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  HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


  Often, the present can be best appreciated by looking through a historical lens. The world is changing rapidly through constant technological expansion in nearly every aspect of life. But the path of history can teach us much about the current state. Understanding the steps of past development provides important context for appreciating current methods and the continued expansion into the future.


  It has been fairly well documented that the art of Spey casting originated around 1850 on one of Scotland’s top Atlantic salmon waters—the River Spey. This style of casting was developed to solve a fishing problem. The river is wide with swift flows making it difficult to wade far enough from the tree-lined banks to make a full backcast. The concept of making a cast where only a limited amount of line passes behind the casting position was born from necessity. With this approach, water could be covered with a fly where it wasn’t possible with an overhead cast.


  The rods used to make these early innovative casts were immense, with a length of 20 to 22 feet. Most were constructed from a heavy wood called greenheart. While these rods would be considered quite cumbersome and hefty by today’s standards, the length provided significant leverage to facilitate a forward cast without a standard backcast. And the sheer weight of the rod required two hands to control its movement. Various types of split cane rods were also developed as the use of two-handed rods became increasingly popular for salmon fishing in Europe throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century.
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  By most accounts, the early casts aimed at casting the fly with little line passing behind the angler’s position seemed fairly crude and difficult to accomplish. The early versions of the cast were known as the switch, Welsh, or Spey cast or “throw” and were used to describe this developing style of waterborne casting. At some point, Spey emerged as the consistent description for the cast.


  Early written accounts of the original switch, Welsh, or Spey cast were generally incomplete and difficult to follow. A handful of authors in the mid- to late 1800s attempted to provide the mechanics of the cast in a written form, including George Kelson, who included some basic description of the cast in his book The Salmon Fly, published in 1895. But it wasn’t until a book published in 1931 written by Eric Taverner called Salmon Fishing that there was some clarity to the working components of this casting style. While the author credits some of his predecessors for laying the groundwork, Taverner provides detailed descriptions of the Spey cast (by this time it appears that Spey had emerged as the accepted moniker for this style of casting) along with illustrated images showing the casting steps. It was also the first account of two variations of the cast—the single Spey and the double Spey. With the two variations, an angler could accommodate both an upriver and downriver wind.


  A discussion of the history of Spey casting must include a look at one of the all-time masters, Alexander Grant. He was known throughout Scotland and beyond for both his casting and fishing prowess during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Grant’s contribution to the sport was not just while on the water. As a craftsman and musician that produced beautiful violins, he applied his understanding of the working elements of a finely constructed tool to the art of rod making. In the late 1880s, the Grant Vibration rods were designed with a precision taper to distribute the load of the line evenly and best accommodate this new style of casting. The rods were constructed from greenheart featuring a unique joint that allowed the Vibration rods to flex smoothly, eliminating the dead spots that had plagued earlier rods of that era. Eventually, the patent to the Vibration rod was sold but continued as a top-of-the-line rod for two-handed casting into the middle part of the twentieth century.


  Grant’s casting and fishing abilities were apparently even more impressive than his rods. His casting approach was well documented in a book authored by Jock Scott titled Fine and Far Off published in 1952. The book is complete with diagrams, photographs, and descriptions of the cast that Grant referred to as the “switch cast.” There is some debate as to the origination of the name of the cast, but it seems to be generally accepted that it refers to the change or switch in direction from the beginning to the end of the cast without utilizing a traditional backcast.


  The switch cast depicted in Fine and Far Off is essentially a single Spey. It has been refined over time, but the general elements and objective of the cast are the same by placing the fly off the upriver shoulder to set up the forward stroke. Grant could utilize his switch cast to cover incredible distances and reach salmon holds where other casters fell well short. This was accomplished with all the line beyond the tip of the rod prior to beginning the cast while shooting no additional line. In a competition, Grant made a cast of 65 yards, a record that existed for many years.


  Split cane was also used for two-handed casting rods during the 1900s. Like greenheart, split cane rods were quite heavy. In the 1950s, fiberglass gained quickly in popularity throughout the fishing industry. The lighter, less-expensive material allowed for greater production at affordable prices. And while split cane maintained a share of fly rod sales, the lighter fiberglass material became well accepted by anglers although somewhat limited in the production of two-handed rods.


  In my formative years of fly fishing, I was fortunately introduced to the work of Roderick Haig-Brown, who spent a great amount of time on his beloved salmon and steelhead rivers on Vancouver Island in British Columbia. His words can all at once paint a brilliant picture, tell a fantastic story, and provide valuable fishing information. I attempted to collect most of his writings. In one of his books titled A Primer in Fly Fishing first published in 1964, Haig-Brown discusses the single and double Spey casts as a variation of the roll cast that allows for control over changing direction. While he recognizes that Spey casts were commonly utilized on European salmon rivers using long two-handed rods, A Primer in Fly Fishing discusses adopting the casts to a single-handed rod.


