number of information bits, is quite like carrying around a single photo and well-scripted caption of a truly gnarly moment—an explosive fish or exquisite wave—one we return to again and again, unmolested by a battery of replies, comments, or impulse opinions clamoring for our immediate view.

The Art of Tying the Wet Fly & Fishing the Flymph grabbed Bird’s attention. It has never let go. Launched into the impressionistic school of soft-hackled flies, he has spent the decades guided by the same principles of fly construction offered up in his copy of that slender book that grew smaller still as it shed both its covers and pages through one reading after another. Movement, obfuscation, the subtle color-blending produced by a weave of natural materials—this triad of soft-hackle notes has steered Bird toward a harmony of design found most often in the frank, unassuming patterns that seem descendants of an older, less complicated style of fly fishing. Armed as a teenager with his very first attempts at tying “in-the-round” nymphs and wingless wets, Bird discovered the perfect pitch for his forays up and down the hardscrabble banks of the forks of the diminutive San Gabriel, an assault on little trout, bright and feisty as June warblers, that he still feels the need to apologize for.
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We’ve both come a long ways.

Bird again lives up the road from me—but it’s a much longer road to much bigger water, the American Reach of the Columbia just below the Canadian border, no doubt the biggest trout stream in the West. Bird guides, writes, blogs—a subversive existence common to the sport. Most years he also overwinters in Morro Bay, where he keeps a home-built Tracy O’Brien stitch-and-glue Oregon dory stretched to eighteen feet with wheelhouse, live-bait well, and external motor mount, a boat he uses for casting flies into the Central Coast salt and all points south.

I share all of this not because any of us needs to hear about another somebody who’s gone apeshit over fly fishing. Instead, I wish to clarify that despite Bird’s northward migration, he remains an all but iconic native son (he actually got started fishing in Massachusetts), an angler with roots that run deeper than most through the fertile turf of California fly fishing.

So we head to the vise.

Pressed to divulge a favorite pattern, a soft hackle that might prove effective on something other than trout as big as steelhead fetched from waters broad and deep as a Swedish fjord, Bird holds up a hand. The trout in the American Reach, he says, feed on the same things trout everywhere feed on. They can be just as finicky, too, sipping Blue-Winged Olives or Little Black Caddis from back eddy foam lines as delicately as spring creek browns.

“But you’re right about them being as big as steel-head,” he adds.

Then let’s take a look at his Blue-Winged Olives? I suggest. It’s a hatch we’re all familiar with—which doesn’t necessarily make it any easier to match. Little flies, squeaky drifts, snooty fish often feeding selectively on a specific stage of the insect’s life—all of this makes Blue-Winged Olives an opportunity that most of us have witnessed, only to see our best efforts fail, more than once in our careers.

Many more than once for some of us who have been around a while.

“First mayflies of the year,” says Bird.

“Last to go,” I add.

Bird ends up tying the half-dozen BWO soft hackles he uses most often: Hare’s Ear. Pheasant Tail. Leisen-ring Black Gnat Variant. Nemes Variant. And so on. None of them is particularly unusual; all of them look right, that quiet blurring of color and line that makes soft hackles so suggestive of real life. I’m encouraged as well that he feels the need to carry the extensive lineup. Apparently I’m not the only one who’s found himself pawing through his box in the heat of desperate uncertainty.

Still, is it the fly or the fly fisher? I ask, baiting Bird with the oldest question at the Roost.

Pattern? Or presentation?

Bird pauses, gathering his thoughts. He has a habit of waiting before he speaks, the writer’s tendency to want to get the words right. He’s also one of those lean, gray-fringed guys who’s either entering or leaving middle age, it’s difficult to tell which, so that he’s already got the listener slightly off-balance. There is, he says finally, no be-all, end-all BWO imitation. Size and silhouette are the place to begin. But the key is … simulation.

Simulation. I like that. I like it a lot. It gets right to the heart of the soft-hackle school of fly fishing. All six of Bird’s BWOs—a combination of traditional ties and his own variants and patterns—offer an impression that, animated in the hands of a skilled angler, will simulate the little critter on which trout feed. These are the same flies, essentially, that the good doctor, Bruce Milhiser, uses so effectively on those big, discerning trout that humble or humiliate so many of the rest of us. Bird’s BWOs aren’t patterns so much as they are a commitment to a style of fly fishing that says the fly’s important—but I’ve got to fish like a wizard if I’m going to make these things work.

Still, you have to wonder: Why don’t we see more soft hackles? Why don’t we find soft hackles championed in the sporting press? Why don’t guides favor soft hackles on their clients’ lines? I have a range of unfounded opinions for just about everything that goes on in fly fishing—but in this case I might actually be right. Soft hackles are imprecise, unglamorous, a fuzzy splash of fur and feather completely lacking in qualities that inspire fly buyers to reach for their wallets. That’s it? you think. How am I supposed to believe in that?

Believe, says Bird.

Still, there’s a lot more to the answer. Bird’s BWOs, like most soft hackles, don’t look like much—unless you picture them alive in the water. Size, shape, color—all of that, yes, plus the magic of movement imparted through those tender hackles by the myriad manipulations of rod and line and leader, partnered with the current, to simulate the emerging Blue-Winged Olive. It’s a complex equation—one founded on a host of variables that fluctuate in direct proportion to an angler’s knowledge, insight, and expertise.

The good news is, the trout will tell you when you get it right.



