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  Stuff about something as complex as trout responding to insect hatches does not get learned in a vacuum. There are so many great fly fishers around today, so many more than when I first began chasing hatches.
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  My wife Robin and children Brooke and Brett have always been patient with my obsessions, particularly fishing and writing about it. Much love and thanks for your support and patience.
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Rivers with smooth currents and rich insect life, like the Henry’s Fork of the Snake in Idaho, are still the province of serious hatch matchers. But even on rivers like this, it’s as much your technique as your fly pattern that can make the difference.


  How Did We Get Here?
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  Trout have been eating small insects for hundreds of thousands of years in exactly the same manner. The way we try to catch them during hatches changes with fashions in fishing techniques.
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  How Did We Get Here?


  Fly fishing for trout, like most things in our lives, changes with time. But the basic motions stay the same, and a fly fisher from a hundred years ago would recognize what we’re doing, the parts of our outfit, and what we are trying to accomplish. Imagine an airplane pilot from the same period watching his modern counterpart at work and you can see how little ground we’ve actually covered. But after all, fly fishing is a sport, a pastime, a hobby, and despite the ways it has enriched lives and changed some people’s outlook on the world, it’s still a silly little game we play. Although our endgame has stayed pretty static, the intellectual part of fly fishing, what we think when we select a fly or choose a presentation tactic, has evolved.
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  Early fly fishers didn’t worry about hatches. They fished flies that were recommended for a river, and if the flies didn’t work, they didn’t blame it on selective trout.


  In the first half of the 20th century, you fished a particular fly because it was known to be effective by other anglers or the person behind the counter in the tackle shop. Hatches were not something you based your fishing time around, and if you saw a fish rising, you were as likely to swing a wet fly over it as throw a dry fly to it. The splash indicated the location of a fish—and one that was interested in biting—but you didn’t change the fly you were using, nor did you think much about what bug was making the fish rise. Even if you did pay attention to what insect was hatching, you had no way of communicating this information to another angler other than to give it a name, like Whirling Blue Dun. And the guy 100 yards downstream, if he even cared, might have called it a Queen of Waters because it looked like the Queen of Waters fly he was using, or maybe it didn’t even look like the fly he was using, but he caught fish on a Queen of Waters when he saw that bug hatching.
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  A century ago, if you saw rising fish, you merely swung your wet flies over the rise. And the trout more often than not would take the fly. There was no worrying about hatches or imitations.


  But then again perhaps no one cared. You caught fish when the fishing was good and you didn’t when the fishing was poor. You didn’t blame it on the fly pattern or your tackle. Even fly-fishing books were not any help. Imagine your frustration with the approach of Louis Rhead, who in 1916 wrote American Trout-Stream Insects and stated in his book, “I deem it wise to brush aside the science of entomology, which is of no actual service to our purpose.” He did most of his research on the Beaverkill River, so when you read that the Longtail Drake was good in April, and one of the best hatches in June was the Hairy Spinner, you were pretty much out of luck unless you were his neighbor.


  The first angler, or at least the first angling writer, to employ a more scientific approach was a refrigerator salesman from New York City named Preston Jennings. Along with some fishing buddies, he spent three years collecting specimens on trout streams from New Jersey to the Adirondacks and sent them to entomologist Dr. Herman T. Spieth of the College of the City of New York for identification. The insects that Spieth could not positively identify were sent around the country to four other entomologists. Imagine this in a day where everything had to be done by the US Postal Service. No digital photos, no e-mail, no websites for reference. It was truly a monumental project, and it illuminates Jennings’s methodical scientific approach.


  The result, published in 1935, was A Book of Trout Flies. Jennings took a wise approach in that he recommended patterns that were already accepted by Americans for specific hatches (the Hendrickson for Ephemerella subvaria and the Quill Gordon for Epeorus pleuralis) and identified the rest of what he felt were major hatches and their corresponding imitations, mixing some traditional dry flies like the Light Cahill with patterns of his own design, specifically the Gray Fox, American March Brown, and Gray Fox Variant. This was groundbreaking; finally an angler anywhere could know exactly what insect an angler from across the country was talking about—if both of them took the time to study a bit of entomology and if they could find a book that would help them key the species out. So it was a logical approach, except that no one bought it. Or few people did, anyway, as the first printing of Jennings’s book sold fewer than 1,000 copies. To get an idea of how far behind the British fly-fishing community we were, the same process had been completed in England, with the publication of Alfred Ronalds’s The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology, almost 100 years previously.