  Haig-Brown provides detailed instruction of the two casts. And while the instruction is fairly easy to follow, it is just text and no diagrams. He recognized the Spey cast as an important tool when fishing with vegetation-lined banks. Haig-Brown also discussed developing enough power to shoot additional line to add distance. This seems to be one of the first references in Spey casting to add distance through shooting-line. As a skilled angler, he was able to realize the versatility of the Spey cast for fishing a range of waters and also felt that the art of Spey casting is a “smooth performance, not without considerable grace.” This was a significant recognition of Spey fishing as not only utilitarian but to bring a certain element of elegance and style to working the water with a swung fly.


  In 1984, a book titled Salmon Fishing written by expert angler Hugh Falkus was released and provided substantial information on Spey casting. Complete with detailed descriptions and photographs, the book quickly became an important reference for salmon fishing but even more importantly for Spey casting. While Falkus may have been best known for his angling books, he was also a well-known filmmaker and broadcaster for the BBC.


  Salmon Fishing provided an inspiration for me to learn about two-handed rods and Spey casting. Its pages are where I learned enough to begin thrashing the surface of some local waters. Salmon Fishing proved to be a very useful reference volume in making incremental casting improvements. Falkus followed this book with another very important work published in 1994 dedicated to the Spey cast simply titled Spey-casting. It quickly became the definitive word on the subject in Europe and made its way to North America, where the book also had a significant impact on introducing Spey and teaching many how to cast properly.


  The mid-1970s through the 1980s represented an important era in the development of the popularity of two-handed rods and Spey casting. New technology in the name of graphite fiber began to change the game in terms of rod design. The lighter, stronger material took over the fly rod industry as manufacturers moved from cane and fiberglass to various formulas of graphite. From a two-handed rod perspective, rod builders could now build 15- to 16-foot two-handed rods that were significantly lighter than the previous materials. This opened up the opportunity for innovation and growth in the two-handed rod segment of the industry.
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  There are anecdotal tales of two-handed rods being used in North America in the mid-1900s on Atlantic Coast rivers in the Canadian maritime provinces. But prior to graphite the popularity of longer rods and Spey casting on the continent seems limited and books written by North American salmon anglers include little discussion of this style of fishing. That would change quickly as graphite two-hand rods became more available.


  There is evidence that two-handed rods and Spey casting made their way to the steelhead rivers of the West Coast in the late 1950s. Mike Maxwell learned the craft of Spey fishing in England and brought this approach to some of the famed rivers in British Columbia. Maxwell inspired many anglers over the years to pursue the two-handed rod for its control of presentation, ease in casting, and overall effectiveness. He was an advocate of fishing a fly on the surface or up in the water column on his home waters of the Bulkley River.


  Maxwell’s enthusiasm for Spey casting and the related fishing techniques spilled into the creation of his book, titled The Art & Science of Speyfishing, which was released in 1995. It became a very important work related to both casting and fishing with a two-handed rod. The book not only includes details on casting but also makes the case for the many fishing advantages of the longer rod. For many years, Maxwell operated a guide service in British Columbia along with his wife Denise. After his passing in 2004, Denise has continued to operate their guide business.


  Maxwell was not the only angler to bring two-handed rods to western North America well before the style of fishing gained popularity. Graphite rods produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s were generally in the 15- to 17-foot range. The tapers varied widely as manufacturers slowly worked through the growing pains of designing a tool that only a few were using in North America. In an article published in Swing the Fly magazine in 2017, Art Lingren discusses his part in pushing the use of two-handers and Spey casting on British Columbia rivers in the mid-1980s. In his assessment, rods that were built for the European market by Orvis or the British company Bruce and Walker best met the fishing demands of larger steelhead rivers. One interesting aspect of the early part of Lingren’s journey is that he discusses looping a sinking-tip line to the front of a floating Spey line. This would begin a very common practice in modern Spey of the exchange of tips for various conditions and pools.


  In the late 1970s throughout the 1980s, a handful of United States rod manufactures began to produce quality two-handed graphite rods. While rod lengths generally remained around 15 to 16 feet, experimentation began with shorter lengths. At the time, some shorter two-handed rods were also being produced in Europe. Rod designs may have been a step ahead of line development. The common Spey tapers at the time were long bellied and similar to a double-taper. This style of line matched well with longer rod lengths and was mainly designed to cast whatever length was beyond the tip without shooting additional line. Also, the lines at this time were mostly floaters that fished a fly well up in the water column but were at a disadvantage for reaching fish that weren’t surface oriented. While fishing on or near the surface was highly effective for Atlantic salmon, it was not necessarily a high-percentage approach for winter steelhead and Pacific salmon.
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  Jim Vincent was introduced to Spey casting in British Columbia in the 1980s. After teaming up with Spey master Simon Gawesworth for some lessons, Vincent moved into the Spey game full speed ahead. When he founded RIO Products in 1990, his objective was to create a line that would allow anglers to become more efficient Spey casters and tactical anglers. The RIO WindCutter is considered the first “modern” Spey line with the concept of a forward taper that could shoot additional running line for added distance. The WindCutter was designed with a mid-length belly and integrated running line and quickly became the line of choice for North American Spey anglers. This line design assisted in popularizing two-hand casting and Spey fishing on many rivers in the late 1990s.