BIRD’S BWO EMERGER


	Hook: #14-20 Daiichi 1150

	Thread: Camel or olive 8 /0 UNI-Thread, or similar

	Tail: Bronze mallard, gadwall, or mallard flank fibers

	Rib: 6X Maxima Ultragreen or fine copper wire

	Abdomen: Mix of ⅓ dark olive, ⅓ medium brown, and ⅓ blue-gray rabbit without guard hairs

	Thorax: Natural dark brown hare’s ear with guard hairs and pinch of abdomen dubbing

	Wing case: Pinch of black rabbit fur

	Hackle: Faintly speckled ginger or tan hen or partridge

	Head: Thorax dubbing in front of hackle




Tying Bird’s BWO Emerger
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1.  Secure your hook and start your thread. Soft-hackle advocates put a lot of stock in different hooks for different applications; the Daiichi 1150, or one like it, is worth tracking down. It’s stout, for one, and the wide gap grabs plenty of flesh—a concern when fighting big, hard-running rainbows in big, hard-running water.
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2.  Prepare your hackle feather and secure it, tip pointed forward, behind the eye of the hook. Unlike some other tyers, I follow this traditional sequence for all of my soft hackles, rather than securing the hackle feather just before winding it in place.
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3.  Wind your thread toward the bend of the hook. Tie the tail deep in the bend, using the curve of the hook to give your fly the silhouette of a flexed, swimming Blue-Winged Olive nymph.
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4.  Secure a short length of Maxima Ultragreen directly in front of the root of the tail. Then wax your thread and create a dubbing noodle, using just enough premixed material to cover the thread. Bird, like other traditional soft-hackle tyers, loves to mix dubbing colors. Mixing three different rabbit fur colors seems a wee bit precious—but I’m always happy when I do it. Build the abdomen, aiming to make it as slender as possible. Rib the abdomen with three or four evenly spaced wraps of the wire or Maxima monofilament.
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5.  Wax your thread again. Create a slim, spiky thorax out of dark dubbing material from an ear of a hare’s mask, with a trace of your abdomen dubbing material mixed in.
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6.  For the wing case, tie in a pinch of black rabbit fur from either a Zonker strip or the very tip of an ear of a hare’s mask.


[image: chpt_fig_020.jpg]


7.  Hold the tip of the hackle feather and take two turns back to the thread and wing case. Then wind the thread through the hackle, locking the stem of the feather in place. Now add a tiny pinch of the thorax dubbing to your thread and make a couple of turns in front of the hackle. Whip-finish and add a drop of lacquer or head cement to the final thread wraps.











IOBO HUMPY
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I send an email to my friend Fran Noel, the artist and inveterate angler, asking if he might share one of his low-water steelhead patterns that he’s been refining each fall since retiring from teaching—with maybe a print of the fly like the one used on the cover of an earlier book of mine.

Fran, it turns out, is whiling away the summer week on Silver Creek—the Silver Creek in Idaho. He’d love to help, he says, as soon as he’s home—a response, sent from a smartphone, filled with the spelling errors and egregious grammar of a teenager.

Or an ex–art professor whose been at it all day on the water.

No rush, I reply. I imagine that stretch, just below the footbridge, where big rainbows smile and shake their heads as your fly drifts teasingly overhead. By the way, what are they eating?

Fran’s answer arrives early the next day. Brown Drakes in the morning, mostly PMDs around noon to two. The occasional beetle and Callibaetis. “Fish are fussy,” he adds, “but a few can be fooled.”

Attached is a blurry image of what appear to be some freshly tied PMD cripples, turkey-flat wing posts and sparse parachute hackles.

“Good looking bugs,” I type.

Then, as an afterthought—picturing again those snooty fish sneering below the footbridge—“You ever tried an IOBO?”
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Maybe he didn’t see the article. A couple years earlier, I wrote a piece about my introduction to the IOBO, a pattern passed along to me by another friend, the great and stylish trout angler and cane rod aficionado Bruce Milhiser. Bruce—along with his wife Linda—lives for opportunities to fish over big wary trout, often turning to delicate nondescript soft hackles fished on the surface exactly as if they were dry flies. Bruce slaughters tough trout. So when he mentioned he’d added a new style of fly to his already deadly lineup of soft hackles, I figured I should pay attention—even if I profess, ad nauseam, that it’s not about the fly and that an angler like Bruce Milhiser catches more and better fish because he’s a more and better fly fisher.

Still, how can anyone ignore a fly with a name distilled from the line It ought to be outlawed?

Apparently plenty did. To date, Bruce and Linda are the only two anglers I know—besides myself—who faithfully fish this funky pattern.

Which begs one very big question: What are you waiting for?
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My phone rings just as I’m about to sit down to dinner. I consider ignoring it, only to remind myself that since my last sweetheart vanished, it rarely rings anymore.

“Fran Noel.”

An odd greeting. Did I call him?

“I can talk a lot faster than I can type.”

Fran, I should add, is old enough that he hasn’t been using digital devices his whole life. Unlike me, however, he seems to enjoy them, perhaps because they’re so different from the heavy mechanical implements he’s used so long as a printmaker. I remind myself that he is also one of those ageless guys who still ends up on the awards podium after a ski race and, afterward, demonstrates a sophisticate’s pride in his ability to fashion a martini.

“What’s with that fly, anyway?”

“Why?” I ask. “What happened?”

“What happened is I looked it up online and tied a few—and about the third cast I started catching fish.”

He likes the name nearly as much as hooking good trout all morning. He’s already called his wife, knowing she’d get a kick out of it, too.

“Any size?”

“I had two big fish to my feet. Lost them both while trying to video.”

“Serves you right,” I say.
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What’s with that fly, anyway?

Many favorite patterns, both old and new, raise this question, even though by now we should all be keenly aware that there’s an alchemy at work in all good flies, a mysterious balance between a host of different aspects made to look like something we think a fish wants to eat. Size, shape, color, movement—these are what most of us see when we gaze at a fly, imagining how it looks to the fish we hope to catch. Yet we nearly all know by now that if someone with the aid, say, of digital imagery and CAD/CAM micro-milling techniques were able to reproduce an exact replica of a Callibaetis spinner, it would end up catching as many trout as the imitation of a penny.

Good flies are much more than we see or know or understand. After they work, we have all sorts of reasons for their superior performance, and with enough experience, we can, on occasion, predict whether a new fly has a genuine chance to make its mark in the sport. But mostly we’re all just guessing. Say what we might, the only proof that exists is the pudding.

There’s no good reason, really, why year after year a little Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear outfishes every nymph this side of a Copper John—another fly with nothing exceptional going for it except that it works whenever and wherever there are nymphing trout. Now that the Copper John—or some variation of it—is the world’s most popular nymph, guys can write dissertations on why the pattern works so well, although only rarely do you hear anybody talk about how the Copper John’s efficacy is linked, to a large degree, with the development of modern tight-line nymph-jigging techniques.