  One of Jennings’s insect-collector friends, an innkeeper in the Catskills named Art Flick, did much better with a slim little book called Art Flick’s Streamside Guide, published in 1947, almost 10 years after Jennings’s book. It sold a whopping 7,500 copies in its first two printings, but was then taken out of print. (Perhaps it had saturated the entire fly-fishing market. The new spinning rods had captured the hearts of American anglers. They were cheap, it was easier to catch fish using them, and you didn’t have to bother studying bugs.)


  But Flick’s simple little book suffered from an extreme regional bias. He seldom fished more than a few miles from his doorstep, and the insects he included in his book were the important species on Schoharie Creek and the West Kill, the two streams he fished. This may have been partly an assumption that all trout-stream insect populations were the same, but Flick may have been shrewder than it seemed. He was an innkeeper who relied on guiding his guests on fishing trips. He once admitted to me that he didn’t even bother to go over the mountain to the Beaverkill or Esopus because he didn’t want his clients to see him fishing there. He wanted them parked at his inn, the West Kill Tavern.


  A similar regional bias sheltered Vincent Marinaro’s brilliant 1950 book, A Modern Dry-Fly Code, in obscurity. In it, Marinaro introduced the idea of imitating specific terrestrial insects, such as beetles, grasshoppers, and crickets. He also introduced the idea of the Thorax Fly, a dry fly that stressed the importance of wings as the first visible cue to enter a trout’s window and placed large wings in the center of the hook shank instead of closer to the eye of the hook. It was perhaps one of the most interesting and literate fly-fishing books ever written, but Marinaro restricted his research to a few isolated spring-fed streams in south-central Pennsylvania, and the limited insect hatches and smooth, clear, vegetation-choked streams just did not translate well to most American trout waters.
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  Art Flick’s Streamside Guide tried to simplify fly selection, but it was researched and written on one small Catskill watershed. It did really codify the tying of classic Catskill dry flies, though.


  Alvin Grove Jr., another Pennsylvanian, made a much better attempt to identify important trout-stream insects. In his 1951 book The Lure and Lore of Trout Fishing, he proved himself to be not only one of the most eloquent and adept of the fly-fishing writers of that era, but also a keen student of aquatic entomology. He started in the right direction by telling his readers they didn’t need to know how to identify various insects to the species level, but then went on to produce 20 pages of tables of aquatic insects that included 20 mayflies, five stone flies, eight caddis flies, eight midges, and three neuropterans (fishflies, hellgrammites, and alderflies). There were no photos or drawings of any of these insects, merely text descriptions of each one, and even though I studied aquatic entomology in college, these 20 pages make my head spin as much as looking at an IRS form. Despite all of the excellent advice in other parts of his book, Grove must have sent many would-be fly fishers of his generation bolting to the garage to grab their spinning tackle.


  While Flick only covered nine mayfly species with a brief nod to caddis flies and stone flies, Marinaro didn’t attempt to identify more than a couple with scientific names, and Grove did only slightly better with 20 species. A young college student named Ernest Schwiebert made the first attempt at a wide-ranging guide to hatches in his 1955 book Matching the Hatch, which actually coined the term we still use today for picking the right fly during insect hatches. He covered 46 mayfly species in detail, and most amazingly, gave as much coverage to mayflies in the western United States as he did to eastern species. And unlike many books in the past and even 20 years later, he included imitations of both midge and caddis larvae, pupae, and adults, and even covered the concept of drowned mayfly spinners—an idea that was resurrected at the turn of the 21st century as new and innovative. The insects were accompanied by beautiful watercolors of all the mayfly species. They weren’t much help in identifying insects, but at least he tried to present a more visual guide. But his book, too, lingered in obscurity for many years.
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 If you were a serious student of hatches in the 1960s, you would have had the first three books on the left on your shelf. By the mid-1970s, your bookshelf might have contained a lot more titles if you followed the entomology craze. These were all wonderful books for picking exactly the right fly, but with rare exception, they didn’t give you any strategies for presenting a fly during hatches.