  One of Vincent’s most significant innovations that changed the game for steelhead anglers was the WindCutter VersiTip or exchangeable tip line. With a loop-to-loop system, this allowed one line to act as a floating line or easily convert to a sinking tip line with a selection of balanced tips of various sink rates. The versatility of this line continued the development of matching Spey fishing to a much wider application and to increase its popularity. During this time, the Accelerator line was also developed as the first long belly Spey line for bigger rivers and longer rods.


  There were also some advancements in long bellied fly line design in the mid-1990s that originated in Europe. A group of anglers attempted to design a continuous taper and long-bellied line similar to the taper used by Alexander Grant to attain long distance. Expert caster Derek Brown was one of the first to attempt developing the proper taper. Way Yin and Steve Choate took the concept of a continuous taper to a commercial level by working with the company Scientific Anglers to design the XLT Spey line. The XLT was designed as a fishing line but was capable of casting great distances with shooting an additional length. In fact, the line was used by international casting champion Scott MacKenzie in 2005 to break Alexander Grant’s distance record that had been in place for more than one hundred years.


  My own journey into Spey fishing began in the early 1990s. Through discussions with some of my fishing acquaintances and by referencing the works of Hugh Falkus and then Mike Maxwell it was clear that the general concept of this style of fishing matched with what we were trying to accomplish in the Great Lakes. The approach of making a change in direction with no backcast was a perfect solution for many of the waters where we fished a swing the fly approach. But it would be a few years before we could refine this system to work properly.


  The main hurdle to clear was matching the equipment to the local Great Lakes rivers. My first two-hander was a 15-foot for a 9-/10-weight, and if casted just right, it could get a double-taper floating line out there a good distance. But just about everything seemed wrong with this rig for the water we were fishing. The rod was overmatched for the average 6- to 12-pound fish that made up a large percentage of our catch. And instead of pounding out long casts, we needed to be effective at shorter distances since many of the rivers are of a moderate size. And even the largest rivers required more control along the edges instead of distance. We also needed to get the fly down when the water turned cold.


  My enthusiasm changed after I first put my hands on the Sage GFL 7136-4. The 7136-4 is a 13½-foot for a 7-weight two-hander with a much lighter, softer feel. It was immediately clear that this rod was a significant step toward greater versatility. Not being able to find a Spey line at the time that could turnover tungsten leaders or weighted flies I had to improvise. We needed a heavy, exaggerated forward taper and found the best match to be a Cortland pike taper. This allowed for a good load in the rod and made effective casts of 50 to 60 feet. I used this rig for a number of years until the line nearly disintegrated. A couple years later, I worked with Sage rod designer Jerry Seim to provide ideas on shorter rods that better matched smaller waters using an exaggerated front taper. Sage then produced some shorter two-handers, including the GFL 8113-3—an 11-foot-3-inch 8-weight that effectively became one of the first production switch rods and was my go-to choice for smaller water for many years.


  During the first decade of the twenty-first century, several developments occurred that would greatly move forward the popularity of Spey casting and fishing. Spey fishing had become quite popular for the pursuit of steelhead during this time. West Coast steel-head guides Scott O’Donnell, Mike McCune, and Ed Ward utilized homemade lines to cast heavy tips and flies to effectively cover winter steelhead holds. Jim Vincent worked with O’Donnell, McCune, and Ward to develop the first Skagit line—a short shooting taper with significant mass to easily carry heavy tips and weighted flies.


  The story behind the Skagit concept is quite interesting. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Jim Vincent was getting requests from anglers all around the world for heavy double-taper lines for two-hand casting. Many anglers weren’t convinced about the new Spey designs and wanted to use traditional double-taper lines. Many line manufacturers stopped producing heavier double-taper lines from a lack of demand. RIO produced a double-taper 10- and 12-weight to satisfy these very small markets. O’Donnell, McCune, Ward, and a few other of Vincent’s friends persuaded him to produce a double-taper 14 and 16–all level (so technically not a double-taper at all) and then would chop off varying lengths to create a custom taper. It was these homemade lines that would have sections of various double-tapers spliced together that solved many of the casting problems encountered by Pacific Coast winter steelheaders. After consulting with O’Donnell, McCune, and Ward, Vincent began building lines to match the homemade tapers, and the first Skagit heads were born. This new concept brought a great deal of versatility to the Spey game and cut the learning curve for casting a two-handed rod—a revolutionary step in popularizing Spey fishing.
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  In 2004, Simon Gawesworth released his game-changing book, entitled Spey Casting. It is a significant work that focuses not only on how to make proper Spey casts but also on troubleshooting what can go wrong during the setup and forward stroke. A caster at any level can benefit from the insight provided in Gawesworth’s book. A number of instructional videos followed, such as RIO’s Modern Spey Casting, Skagit Master featuring Ed Ward, and Skagit Revolution featuring Tom Larimer.


  Around the same time that line designs were advancing in North America, Spey anglers on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean discovered that the concept of the shooting taper worked well on their salmon rivers as well. The shorter heads were especially effective on Scandinavian rivers with limited room for a backcast since the shorter head resulted in a smaller D loop. Scandi heads were designed to be longer than a Skagit head with a finer front taper and to generate significant line speed and distance. Floating Scandi heads combined well with lighter flies and tapered monofilament or poly leaders.