Dry or surface patterns pose their own mysterious appeal to feeding trout. No matter where we are in our careers, most of us are still pretty sure that an Adams, tied how we like to tie them and in the appropriate size, will take care of almost all of our needs for a mayfly dun—especially if, not only in sizes 12 to 22, we tie them in a range of colors.

But then it’s not an Adams, someone will claim.

That’s sort of the point. If you tie a parachute Adams, or a no-hackle Adams, or a hair-wing Adams, and you fiddle this way and that with colors, you end up covering most all your mayfly dun needs—regardless what you call your flies.

Most—but not all. Time and again, with trout rising, taking bugs on or in the surface, we find ourselves frustrated, unable to elicit a take. We’re all pretty sure what we need now is some sort of emerger pattern, that the trout are taking something trapped, if only momentarily, by the membrane between water and air. If we’ve been paying attention, we know that a wide range of simple soft hackles fished right in the film can save the day—as long as we fish them with the finesse of a brain surgeon.

What you might not know—and what Fran Noel, for example, didn’t know until he tried a few on Silver Creek—is that this is the time and place for the IOBO, named specifically because it works, more often than not, better than any fly ought to.

Take a look at the picture and you may ask yourself why. What’s the deal? One feather. Crude profile. Color and texture of a dirty dishrag. It looks about as interesting as a … bug.

Don’t be deceived. The IOBO, specifically the Humpy version shown and described here, doesn’t work because of its looks—at least how it looks through our eyes when we see it out of or even on the water. Or at least I don’t think that’s why it works. My thesis in this drifting essay is that we don’t know—that our reasons why our flies work, however sound, are incomplete, that for all the new ideas and new materials and new techniques and flies, very few patterns, new or old, have what it takes to make a genuine difference in anyone’s fly box.

Still, the consensus regarding the original IOBO and its several derivatives, including the IOBO Humpy, is that nothing else in the fly tyer’s vast array of materials works quite like CDC (cul de canard feathers). European tyers seem to have an especial affinity for the stuff, yet it was Jack Turner in Pennsylvania who first developed the all-CDC fly that he eventually called the IOBO because—well, you know the story. The one thing everyone should also know about CDC feathers is that they grow at the base of a duck’s tail, the location of the gland that produces oil to keep the feathers dry. This oil saturates CDC feathers. More important, however, is the structure of the feathers themselves. Tiny barbs cover the plumes extending from the center quill of each feather, dramatically increasing the surface area of each plume and its capacity to trap and hold air. The result: a “hydrophobic” feather rather than a feather that absorbs water. CDC feathers offer a mechanical advantage to flies fished on or in the surface film—but, again, I hesitate to claim that this is the secret to the IOBO or IOBO Humpy.

What we do know is that the fly works—that it catches tough trout in tough situations. I suspect some anglers don’t like that it takes but a couple of fish before the fly can look pretty ragged—and the nature of CDC is that you have to dry the fly rather than treat it with floatant should it get slimed and soaked by fish. My response to these complaints is that tough fish are generally good fish, and it takes just one to remind you why you enjoy the sport so much. Bruce Milhiser catches oodles of tough trout, and more and more, he says, the IOBO Humpy is his “fly of choice.” Simple, quick, no flash, nothing fancy: “It catches trout, not fishermen,” he adds.

There’s a story waiting to be written about how we learn to tie flies today, especially how so many of us watch online videos to find out how to tie new patterns. The world of fly fishing really has grown small. The sad part of this phenomenon is that the constant and almost immediate cross-pollination of fly patterns and fly-tying techniques often comes at the expense of the regional breeds of patterns that were once such a quirky and vital aspect of the sport.

This is no place to talk about the threat of homogeneity in fly fishing and culture at large, other than to mention the excitement I still sometimes feel when I open the box or wallet of a traveling angler and see patterns I’ve never seen before—patterns that stir me at some profound liminal level, inviting me to approach challenging fish in new and unexpected ways.

That said, I can’t recommend highly enough the IOBO Humpy tying video by Hans Weilenmann (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jbUCtVGY6Ok). There’s not much to tying this homely fly, but I love listening to Weilenmann’s accent, the way the th in his the and then and those can sound like a d, producing a tone of gravity that gives the IOBO the weight of a device developed by advocates of secret weaponry. “This silly-looking pattern,” says Weilenmann, “is just utterly devastating.”


IOBO HUMPY


	Hook: #14-20 dry fly

	Thread: 8 /0 UNI-Thread, or similar, color to match CDC feather

	Body/back/wing: One CDC feather




Tying the IOBO Humpy


[image: chpt_fig_022.jpg]


1.  Secure your hook. Start your thread near the eye, wind back to the middle of the hook shank, and then return to the starting point.
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2.  With the tip pointing forward, secure the butt of a single CDC feather directly behind the eye of the hook. The quality of CDC feathers varies greatly, as does the length of the plumes. Don’t sweat it. The trick at this stage is to cock the feather so that it ends up more perpendicular than parallel to the hook shank. This angle helps prevent the thick butt of the feather from breaking when you start winding the feather onto the hook.
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3.  Wrap your thread to the bend of the hook. Holding the tip of the feather in hackle pliers, begin winding the feather toward your thread. As you wind, stroke any loose fibers toward the hook bend; try to trap the fibers under the wraps of the feather itself. At the start of the hook bend, secure the feather with a couple of turns of thread.
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4.  Advance the thread in an open spiral to the head of the fly. Take hold of the clump of feather fibers extending from the butt of the fly and pull them forward, creating the “Humpy” profile. Lock these fibers into place with a couple of thread wraps directly behind the eye of the hook.


[image: chpt_fig_026.jpg]


5.  Create the wing by pulling the fiber clump upward and holding it vertical with thread wraps. Once the wing is in place, simply whip-finish. That’s it. Some tyers fuss about loose fibers extending from the body or butt of the fly; others trim the wing tips to a uniform length.