  In 1969, Crown Publishers reluctantly published a new edition of Art Flick’s Streamside Guide (retitled Art Flick’s New Streamside Guide to Naturals and Their Imitations) after Nick Lyons, one of its editors, literally begged them to bring it back in print. Lyons, who was obsessed with fly fishing, thought Flick’s book deserved a much wider audience, and that, although two decades out of print, it was still a valuable pocket guide. Flick added a new chapter on summer and autumn fishing with terrestrials and small flies (although he admitted he really didn’t like to fish with flies smaller than size 18) and expanded the chapter on nymphs. It sold more than 100,000 copies in short order, and when Lyons bought the rights from Crown after forming Nick Lyons Books it sold another 50,000. It is still in print today. This opened the floodgate to fly-fishing entomology books. Crown also reprinted Jennings’s A Book of Trout Flies and Marinaro’s A Modern Dry-Fly Code. A new kind of angler-entomologist came onto the scene, with exhaustive coverage of trout-stream insects. Doug Swisher and Carl Richards’s Selective Trout, also published by Lyons at Crown, sold hundreds of thousands of copies, and a few years later Al Caucci and Bob Nastasi self-published an even more extensive book called, simply, Hatches.
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 The works of Swisher and Richards and later Caucci and Nastasi popularized revolutionary dry flies tied without hackle. These flies gave a cleaner outline and, on most water types, a more realistic imitation of adult mayflies.


  Almost mandatory with these new angling-entomology books were new series of fly patterns. For Swisher and Richards the flagship fly was the No-Hackle dry, and for Caucci and Nastasi it was the Comparadun dry. Emphasis was placed on the wing and body of the fly, and instead of obscuring the wings with hackle, these new patterns took advantage of newer, light-wire dry-fly hooks and eliminated the hackle altogether, or just used hackle on bigger patterns. They also borrowed from Marinaro the idea that the wings should be placed closer to the middle of the hook shank, making a more realistic-looking fly that balanced better on the water. It’s often said they “stole” the idea from Marinaro without giving him credit, but Marinaro had used conventional hackle on his flies, so these newer patterns were truly revolutionary.


  One of the best books of the 1970s generation of hatch-making guides was one called Mayflies, the Angler, and the Trout. Its author, Fred Arbona Jr., included a bunch of new fly patterns unique to his book—as was typical in those days—but one of the distinguishing factors of his guide was that it went into a lot more detail on strategies for hatches. He understood that having the right fly was a start, but knowing how to properly fish each stage of a hatch was equally important. Although Hatches and Selective Trout are still in print, I could never understand why Arbona’s book was not put back in print after the 1980s. The information in it is still as fresh and helpful today as it was then, and luckily you can still find used copies at a reasonable price.


  One of the most important new concepts these mayfly guides brought to the light of day was an imitation of the “emerger” stage of a mayfly—one that had begun to transform from a nymph at the surface and had just sprouted wings, but had not yet risen onto its legs on the surface of the water with fully opened wings. Flick, Jennings, and Schwiebert recommended using either a nymph or wet fly as mayflies were emerging, and Marinaro, the dry-fly purist, didn’t even mention fishing subsurface flies. But not until Swisher and Richards introduced the concept of a specific fly to imitate the emerging mayfly did this concept take root in the lexicon of fly fishers.
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 As we spent more time observing trout feeding, savvy anglers realized the importance of a fly that was neither wet nor dry but stayed suspended in the surface film. This stage of the insect is most vulnerable, and trout often prefer it. This is Gary LaFontaine’s Emergent Caddis.


  The first books in this era of the angler-entomologist concentrated on mayflies. Hatches and Mayflies, the Angler, and the Trout didn’t mention any other orders of insects at all, and Selective Trout gave a passing nod to caddis flies, stone flies, midges, and terrestrial insects. But mayflies were still the featured insect, and many fly fishers whose rivers offered up more hatches of caddis flies were left in the dark. It’s not hard to understand why midges and stone flies were given a backseat, because although these insects are important trout food, they seldom stimulate exhibitions of gluttony in most trout streams. But to ignore caddis flies was an unfortunate omission for the trout angler who wanted to match the hatch, because on many rivers, caddis-fly hatches are every bit as dense as mayfly hatches and may bring large numbers of trout to the surface. Part of the problem might have been that caddis flies emerge in a different manner and don’t ride the water for long, but I suspect it was also because identifying caddis flies to species is a lot more difficult than mayfly identification.