  The advancements of the last 10 years have been significant but not always smooth. Lighter, shorter two-handed rods have changed the complexion of the sport. And there has been a movement toward shorter shooting tapers to combine with the shorter rod lengths. But there has also been confusing aspects of line and head development that has baffled many a beginning Spey angler. To make Spey casting easier for more anglers, a certain level of complexity has resulted in available line and head options. However, more guidance is becoming available to assist in alleviating the confusion.
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  But as we roll into the third decade of the twenty-first century, the most significant recent developments in the long history of Spey fishing involve the expansion of the sport past traditional salmon and steelhead fishing. Rods and lines are now available to match, with a wide variety of applications from trout to warm water to salt water. These new applications are leading the sport into the new period of modern Spey.



  

  

  2


  


  RODS, REELS, AND LINES
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  All aspects of fly fishing have benefitted from the tremendous advancements over the last 20 to 30 years. Technological changes have allowed equipment to be lighter and perform at a high level as compared to equipment of the past. For some anglers that value the traditional aspect of fly fishing, the advancements are not always welcomed, as the technology can be viewed as chipping away at the soul of fly fishing. But for many, the advancements represent a natural evolution as men and women have an innate propensity to continually push boundaries. While this propulsion forward now occurs in nearly every aspect of life, it is little surprise that fly fishing is no different, given the industrious and passionate individuals that are attracted to the sport.
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  The combination of rod, reel, and line creates the basis for the Spey experience. An individual angler’s choice of equipment and rigging can be based on as much personal preference as it is matching up with a specific water type, fish species, or fishing condition. Spey provides an angler the opportunity and versatility to create their own approach to address a combination of fishing success and overall enjoyment.


  I have long viewed Spey fishing and casting through both a pragmatic and esthetic lens. Spey fishing represents an efficient tool to accomplish fly presentations that would be difficult or impossible with single-hand overhead casting. But Spey casting and the resulting presentation of the fly is also an activity on its own that I greatly enjoy. In this combination, I continually look for balance between the right rig for the situation along with equipment that casts well and feels right on the water being fished. It should also match well with the quarry to not overpower a fish during the fight but rather enhance the experience in bringing a fish to hand.


  This chapter explores the myriad choices available to Spey anglers today that create a nearly infinite combination of elements. Two-handed rods as well as some designed for one-hand Spey form the basis for this style of fly fishing. Many rods are designed for a specific purpose, but most can have a wide application. This chapter looks at how recent developments have helped shape modern rod offerings and impacted rod designs from traditional rod makers.


  No element of the sport of Spey fishing is as complicated as the choice of lines. This complexity has created a barrier for new anglers and, in some cases, has scared off would-be Spey fishers. This chapter also breaks down line choices to create a better understanding of the line type to match with a rod, particular species, water type, or condition. It also discusses the recent movement of Spey line recognition to focus on the grain weight of the head of a line as opposed to the line weight designation that has been used for years for two-hand rods and is still the standard for single-hand rods.


  Rods


  Technological advancements can be observed across the spectrum of fly rod design. From the perspective of an observant angler, rods have become lighter, thinner, and stronger, resulting in a more-versatile fishing tool. But from a rod-building perspective, “a reduction in swing weight, greater directional stability, and increased versatility in handling various lines” have been the most significant changes in recent times according to Jim Bartschi, President of Scott Fly Rods, who has designed two-handers for more than 20 years. He believes that the key to a quality Spey rod of any size is “the combination of bending deeply and then unbending quickly to form quality and pleasurable casts. The rod should be finished with superior components like quality cork, light and corrosion proof guides, and a reel seat that can be operated in the cold.”


  Bob Meiser, founder of R. B. Meiser Fly Rods, has been designing rods for the better part of a half century. Unlike the dramatic step up in materials from greenheart to bamboo and then bamboo to graphite, the advancements of graphite in the last 30 years have been gradual. “Incremental changes have led to a more finely tuned instrument that has greater feel. Unlike the original low modulus graphite, today’s materials allow for broader diversity of actions and finely tuned tapers. Lighter weight, ability to handle a wider range of line weights and configurations, and greater speed recovery allowing for more sensitivity are all characteristics of modern two-handed rod design.”


  When it comes to rods for Spey fishing, there are a wide range of sizes and styles designed to cover various rivers, fish species, and fishing opportunities. Rods for Spey fishing can be roughly broken into a handful of categories.


  LONG SPEY RODS


  The first rods built for Spey casting were quite long, some exceeding 20 feet. Even with light graphite material available today, few rods are commercially produced that exceed 16 feet. Rods that fit into the long category are of 14 feet or greater. These longer rods are generally used on big water in situations where covering more of a river’s width can pay dividends. Due to the leverage created by their length, this size rod creates the mechanism for bombing out long casts.


  According to Jim Bartschi, where advancements in materials have really impacted two-handers is on the longer rods as weight and instability create a design challenge. “Super lightweight unidirectional prepregs, new toughened epoxy resin systems, and blank construction techniques have really improved performance.”
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  Longer two-handed rods are useful tools on larger salmon and steelhead rivers to handle longer head lines and cover more water with efficient distance casting.