MAILMAN


[image: Mailman, adapted from design by Curtis Fry]
Mailman, adapted from design by Curtis Fry



The first time somebody gave me a fly while singing the praises of an attendant ultraviolet material, I placed the fly in a box and, like any right-thinking steelheader, forgot all about it. Later, on a day it seemed nearly every fish had left the river, if not also the entire state, I dug through my box, rediscovered the fly and, reasonable guy that I am, decided I would give it a try.

No surprise to me, the fly failed completely. Worse, on even my longest casts, the alleged UV material woven into the wing could be seen radiating rays of vibrant blue with the same Las Vegas light show intensity now popular with highway patrolmen and their strobescent steed, a kind of rock-and-roll laser fest that surely sent the very last steelhead, be it buck or hen, bolting for distant cover.

Today, with most of us a little savvier about UV materials, I’m certain it was some sort of ultraviolet fluorescent material that caused my steelhead fly to glow as though a dollop of radioactive waste swinging on the end of my line. Clearly, I wasn’t sold, not any more than the fish were—at least not on a lazy low-water afternoon, a day designed for waking a sparse little muddler, a tactic that had failed earlier to stimulate a single rise. Having never had much faith in flash or bright colors in the first place, I accepted this brief UV experiment as a momentary lapse in judgment, yet another instance of believing in the possibility of a miracle fly, one that might spin the odds my way.

Which is pretty much the UV buzz today. Only now we’re privy to a host of new and allegedly scientific explanations for why we need UV this and UV that, a line of reasoning that makes you wonder how any of us ever caught a fish in the past.

It’s hard not to sound skeptical. And lately the nay-sayers have posted some fairly harsh criticism, weighing in with published findings supported by genuine research, the kind of heady data that will quiet a room full of fly fishers quicker than a mention of Shakespeare. The gist of the current UV claims is that fish see a broader range of light than we do, and since insects and other prey have a number of reasons for reflecting ultraviolet light, we should incorporate fly-tying materials that do the same.

Critics, however, contend that many of the fly-tying feathers we traditionally use already have UV-reflective properties. More significantly, the scientific literature suggests that once trout get past the fingerling stage, they actually don’t have the optical mechanisms mentioned so frequently since Reed Curry sparked interest in UV materials with publication of his book, The New Scientific Angling.

Who do you believe?

I must confess, I’m reluctant to probe the debate too deeply. The whole notion of “scientific angling” smacks of something contrary to my own aims as a fly fisher. If I thought that fish could be sighted, stalked, and fooled by methods gleaned from data gathered in a laboratory, I would have given up the sport long ago and retreated to the monastery with my begging bowl and deck of tarot cards. Like gardening, poetry, and love—to name but a few of my other favorites—fishing remains interesting to me this late in life because it can’t be reduced to a science. Formulas and recipes are at best suggestions for where to begin. The adventure starts when you run out of answers.

Even the best maps end at the edge of the wilderness.

There’s also the notion that we see only what we believe in the first place. Even the scientists come up against this one. If I believe stars travel through the sky, that’s what I’ll see as I follow the course of Orion’s Belt on a sleepless night. If I believe the Buttercup Bruise is effective because the angle of its wing mimics the cant of the wings of the emergent Pale Evening Dun, I’ll refuse to fish the flies I tied with wings that didn’t turn out just right—and the flies I use that work will prove again how important it is to get those wings cocked precisely so.

Still, we owe a lot to those willing to take the empirical “data” that most of us gather throughout our careers and elucidate it with genuine science. If, after all these years, it turns out that peacock herl is such an effective tying material because of its UV-reflective properties, not just because it’s “good shit,” we might devise even more reasons to weave it into our favorite patterns.

But the question remains on the table and, for some of us, fuel for debate: Should ultraviolet properties now be considered a significant element of fly design and fly-tying materials? Do we add the UV component to the short list of other essentials—size, profile, color, movement—that we’ve traditionally attended to in patterns we’ve fished and tied in the past?
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Faced with these and other UV questions, I invited Curtis Fry to swing by and pay us a visit at the Roost. Curtis has posted a few blogs about UV materials; he belongs to that new niche of tyers who have created an online presence that allows them to tie flies for an audience and generate support from companies that sell the materials that go into their designs. This is pretty much the business model that Gary LaFontaine developed thirty years ago; the main difference is that Gary relied on books and magazines, as well as sportsmen’s shows and other personal appearances, to share his innovative patterns—and, of course, he also sold the materials needed to tie the flies he invented.

The good news for modern tyers—and even old farts such as me—is that today we get to actually watch skilled tyers like Curtis Fry simply by clicking a link to a website. Like tyers from any era, Curtis owns the usual assortment of theories, speculations, and prejudices. He’s also a heck of a tyer, creating lovely patterns that you’re absolutely certain will catch fish, if only because they look so much better than anything you produce—and your patterns don’t do so badly already, thank you. What Fry and his ilk are really demonstrating, of course, is that you too can create handsome, effective flies, and since pretty much everybody agrees that tying flies only enriches the pleasure we derive from the sport, we should be grateful somebody’s taking the time to show us how it’s done.

But what’s his take on the UV buzz?

Is there something here we all need to know?

Thankfully, Curtis is enough of a gentleman—and angler—that he refuses to make any far-reaching claims. He’s interested in this notion of ultraviolet reflectance or reflectiveness or reflectivity, whatever the case may be, and he’s taken to employing UVR materials in some of his patterns. But for every time he suggests that these are concepts applicable to flies and fly fishing, he adds something more that reveals his own uncertainty about whether UVR is the game-changer others make it out to be.

The most he’s willing to say is maybe. A strong maybe, yes, but maybe nonetheless. Or, in Fry’s own words, “There’s some pretty compelling evidence that it might actually make a difference.”

That’s a fairly soft endorsement—and this from a guy who could be motivated to pitch these products for personal gain. Like most of us, Fry knows it doesn’t really matter what anybody says about ultraviolet reflectivity and UVR tying materials. The fish will let us know if we’re on the right track.

Which is where Fry’s own soft-hackled drake, the Mailman, enters the story. First off, you have to like the name. And I enjoy few things more than seeing traditional designs hold their own despite the hype and hoorah of the next best thing. Of course, I’ve made it no secret I’m a sucker for soft hackles.