  Ironically, while the approach to fishing mayfly hatches revolved around imitations and identification of species, the first book dealing with caddis-fly hatches focused primarily on the presentation of imitations. In Fishing the Dry Fly as a Living Insect, published in 1972, author Leonard Wright took observations of caddis flies and their movements on the water as the basis for his book and fishing methods, as opposed to developing scores of imitations of the insects. Wright argued that because adult caddis flies scurry rapidly across the surface of the water, imitating this behavior was the most important aspect of fishing caddis-fly hatches. It’s true he did develop special fly patterns for his method called “The Sudden Inch,” but his patterns were hardly innovative and many standard dry-fly patterns could be used with his approach.
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  An emerging caddis as seen from a trout’s view. Notice the shuck just behind the insect, which was recently cast off by the emerging caddis. The trailing shuck in LaFontaine’s Emergent Caddis, and many other flies, imitates the cast-off shuck.


  More than 10 years later, Gary LaFontaine finished his monumental book, Caddisflies, which included new fly patterns for imitating all stages of the caddis fly life cycle—larva, pupa, newly emerged adult, and egg-laying adult—and combined many new fly patterns with new and sometimes radical presentations. Where conventional wisdom held that caddis flies burst to the surface quickly and emerged into an adult in a split second, LaFontaine observed—through countless hours both above and below the water—that some caddis flies drifted quite motionless for long periods while emerging and many species struggled just below the surface film. At least half of his book dealt with methods of fishing caddis-fly hatches, which was monumental for fly fishers. Even in the 21st century, no other work has come close to his amazing volume.


  Books on stone flies, midges, and terrestrial insects followed. Now a fly fisher had no excuse for not catching fish, if he only had a fly box full of hundreds of different patterns. While none of these authors quite recommended a one-to-one correspondence between fly patterns and insect species, I think the average angler felt that it was impossible to be successful without five fly boxes in his vest at all times, plus a working knowledge of entomology and the ability to navigate a binomial key to mayflies by studying their wing venations with a strong magnifying glass.
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 A handsome brown trout taken on an emerging caddis imitation.


  What surprises me about most of these angling books is their almost complete lack of suggestions for strategy when fishing a hatch. It’s as if all you needed was to imitate the correct insect and you would be on your way to success. But from my own experience I know this is not true, and what I’ve seen in 50 years of trout fishing is that even at the height of a hatch, having the right fly is at most half the solution and usually even less than that. Did fly fishers from previous generations know this instinctively? I’m pretty sure they didn’t. Perhaps 100 years ago it didn’t matter what strategy you used to approach a hatch. Trout were more abundant, fishing pressure was much lighter, and maybe it didn’t matter if your fly was dragging, because if one trout didn’t eat the fly there was always another one close at hand that wasn’t as picky. But from my experience fishing wilderness streams with little or no fishing pressure, trout responding to hatches of insects do get picky and both presentation and fly pattern are important. So my only conclusion is that anglers of past generations had to learn their strategies by trial and error, bumbling through many mistakes until they finally learned how to deal with fishing hatches. We know that many of them just ignored hatches and waited until the fish settled down into more opportunistic feeding behavior.


  With the newfound knowledge of the importance of hatches, the caricature of the pipe-smoking academic angler—with a fishing vest bulging with fly boxes and gadgets, insect net and hand lens always handy, spouting Latin over the bar after a night of fishing—was born in the middle to late 20th century. And the cliché wasn’t far off. Fly fishing, while still a tiny niche of fishing itself, was becoming more popular, and the scientific approach, with its emphasis on minutiae, appealed to the trout fishermen of the 1970s and ’80s, especially since the advent of the graphite fly rod lent a more high-tech, scientific aura to fly fishing. Its complexity appealed to some, but also sent many scurrying back to their simple spinning rods, where all they had to learn was how to run an outboard motor and tie a Rapala onto a piece of monofilament.
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 On a complex piece of water like this, having an exact imitation of the insect the trout are feeding on is only a small part of the plan. Without the right strategy and approach, the best fly in the world won’t help.


  The emphasis on hatch matching is still emphasized on some rivers with complex hatches, such as the Henry’s Fork and Silver Creek in Idaho, Hot Creek in California, Penn’s Creek in Pennsylvania, and the Delaware and Beaverkill Rivers in the Catskills—as well as many others. Increasingly, though, you see mostly older, more traditional anglers on these rivers practicing the complex maneuvers of hatch matching. Trout fishing to many people has become more of a game of numbers or a quest for only large trout. The numbers players mainly concentrate on fishing nymphs, not worrying as much about matching the hatch as just fishing flies that are known to work, day in and day out, regardless of hatches. Various worm imitations, midge larvae like the Zebra Midge, and general mayfly imitations such as the Copper John will catch trout all day long in almost all water conditions if fished deep enough and drag-free. This type of fishing requires you to cover a lot of water in order to find fish that are willing to feed, thus fishing by drift boat, covering miles of water in a day, is the best approach.
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 There’s no need to study entomology to have a great time on a trout stream. It’s supposed to be fun, not an academic exercise.