  The longer rods also match well with longer lines or heads for casting. A longer line or head requires less stripping of line in between casts than a shorter head and creates a very efficient system for placing the fly back in the water. Analysis has shown that the fly is in the water and fishing a substantially greater amount of time when using a longer head.


  Longer rods are generally heavier and stout in the butt, matching well with big anadromous fish by providing the leverage necessary to win a battle even in heavy water. I tend to rely on larger rods when fishing big water and long heads in the upper portion of the water column or on the surface. I also choose greater length when the water being fished calls for continuous deep wading. From an esthetic standpoint, longer rods afford the mechanical advantage to command the water while providing a certain challenge in casting that requires a more refined technique and timing than with shorter rods and lines. I enjoy the experience of casting and fishing a longer rod when the situation is right, along with enjoying the connection to the traditions of Spey.


  Longer rod lengths are commonly used in Spey casting distance competitions. The rules for the annual world championships allow rods up to a length of 15-feet-1-inch.


  SHORT / MID-LENGTH SPEY RODS


  Rods of 11-feet-6-inches to under 14-feet would generally fall into this category of rods. Shorter rods have been a relatively recent development in Spey fishing. Advanced technology created the ability to commercially produce light rods that can generate significant power and line speed.


  Bob Meiser was one of the first rod makers to introduce shorter rods to the market years ago. According to Meiser, today’s shorter rods are designed to accommodate the popularity of shorter heads and to meet the requirements of tighter casting on a wider range of waters. It’s a matter of lining up the proper tool for the task. Meiser designs shorter rods with a similar approach to longer models by placing the power in the top two-thirds of the rod with a progression for feel deep into the butt and cork.


  Rods in this size range are still capable of casting a long line. Rods at the longer end of this range can handle mid-length lines, but generally, the short rods match best with shorter lines and heads. The generation of line speed can carry a shorter head a significant distance by shooting running that has been stripped from the reel.


  Rods built for heavier line weights in this range are capable of handling everything from floating lines to heavy tips and flies as well as being able to tame large anadromous or saltwater fish. Also, rods in this size range have the general advantage of being able to operate in tighter areas where there may be overhanging brush, rock walls, or other items that can obstruct the cast.


  Lighter rods on the shorter end of this range match well with smaller fish and more intimate waters. For migratory fish in the 4- to 8-pound range, it is most enjoyable to feel the fight and power of the fish by utilizing a lighter rod. The lighter, shorter rods have long been my choice in the Great Lakes and match well with fish such as smallmouth bass.
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  TROUT SPEY


  The concept of two-handed swing rods for trout has earned its own classification. These rods are generally 10-feet to 11-feet-6-inches in length. Being built for lower line weights, trout Spey rods have a light feel and are designed to match with the average size of a resident river trout. Most trout Spey rods are built with a line designation from 2- to 5-weight, but as discussed later in this chapter, understanding how the rod matches with the grain rate of the head of the line is often of more importance.


  The lighter trout Spey rods work best with floating lines, long leaders, and wet flies or emergers prior to or during a hatch. These rods are designed for pleasurable casting on trout water of all sizes. Heavier trout Spey rods match better with the ability to add a tip and large flies such as streamers and mouse patterns. Some of the more powerful options in this classification of rods can cast long distances. The heavier trout Spey rods can also match with other species such as smallmouth bass.


  SWITCH RODS


  The term switch rod is used somewhat loosely but can be defined as having a similar length as trout Spey—10-feet to 11-feet-6-inches—but are generally built to handle heavier lines and larger fish. A switch rod has a long enough extended butt that it can be cast with two hands but light enough to also be cast with one hand. This allows the rod to be used interchangeably for Spey casting and swinging a fly or single hand over head cast and a high-sticking approach. It can be a good choice when using both approaches during an outing or for an angler that is just learning the Spey game. While this style of rod can be handled with one hand, some of the heavier weights are fatiguing to handle all day with one hand.


  The shorter length of a switch rod generally matches well with shorter head lines that only require a small D loop to cast effectively. The small D loop allows for casting in the tightest of areas and is perfect for when backed right up to casting obstructions. From my own perspective, I enjoy how a lighter, shorter switch rod enhances the experience when fighting fish in the 4- to 10-pound range. Switch rods match up so well with smaller, intimate rivers and creeks. Matching the size


  [image: One-hand Spey techniques are very effective and a joy to fish on smaller trout streams and rivers, providing a definite advantage where backcasting room is limited. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]
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  of the rod to the water is important in terms of presentation control and overall experience. Switch rods allow me to enjoy smaller waters that I previously avoided with longer two-handed rods.


  ONE-HAND SPEY


  Spey casting isn’t just for two hands. There are some rods manufactured light enough and with the proper balance to comfortably perform all the basic Spey casts with a single hand instead of two. This style of rod is generally 10-feet to 10-feet-6-inches. One-hand Spey rods typically combine well with a short head but are capable of shooting a significant amount of line. While some power is lost in one-hand Spey without the advantage of the lower hand, the second hand can still be involved in the cast. Performing a haul on the forward stroke can increase line speed and deliver a tight casting loop.