Because so are trout.

Whether the Mailman delivers because of its UVR materials or in spite of them—or maybe even because you’ve actually happened upon a hatch of Green Drakes, perhaps the most intoxicating hatch of all to both trout and anglers alike—I doubt science will ever provide the definitive answer. Really: Is there any reason anybody anywhere should be getting paid to perform this kind of research? In the face of all that ails the planet and the last of the wild rivers in which trout swim?

It’s only a game, friends. If you think ultraviolet is the answer, you’re probably asking the wrong question.


MAILMAN


	Hook: #10 wet fly

	Thread: Light olive 70-denier UTC Ultra Thread, or similar

	Tail: Wood duck Spirit River UV2 Mallard Flank

	Body: Pearl Mylar, coated with Clear Cure Goo Hydro

	Rib: Pheasant tail, dyed green

	Thorax: Dark olive Spirit River UV2 Seal-X

	Hackle: Olive Hungarian partridge




Tying the Mailman
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1.  Secure the hook and start your thread. Although this is Curtis Fry’s pattern, it’s a traditional soft hackle, so I suggest tying it the traditional way. Select a partridge feather with fibers about the length of the hook shank. Peel away the fuzz at the bottom of the feather. Now hold the hackle in line with the hook with the concave side toward you and peel away the fibers on the top half of the stem. Then tie the hackle stem to the top of the hook just behind the eye, the concave side still toward you.
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2.  With your thread at about the midpoint of the hook shank, tie in eight to ten fibers from the UV-treated mallard flank. The tail should end up about the length of the hook shank. Cover the tail fibers so that your thread hangs just aft of the hook point.
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3.  At the root of the tail, tie in two pheasant tail fibers. Then tie in a length of pearl Mylar. Advance the thread to the thorax area. Wind the Mylar forward and tie off at the thorax area.
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4.  Before ribbing the fly, coat the Mylar with Clear Cure Goo Hydro—or head cement or lacquer if that’s what you have. Hold the pair of pheasant tail fibers in your hackle pliers and wind directly over the wet coat on the Mylar. By the time you finish winding the rib, the coating material will already be drying, strengthening the ribbing.
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5.  Load a pinch of dubbing to your thread and create a pronounced thorax. Your thread should still be aft of the hackle stem tie-in point.
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6.  Now for the hackle. Hold the tip of the feather with your hackle pliers and wind back from the hook eye. After two or three winds of hackle, take a turn of your thread and lock the hackle stem to the hook shank. Continue winding your thread forward, working it between the hackle fibers, which will prevent the feather from unraveling the first time a fish bites. Tidy up any errant hackle fibers with a judicious turn or two of your thread. Then create a slender head, whip-finish, and dress with lacquer, your favorite head cement, or UV-activated goo.











DABBLERS
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Claret Dabbler, variation on Donald McLarn’s original Dabbler



I shake the rain off my jacket and push through glass doors of the county expo center, uncertain what I’ll find inside. Behind tables across the foyer stand a group of ticket sellers and smiling greeters, not unlike a lineup of educators ready for parent conference night. What this isn’t, apparently, is one of your humongous sportsmen’s shows—the kind that takes out full-page ads in the newspaper and makes you feel just a wee bit silly as you plunge down yet another aisle promising more fun than you can enjoy in a lifetime. Instead, once inside the exhibit hall, today’s event, hosted by a “regional council of fly fishers,” looks a lot like lunchtime in the cafeteria of a public elementary school.

A pretty big elementary school. Rows of tables as long as bowling alleys, with benches attached along both sides where the ball gutters would be, reach back to the far end of the hall. Staggered along each table, dozens of fly tyers sit working at vises—while around them drifts a crowd of onlookers, in equal measure interested, enlightened, a few perhaps perplexed.

Who are these tyers? It doesn’t take long to recognize some of the old guard. There’s Jim Schollmeyer, Jim Teeny, John Shewey, Brian Silvey, Dave McNeese. There’s Trey Combs, for God’s sake. And then there’s the rest, who I wouldn’t know from a lineup of back-gammon stars, every one of them with a fly in a vise, or encircled with flies already tied, that seem capable of fooling any fish that’s ever learned to swim.
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In all things fly fishing, we are never far from the belief that at the heart of the matter lives the elemental quest for the Right Fly. How else explain 180 tyers, working two-and-a-half-hour shifts, displaying their talents over the course of two weekend spring, if slightly showery, days? Granted, there is a school of tyers, the sprinkling of nineteenth-century salmon fly aficionados, who appear to have transcended the sport of angling altogether, in pursuit of something akin to the ornate finery of model railroading—or shipbuilding inside of antique bottles. But for the rest of the tyers at this or any similar sort of public fly-tying exhibition, it seems unlikely that the motivation for this meticulous and often challenging work is anything but an interest in catching more fish.

Because by and large, on display today are flies you know, without question, will work—beautiful patterns tied as well as flies can possibly be tied. There are Spey flies that would move even the most pestered steel-head, Intruders to give salmon cause to pause rather than venturing farther upstream, deer hair bass poppers with variegated bodies as tight as solid cork. You see mayflies tied upside down, baitfish patterns fashioned from single feathers held upright on edge as if the combs of excited roosterfish, minnows designed to ride inverted like desert fighter pilots flying below radar.

Somebody’s tying butterflies. Another guy’s got a ghost shrimp bonefish pattern you could serve unnoticed scattered atop a dinner salad. Given the need, a particular hatch or unusual feeding opportunity—brown trout macking on swallowtails?—you can see yourself reaching for any one of these particular flies and thinking to yourself, “Dude, it’s over.”

Yet at the same time, it’s hard not to wonder: Do I really have to do all that?

You know my answer. Which is why I’m particularly pleased when I stumble upon Jerry Criss, a regional all-star tying deceptively simple soft hackles that look like flies I’d fish and tie, something I just can’t say is necessarily so for nine out of ten flies I’ve watched tied today. There’s no point in revisiting, yet again, my sharp bias toward this broad genre of flies that dates back to the earliest recorded dressings and continues to intrigue and inspire anglers, especially trout anglers, today. Still, when Criss finishes the fly he was working on when I joined the small group facing his vise, he holds up a small, scruffy, nondescript bug that makes my heart tremble.

“We use this,” says Criss, “for a little summer caddis that shows up out East where the sun shines.”

Oh, yeah, I think. Don’t they ever.

I’m reminded how, for a long time, I thought my attraction to soft hackles had to do with the kind of trout water I often fished. I’ve never visited Yorkshire, Scotland, or even Ireland, where North Country soft-hackled flies remain standard dressings for “the swift, choppy hill streams” that I nevertheless imagine, to this day, are so similar to the western waters I’ve fished for the past fifty years.

Across the way I spot Dave Hughes, his great shock of white hair floating amidst a cluster of fans and friends, and I remember the point in my career when I began reading his books and articles with increasing interest as I realized he was writing about the same kind of trout fishing, in the same kinds of rivers and streams, that I usually experienced. Hughes’s Wet Flies, twenty years old and counting, remains one of the few technical fly-fishing books I’ve ever owned. Earlier I was glad to hear from him that he’s coming out with a new edition; the elegant Schollmeyer color plates in my old copy long ago came unglued.

Meanwhile, Jerry Criss has begun fashioning something new—a different kind of soft hackle. As he ties, he explains that in this style, unlike other soft hackles, you’re able to use feathers with longer fibers; only the tips are used, and they’re allowed to spin around the entire fly, cloaking the fly rather than winging it. What he ends up with looks like a cross between a flymph and a bugger—and about as pretty a lake fly as you’d ever want on the end of your line.

He calls it “a dabbler.”
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Dabbler?

I’ve heard of spiders, bloas, needle flies. Even Hughes, I don’t think, has mentioned dabblers.

But, of course, we live in the modern age. Secrets can’t hide. And, oddly enough—and despite its obvious old-school pedigree—the dabbler is a relatively new dressing, yet another instance of an alleged “mistake” becoming a favored pattern in its own right.

The details of the fly’s origin, however, seem less important than the insights afforded by its cultural context. Although widely debated, one story has it that the first dabblers were tied for an upcoming competition on Ireland’s famous Lough Melvin, home of what some consider four genetically distinct races of native brown trout, including the sonaghan, the gillaroo, and the ferrox. Lough, I should add, is the anglicized spelling for both the Irish and Scottish loch—pronounced roughly the same to an American’s ear—generally water we call a lake, although it can also be used for an estuary or brackish inlet as well.

In the past twenty years, dabblers have become the ubiquitous Irish lough fly, perhaps not quite the claim it sounds when you consider that lough fishing is almost always done three flies at a time, your offerings spread out toward the end of an eighteen-foot leader. Dabblers are said to often be most effective when fished “in a wave”—heavy wind chop that causes your flies to bob up and down, conditions that would probably drive most American fly fishers off the water unless they happened to find themselves in a sturdy, seaworthy Irish lough boat.

How does all of this translate into our own fishing? These days, “dabbler” refers more to a style of fly than any specific dressing. Which is another reason Jerry Criss’s version grabbed my attention. The very best flies, in my book, are ones that can be easily adapted to the subtle differences in hatches and types of water one finds from one river or lake or stream to the next. Unless I’ve been someplace before, I’m usually tying an approximation of what I suspect I might find; I’m drawn to patterns, therefore, that offer an impression of different hatches, patterns that hopefully work well enough until I home in, if necessary, on details and begin to revise.

Which is why I’ve already gone from the Claret Dabbler to versions in various shades of green. There’s a nearby lake that opens late, a summer trout fishery that gets you out of the lowlands and is always worth swimming a fly. Eighteen-foot leaders? Three flies at a time? I don’t know. But if I can get this new dabbler just right, I ought to be set—to paraphrase John Gierach—for the olive bugger hatch.



CLARET DABBLER


	Hook: #8-12 standard wet fly

	Thread: Black 8 /0 UNI-Thread, or similar

	Tail: Golden pheasant tail breast feather, topped with bronze mallard

	Body: Peacock herl, dyed red

	Body hackle: Badger, dyed red

	Rib: Fine copper wire

	Shoulder hackle: Badger, dyed red

	Wing: Bronze mallard, tied “cloak” style

	Eyes (optional): Jungle cock




Tying the Claret Dabbler

You can watch Scotsman Davie McPhail tie a dabbler very similar to this one on YouTube (https://www.you-tube.com/watch?v=v0z5Tc0RifQ), a video in which he demonstrates the technique for tying the cloak-style wing described below.
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1.  Secure the hook and start the thread. Cover the forward half of the shank, then return the thread to a point about 1/16 inch back from the eye.
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2.  Align the tips of the wider, darker side of a bronze mallard feather by stroking the fibers perpendicular to the stem. Once the tips are aligned, remove or cut about an inch-wide section of the fibers. With the tips still aligned, roll the fibers into a loose bunch. Hold the fibers so that the tips are pointing forward of the hook eye. At a tip length approximately the length of the hook shank, take a loose wrap of thread just back from the hook eye. As you slowly tighten the thread, allow the feather tips to spin around the hook shank. Try to end up with a fairly even distribution of fibers all around the shank. Trim the butts of the fibers and cover with thread.
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3.  At a point directly above the hook point, secure a half-dozen fibers from a golden pheasant breast feather. On top of the breast feather fibers, tie in a small bunch of bronze mallard feather fibers.
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4.  At the root of the tail, secure a short length of copper wire. Advance your thread to a point just behind the forward-facing wing. Now secure two or three strands of dyed peacock herl. Wind your thread over the strands, down to the root of the tail, and back near the wing. Wrap the peacock herl up the body with turns toward instead of away from yourself. Tie off the herl just back from the wing.
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5.  Just behind the wing, tie in the butt of an appropriately sized saddle hackle. Take a couple of turns directly behind the wing, and then palmer the hackle to the tail. Secure the hackle fiber with a turn of the copper wire. Cut off the excess hackle feather. Continue to wind the copper wire forward, ribbing the fly and protecting the peacock herl with four to six wraps of wire. Secure the copper wire with your thread and clip excess.