  One-hand Spey matches up well for migratory fish on smaller waters and tight areas with casting restrictions. I have found one-hand Spey to match perfectly with smaller trout rivers while presenting streamers with precise casts close to structure. The lighter design of a one-hand Spey rod also works well on larger trout water with wet flies or streamers. One-hand techniques are equally at home on larger water for covering specific structure and pockets.


  Almost any fly rod of nine feet or longer can be used to Spey cast with one hand when matched with the proper line or head. And single-hand Spey casting techniques can be utilized in many fly-fishing situations to begin a standard cast or to avoid obstructions to a basic backcast. The use of one-hand Spey in ever-expanding circumstances blurs the definition of Spey fishing.


  OVERHEAD RODS


  Although technically not Spey casting, overhead casting with a two-hand rod still fits into this discussion of leverage resulting from the use of two hands. The rod loads with a standard backcast, but the forward stroke and delivery are nearly identical to a forward stroke of a Spey cast.


  Overhead two-hand rods are typically shorter than two-handers created for Spey casting and are usually found in the 9- to 10-foot range while some are a foot or two longer. This style of rod has a pronounced lower grip although not as long as found on long, full-sized two-handers. Overhead casting with two hands is efficient and may require only one false cast to shoot a significant distance of line. According to Bob Meiser, “two-hand overhead rods have a similar design to those used for Spey casting—a powerful tip with progression into the butt for efficient energy transfer.”


  The most common applications for two-hand overhead casting are fishing beaches for striped bass and other near-shore saltwater species and for musky and pike in lakes and rivers. Both beach fishing and musky/pike fishing entail stripping the fly back near the tip of the rod. The power of the two-hander allows for placing the head of the line beyond the tip with a roll cast and then a quick delivery of the fly back into water after the single backcast. This style of rod can also be used for limited Spey casting that may be a good approach when fishing beaches that have backcasting obstructions or where very quick presentations are required.


  BAMBOO


  It may seem like bamboo is out of place in a discussion about rods for Spey fishing in modern times. While bamboo rods have figured prominently in the development of fly fishing, the spirit of bamboo has allowed it to not simply be stuck in its historical contributions to the sport. Those who value bamboo point to its feel and using equipment with soul as opposed to today’s carbon-fiber rods built more for performance. It’s an appreciation for a finely hand-crafted tool that is a joy to cast balanced with a profound connection to our fly-fishing roots. It is a connection that many anglers find valuable as part of their fly-fishing journey.


  Bamboo rods built for Spey casting are not to be confused with soft, wispy models designed for trout fishing. These are powerful tools capable of handling a range of modern lines. Due to weight considerations, lengths in the range from 11 to 12 feet are the most popular. But bamboo rods up to 14 feet built to handle long belly lines, long casts, or heavier tips are quite manageable when properly balanced with the correct reel.


  Nearly every aspect of fly-fishing equipment has experienced a continuous progression in design, and bamboo construction is no different. Improvements in design and advancement in components allow for lighter rods that cast efficiently and fish effectively. Master bamboo rod builder Bob Clay lives on the banks of the famed Kispiox River in British Columbia. For the last two decades, he has been leading the way in two-handed bamboo rod designs where the past meets the present of modern Spey. Clay’s beautifully crafted Riverwatch rods define a new age of bamboo construction. This is a tradition that will be hopefully upheld well into the future.


  [image: Advancements in design have allowed today’s bamboo rods to be constructed in a manner that balances tradition with function to handle modern line designs. Here, expert rod builder Jerry Kustich swings a steelhead fly on bamboo.]
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  In an interview by author Jeff Bright that appeared in Swing the Fly 2021 Anthology, Clay was asked how modern bamboo two-handed rods have evolved or changed from those built prior to fiberglass and graphite. “Modern bamboo rods are lighter, therefore faster, and generally shorter than rods of yester-year . . . Where bamboo really shines is in the shorter lengths, where it becomes light in the hand and quicker than longer rods. This has been achieved by refining tapers, hollow-building, and the use of modern glues. Although one must be an experienced Spey caster to get the most out of a shorter rod.


  “The biggest challenge is dealing with the stresses put upon a rod in the course of two-hand casting. Making rods both strong and light will continue to be the goal. In days past, adhesives were not as strong as today. Much stress is put upon the rod while Spey casting. The sudden load, the change of direction, and twisting stresses every rod. Modern graphite rods have been refined to handle such stress. With bamboo rods, the advent of new adhesives allowed rod builders to lighten their rods by hollowing. Lighter rods are quicker and consequently can cast further and with more ease. It’s the combination of several factors that allows us to advance the art of making the bamboo Spey rod.”


  Clay goes on to explain the importance of ferule design for two-handed bamboo rods. “The trouble with conventional metal ferrules is they do not bend at the same rate that bamboo does. This causes a stress point and often failure at the joint. Spliced joints allow the rod to behave like a one-piece rod, transferring the stresses smoothly along the entire length of the rod. Alexander Grant and Sharpe’s of Aberdeen both used this method on their rods with great success.”