[image: chpt_fig_040.jpg]


6.  Position the cloak-style wing by pulling the fibers back over the hook shank. Aim for an even distribution around the entire fly. Hold back the fibers with tight turns of thread, winding up over the folded fiber butts where necessary.
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7.  If you have the patience, talent, or inclination, tie in jungle cock eyes before whip-finishing and saturating the head of the fly in lacquer or head cement. I’m never sure such eyes are worth the effort.











VANILLA BUGGER


[image: Vanilla Bugger, adapted from design by Mark Boname]
Vanilla Bugger, adapted from design by Mark Boname



Of the countless iterations of fly fishing, none seems older and less refined than the swing of a streamer at the end of taut line. Despite all of the fanfare and high-minded chants, the swinging lure defines the essence of steelheading. We’ve all seen enough good work done with a Super Duper or Blue Fox Spinner to question deeply what it is we’re trying to prove with even our simplest trout flies, and as soon as we fashion our first Mickey Finn or Silver Darter, we’re pretty sure the destination traces a route through territory that claims allegiance with its own brand of representational democracy.

A swimming bait, the traditional streamer recalls a time when fish and forage were both infinitely more abundant and, by way of most modern anglers’ logic, dumb as dodoes. You could catch them back then on doorknobs, we believe. No wonder a Hornberg worked. There’s also the suspicion that the Victorian era, during which the early ethics of the sport evolved, embraced a template of low hems and high necklines, not to mention purple prose, a fanciful denial of subsurface life that fell beneath a class of angler who favored the celestial order of the sonnet over the grubby dog-eat-dog realism of a serialized Dickens novel.

Many of us, anyway, come to streamers with a good deal of skepticism. Or no confidence at all. I’m especially aware of how infrequently a streamer will enliven a challenging day of trout fishing way out here in the Far West. It happens. Of course. Yet, Kelly Galloup notwithstanding, very often knotting a streamer to your tippet feels like a desperate move, one step shy of pulling off your waders and heading for the nearest bar.

It’s different elsewhere. We all hear from friends or relatives who swing or strip streamers through shadows and hidden lies, usually in places without the pitch and vigor of the typical Far West stream. Brown trout are often involved, a part of the equation that further distances the sport from many of our home waters, even though we all know that brown trout, like Iowa farm girls, are found in every corner of the world. And I suspect most of us know at least one particular streamer aficionado, often a big-fish angler, someone capable of keeping a long, lascivious fly in the water on the off chance of sticking a genuine pig, while the rest of us go about meeting our hatches as if gentlemen hoping to network our way into the good graces of firm and fortune alike.

Which is sort of the point: Unlike so much else that glitters and glows in the sport, there’s something sly, even sinister, about streamer fishing. We read little about streamer fishing because, really, nobody cares to digest a piece that begins “I knock them dead with my five-inch rabbit leech and seven-six Pucker Pole.” The whole impetus of streamers and streamer fishing precludes the learned nitpicking and postulates so popular among writers and experts who view fish, especially trout, as proof of their angling prowess.

Or maybe it’s the kind of fish we hope to catch that degrades the status of streamers. Try as we might to claim the high ground, most trout fishers can’t excuse any fish that feeds on trout—and should the predator in question turn out itself to be a trout, indignant anglers can consider the culprit a blight, one that deserves reprimand, if not outright eradication, by any means at hand.

An overstatement? Perhaps. Yet we need only recall the sad fate of, say, the bull trout in California and much of the Pacific Northwest to understand that when we talk about trout and trout fishing, we immediately join a much larger discussion, one that offers its own damning evidence for why so many of our favorite watersheds are in the mess they’re in today.
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I mention bull trout with some reluctance. Isn’t fishing for them a little far-fetched? Yet if you wander from the beaten path and poke around in waters to the north, you might find yourself in bull trout country, a designation that means you may encounter and can even target these native fish—remembering, of course, that you’re required to do everything in your power to return them safely to river or stream.

And bull trout, don’t you know, were put on earth to eat swinging streamers.

They make brown trout look like ducks. Someone will argue that northern pike are way gnarlier—but my point here is to talk about traditional fly fishing for trout. I’m not going to include mako sharks and blue-fin tuna in the discussion either. I may have to fend off critics who contend that bull trout are actually a char, not a true trout—but unless someone dares to convince members of the Theodore Gordon Flyfishers in New York that Eastern Seaboard brookies don’t qualify as native trout, I think I’m safe including bull trout on our own list of natives.

Bull trout, for those who don’t know, belong to that list of elite predators that can and will eat anything that shares the habitat in which they live. Think cougars, peregrine falcons, wolves. When I first heard about bull trout and realized that they feed on the very fish I was trying to catch, I immediately had to recalibrate my image of a healthy trout stream, especially one that justified any sorts of claims that labeled it wild.

I also decided I should make it a point to meet some of these badasses on their native turf.

Of course, I can’t tell you where that might be. This is a fly-tying book, remember? I’m also quite aware that there are no secrets anymore, that these days everyone is capable of tracking down fish anywhere in the West.

But I’m not the guy who’s going to make that search any easier than it already is.

What I can tell you about is my favorite bull trout fly, the Vanilla Bugger, the first streamer I also tie on when prospecting for any of the other trout typically found on western streams. Tied with the appropriate golden badger or cream-colored saddle hackle, feathers with those dark webby fibers that grow longer and longer toward the base of the quill, the Vanilla Bugger offers an impression of fry and fingerlings that seems as perfect in its lack of specificity as a Hare’s Ear’s suggestion of virtually any nymph. I fish a range of sizes, from 2s down to 12s—although the one time I really got into bull trout, not just the odd fish here and there, I would have liked to try a 6-or even 8-inch Vanilla Bugger, something on the order of what you might throw at a roosterfish in Baja.