  Clay has developed a composite ferrule design that relieves the stress point enough to be effective. Though not as efficient at energy transfer as the splice design, the composite ferrule is a much better choice for rods where setup and breakdown occurs regularly.


  Bamboo remains a viable option for anglers looking for a balance between feel and performance, current times connecting with the past. Recent bamboo advancements allow these rods to handle today’s modern line designs effectively. Some distance is possibly sacrificed when compared to graphite, but to those that enjoy the experience of bamboo, it is a non-factor. Older bamboo and fiberglass rods can be quite soft and may require slower, more deliberate movements during the setup and forward stroke to allow the rod to work with as opposed to against the caster. However, modern-designed bamboo rods have a faster, stronger feel and match well with today’s heads and lines.


  Reels


  The proper reel plays an important role in a Spey fishing setup. While not as prominent as the rod and line selection, matching the reel for a particular purpose can be both a personal and tactical decision.


  A key consideration of the reel is its weight and the ability to balance the rod. The concept of weight balance is important when casting but critical during the act of fishing for long hours. When the rod is set on one or two fingers where it is normally held when fishing, it should lay mainly parallel to the ground or water’s surface. I prefer to test this with the reel spooled up the way it will be fished and the line through the guides in the same way as when fishing. If the rod tips down, then there isn’t enough weight in the reel, and if it tips up, the reel is too heavy.


  [image: With so many choices, selecting the right rod based on size of river, casting requirements, size of fish, and simple personal preference is extremely important. Jeff Bright found the right tool to land this beautiful sea-run brown from a river in Argentina. JEFF BRIGHT PHOTO]
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  When fishing, I attempt to maintain a mostly parallel rod position. While a slight imbalance may seem insignificant, the extra strain on the wrist, arm, and shoulder to raise or push down the tip throughout a day of fishing takes its toll on muscles and tendons, and I have experienced the pain of imbalance first-hand. Slight adjustments can be made by changing the balance point by sliding the hand up or down on the rod grip. And provided it is comfortable to hold the rod in that position, this is the easiest solution to correcting an imbalance. But in situations where the rig is significantly out of balance, a different reel may be required.


  When I first started Spey fishing, most of the available rods were long and quite heavy. It was a common challenge to find a reel heavy enough to balance some of these rods. Various strategies were devised for adding weight to the butt of the rod for balance. With the shorter, lighter rods available today, it is much easier to balance a rig. Reels have become lighter as well, and some are even too light to act as effective Spey fishing tools.


  [image: The reel on a two-handed rod provides balance and the desired drag mechanism. The classic click and pawl design provides some tactical advantage for successfully hooking fish and emits a lovely melody as a line leaves the reel.]


  The reel on a two-handed rod provides balance and the desired drag mechanism. The classic click and pawl design provides some tactical advantage for successfully hooking fish and emits a lovely melody as a line leaves the reel.


  Longer rods manufactured today still require enough heft to properly balance the rig. This also goes for bamboo rods that are heavier than graphite by the nature of the material. Often, you find classic reel designs on both longer rods and bamboo. And while a classic or antique reel provides a great look and feel on a rod, especially bamboo, the weight of older reels assists in overall weight balance.


  Reels for two-handed rods are generally much larger than those used to outfit a single-hand rod. And it’s not all about weight of the reel but also the capacity for holding line. The double-taper lines traditionally used for Spey casting were long and thick with mass to place a powerful load in the rod. A reel with significant capacity was required to accommodate the general size of the line. And for the long belly lines still used today, reel capacity is an important consideration.


  Even though mid- to shorter-head lines have become quite popular, the thickness of these lines still requires a fair amount of capacity. When fishing for large migratory salmon, 200 yards or more of 30-pound backing may be required along with running line, the fly line head, and possibly a tip. This can take up a significant amount of space. Today’s larger arbor reels help to control weight while offering capacity to easily hold backing, running line, and head. The larger arbor also assists with line pickup for situations when a hooked fish runs in your direction.


  The choice of drag systems on reels for Spey fishing is impacted by both function and preference. There are two drag choices—a click and pawl system and mechanical drag. The click and pawl represents tradition and is a relatively simple design of a spring mechanism providing enough tension for the spool to not backlash when line is taken out. This style of reel dates to the 1800s. The gold standard of these historic reels is the Hardy Perfect and are well sought after by collectors and anglers alike. These reels still adorn two-handed rods today on salmon and steelhead rivers. Many Spey fishers prefer the sound and feel of tradition, and there are several makers designing and creating beautiful click and pawl reels attempting to match the magic of the Perfect. Most click and pawls are loud when line is pulled from the reel. This sound is like music to the ears of an angler when a hooked fish tears line from the spool as it runs across the river.


  Mechanical drags create tension by two surfaces in contact with one another like a car break. Unlike the click and pawl that can offer slight tension adjustments, mechanical or disk drag systems can be highly adjustable, and the best reels allow for light tenson or heavy enough that it becomes difficult to pull any line from the reel. Drag systems that are sealed prevent water and dirt from compromising the performance of


  

  

  

  [image: A disk drag provides an advantage when fighting powerful fish in restricted areas. Making this bright king fight for each foot of line against a tight drag allowed me to keep its power in check in an area that allowed for no opportunity to follow a long run downriver.]


  

  

  Lines


  

  

  [image: It’s easy to be overwhelmed by Spey line options. Understanding the advantages of various designs along with the needs for water being fished can lead to the proper choice. Nick Pionessa covers a pool on a Great Lakes river with a Scandi head.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Carrying a few head options on the water allows for quick and easy adjustments as dictated by the fishing conditions or based on personal preference. Today’s lines are all marked to keep things organized. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  



	AFFTA APPROVED SPEY LINE WEIGHT STANDARDS



	Line wt.
	Line style Head length Weight point Increment
	Shooting Tapers H 30'–50' 40' Grains/grams
	Short Bellys S 50'–60' 55' Grains/grams
	Medium Bellys M 60'–70' 65' Grans/grams
	Long Bellys L 70' plus 80' Grains/grams



	6
	
	250 / 16.2
	420 / 27.3
	460 / 29.9
	600 / 39



	
	50
	
	
	
	



	7
	
	300 / 19.5
	470 / 30.5
	510 / 33.1
	650 / 42.2



	
	60
	
	
	
	



	8
	
	360 / 23.4
	530 / 34.4
	570 / 37
	710 / 46.1 70



	
	70
	
	
	
	



	9
	
	430 / 27.9
	600 / 39
	640 / 41.6
	780 / 50.6



	
	80
	
	
	
	



	10
	
	510 / 33.1
	680 / 44.2
	720 / 46.8
	860 / 55.8



	
	90
	
	
	
	



	11
	
	600 / 39
	770 / 50
	810 / 52.6
	950 / 61.7



	
	100
	
	
	
	



	12
	
	700 / 45.5
	870 / 56.5
	910 / 59.1
	1050 / 68.2





   
  

  DOUBLE-TAPER LINES


  

  

  LONG-HEAD LINES


  

  [image: Long- and mid-range head lines work best on big water with sufficient room for a big D loop. The longer head requires stripping in less line to begin the next cast and provides for more efficient water coverage.]


  

  

  

  

  MID HEAD LINES


  

  

  SHORT-HEAD LINES


  

  

  SHOOTING TAPERS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Shorter shooting tapers can be used on a wide variety of water and are the main advancement driving the increased interest in Spey fishing. Here I make a short cast to cover a narrow slot along the bank. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Skagit heads provide the ability to deliver sinking-tip lines and weighted flies in both small and larger water situations. The short head also results in a relatively short D loop—an advantage in tight casting situations. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  [image: Working a fly deep in the water column with a Skagit head and sinking-tip lines can have its rewards. This regal buck was positioned in a slot contained within a main pool requiring a tip to bring the fly to the proper depth.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Balancing the proper head with your rod and casting style is critical for both casting and fishing enjoyment. Here, a short head is matched to the intimate water of a perfect tailout. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  

  [image: A short head on a switch rod provides the ultimate in versatility in covering small to mid-sized waters. Vince Tobia makes a cast to drop the fly along the ledge on the far bank.]


  

  

  

  SWITCH / ONE-HAND SPEY


  

  

  

  

  TROUT SPEY


  

  

  

  

  OVERHEAD LINES


  

  

  

  [image: Success with one-hand Spey streamer fishing. On this day, a micro-Skagit head allowed me to efficiently cover a wide range of water types on a tight, bushy stream. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  

  

  RUNNING LINES


  

  

  

  

  [image: A selection of running lines—from left to right: flat monofilament, coated running line, and braid. Each style of running line has its positive attributes and negatives as the choice is typically made based on personal preference.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Leaders and Tips


  

  [image: Matching the proper leader or tip to the fishing situation can have a significant impact on success. Zack Williams releasing a massive fresh Pacific Northwest steelhead. ZACK WILLIAMS PHOTO]


  

  MONOFILAMENT / FLUOROCARBON LEADERS


  

  

  

  SINKING LEADERS


  

  

  

  SINKING-TIP


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Carrying a variety of lengths and sink rates of sinking leaders and tips provides the ability to make changes throughout the day as water and conditions dictate. Loops at both ends of the tip facilitate a quick change that can be completed in a few minutes. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO]


  

  

  [image: Sinking leaders and sinking-tips looped on to the front of a head allow a fly to be fished in various levels of the water column. Nick Pionessa used a sinking leader and weighted fly to cover the rocky depths where this smallmouth was positioned.]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Level T-material is effective for placing the fly deep and generally matches best with Skagit heads. This style of tip also allows for versatility in the type of water that can be effectively covered with Spey techniques.]


  

  

  [image: There is little excuse for breaking of a fish when swinging a fly. Always be sure to use a tippet of sufficient strength. Here Keith Myott applies the appropriate pressure to quickly end the fight with a fall steelhead.]


  

  

  

  TIPPET


  

  [image: Dressing for the conditions is the key to enjoying the experience while staying engaged throughout the day. Joe Janiak intently fishes through a cold early winter day punctuated by a short snow squall.]
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