Not that it seemed to matter. I knew I was in a bull trout drainage, but it seemed just as interesting to stir up some action on spunky rainbows with a little red Humpy. I didn’t raise anything in the first lie—which seemed odd, considering the stream’s usual generosity with small trout. I finally fooled a fish alongside a half-submerged tree that had taken a section of bank with it when it collapsed in high water—and as soon as the hooked trout squirted into the middle of the stream, a massive gray shape flared from the shadows of rocks and just as quickly disappeared.

Hmm.

Minutes later, the same thing happened while I played another small trout. This time I got a better look at what, apparently, was after my hooked fish. I backed out of the stream and switched flies. At the top end of the fallen tree, I made the same cast I would make if I were steelheading. The Vanilla Bugger tightened the line and began to swing over the shadowy midstream rocks. When the bull trout rose, it never had a chance: I pulled the fly right out of its mouth.

After I settled down and began letting fish eat the Vanilla Bugger, I discovered why I didn’t raise anything where I started with the red Humpy. Bull trout and little rainbows don’t mix. Show a bull trout a Vanilla Bugger and you’ll know why.


VANILLA BUGGER


	Hook: #2-12 Mustad 79580Head: Black or nickel conehead (medium)

	Weight (optional):.010 or.020 lead wire, 20-25 wraps

	Thread: Black 6 /0 UNI-Thread, or similar

	Tail: Tan marabou blood plumes with pearl Krystal Flash

	Rib: Copper wire (small)

	Body: Strands of cream and tan yarn twisted with cream Antron yarn

	Hackle: Golden badger or cream saddle hackle





Tying the Vanilla Bugger

The Vanilla Bugger is a trademark pattern created by Mark Boname of the North Platte River Fly Shop. I heard about the pattern from my old pal Jeff Cottrell while he was giving me some inside dope on Wyoming, specifically the Gray Reef section of the North Platte. Jeff didn’t have an actual pattern; I began tying Vanilla Buggers on my own, somewhat differently, it turns out, than Boname ties his. Now, years later, you can watch Mark Boname tie a Vanilla Bugger online. The recipe and directions here are how I tie mine.


[image: chpt_fig_043.jpg]


1.  Since this could be your bull trout fly, pinch down the barb. Slide the conehead around the bend of the hook and up to the eye. Wrap lead around the front half of the hook and jam the coils tight against the conehead. Start your thread, build a dam at the back of the lead wraps, and spiral the thread back and forth over the lead to keep it from spinning.


[image: chpt_fig_044.jpg]


2.  Clip the straight aligned blood plumes from the center of a marabou feather, including the center stem. Tie in the tail directly above the flattened barb of the hook. You want the tail to be about the same length as the hook shank. Cut the forward excess tail material so that it creates a fair taper from the root of the tail up to the lead wraps.


[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]


3.  Alongside the root of the tail, tie in a pair of Krystal Flash fibers. Fold the fibers and secure along the far side of tail root as well. Trim the two pairs of fibers about even with the tips of the tail.


[image: chpt_fig_046.jpg]


4.  Tie in a short length of copper wire at the root of the tail. This will be used later to rib the fly and secure the palmered hackle.
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5.  For the body of the fly, Mark Boname uses Furry Foam. I’ve never tried it. Instead, I unravel single strands from both cream-and tan-colored yarns, and I add these to a length of cream-colored Antron yarn. Secure all three of these pieces at the root of the tail, then twist them to form a single variegated cord. Wrap the cord forward to form the body. Tie off directly behind the conehead and clip the excess.
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6.  For your hackle, you want a feather with a dark center. Strip the base of the stem, leaving some of the dark webby material that you would normally discard. Tie in the feather with the stripped base of the stem directly behind the conehead. Hold the tip of the feather with your hackle pliers. Make two wraps tight to the back of the conehead, then continue wrapping toward the tail, making five or six wraps with a clear space between each turn. Catch the tip of the palmered hackle with a turn in the opposite direction of the copper wire.
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7.  Continue to wind the copper wire forward, working it between the hackle fibers so that it crosses the hackle stem without smashing the fibers. Your bodkin or dubbing needle works well for this. Bring the copper wire up to the conehead. Tie it off with wraps of thread.
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8.  Cut the copper wire. Whip-finish directly behind the conehead.











FLYMPHS


[image: Hare’s Ear Flymph, Dark, adapted from traditional design shared by Dave Hughes in Wet Flies]
Hare’s Ear Flymph, Dark, adapted from traditional design shared by Dave Hughes in Wet Flies



We reeled in lines at dark. Joe was cold, shivering some—and when we waded the fast water between the island and the cottonwoods, I could see he was stiff and maybe even a little clumsy, hanging on to his wading staff with his legs spread like a guy riding a big wave in 1962.

But I had some Scotch in my bag back at his truck because it was March and I had figured one of us was bound to get chilled. It seemed too early in the year, anyway, to go trout fishing, at least on this stretch of the river, which had always been closed, as long as I could remember, until about the time the Salmonflies grew restless. Yet when the new regs came out, there it was: open year-round for trout all the way up to the dam.

Joe was fine, of course, by the time we climbed through the sage and crossed the railroad tracks and leaned our rods against the juniper alongside his truck. Younger by fifteen years than I am, he could pass for my son—if he didn’t tower over me like an NBA power forward. The real problem turned out he had a hole in his waders—the same pair with a hole in them last time we fished.

He got into dry clothes and came around to the tail-gate, rubbing his hands.

“What
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How to Make a Spinning Block
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Using a Spinning Block
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Storing Prespun Flymph Bodies
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HARE’S EAR FLYMPH, DARK


	Hook: #12-16 TMC 3761 or similar 2X stout

	Thread: Crimson red Pearsall’s Gossamer Silk or Morus Silk or similar

	Hackle: Dark dun hen

	Tail: Dark dun hackle fibers

	Rib: Narrow gold tinsel

	Body: Hare’s mask






HARE’S EAR FLYMPH, PALE


	Hook: #12-16 TMC 3761 or similar 2X stout

	Thread: Yellow Pearsall’s Gossamer Silk, Morus Silk, or similar

	Hackle: Medium dun hen

	Tail: Medium dun hackle fibers

	Rib: Narrow gold tinsel

	Body: Hare’s mask




Tying the Hare’s Ear Flymph, Pale
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