  Seekers of the largest trout in a population have also discovered that very large streamer flies, much larger than patterns used back in the 1970s, can interest trout of a size that is almost unheard of on a dry fly. These large trout act more like pike or bass in that they are more ambush feeders than drift feeders. Where 30 years ago a large streamer was a size 4, about two inches long, these modern big-trout specialists fish articulated streamers that can exceed six inches. When they fish surface flies, they might choose a mouse imitation that most trout anglers would consider more of a fly for large-mouth bass. It’s true that modern graphite rods have made these huge flies easier to cast, but it’s also true that trout fishermen in the last century just never thought to fish a trout fly that big. For seekers of giant trout, float fishing is a good approach. In fact, it’s the best approach, because finding trout big enough to eat a six-inch streamer requires covering a lot of water, as in most rivers there will be 50 to 100 smaller fish for every 20-inch fish.


  I have a friend, Shawn Combs, who specializes in catching big trout, especially big brown trout, and he regularly pulls them from streams not known for producing trophies. He covers some rivers on foot, but if they are big enough, he’ll use a drift boat to cover as much water as possible. Shawn’s favorite fly is called the Down & Dirty, and he has a bunch of them crammed into a big yellow fly box about twice as long as my biggest dry-fly box. I once compared his trout box to my tarpon box, and nearly every streamer he had tied was longer and bulkier than my biggest tarpon fly.


  Covering the water with a nymph or pair of nymphs and pounding the banks with big streamers are challenging and exciting, but they do miss a couple of facets that intrigue people who like to fly fish for trout. One of them is the unlocking of puzzles, that very human quest to solve problems. True, nymph and streamer anglers will change flies, sometimes often, but the switching is more guesswork than problem solving. Unless they are very lucky and can sight fish to trout, they’re relying on guesswork more than the reaction of a sighted fish to a given fly pattern. And the presentation is relatively stylized, with the same approach repeated over and over until a fish is hooked. Trying to catch a visibly feeding trout during a hatch requires not only regular fly changes and watching the reaction of the fish, but also compels you to change positions, enhancing the experience by involving the elements of a stalk. It is difficult to pursue a trout by stalking it if you are moving past its position in a drift boat, and only by anchoring a boat or getting out of it and wading can this element be added to your fishing.


  You might say we have come full circle, because much of trout fishing today is centered on fishing a fly that you heard about from a friend or someone behind the counter of a fly shop. Flies are chosen much like they were 100 years ago, when you picked a fly based on something that occurred off the water, not on it. From the 1940s through the 1990s, it was more about what you saw on the water, and the decision was yours (that is, if you kept up with the latest trends in books and magazines, but of course knowledge traveled more slowly in those days, and the latest thing might have appeared in a book three or four years before you got around to hearing about it). Today we have an amalgam of all kinds of fishing—anything from using a Tenkara rod with the same fly throughout the season to soft-hackle specialists who prefer swinging flies, from big-fish streamer aficionados who strictly hunt big trout to people who fish nymphs all day long, no matter what the conditions, because they know they can rack up the numbers that way. But the hatch specialist is still with us, and while the same person might use a number of different fly-fishing tactics and philosophies in a single day, most of us have our preferences. If you’re like me and you love fiddling with flies and stalking fish on foot, this book is for you. And that doesn’t mean you don’t like easy fish or racking up the numbers some days. I would not want that to happen all the time, but the occasional day when fish are stupid during a hatch and you can pluck them at will is not something I’d pass on.


  Sometimes I feel so dated because I prefer to wade over floating a long stretch of river, and I would rather fiddle for hours over a few 16-inch fish than catch a half-dozen 20-inchers on streamers. But it’s all about the way you want to play the game. A major appeal of drift-boat fishing is that you can fish nymphs while covering four miles of river, then pound the banks for big fish with streamers, and then pull over to the bank, get out, and stalk a pod of trout feeding on a hatch for a few hours. I’ve done this before, where sometimes the hatch doesn’t come off until just before dark and the boat is still miles from the take-out. Rowing out in the dark is not so bad on placid rivers, but it’s pretty hairy if you have to negotiate rapids on a new moon.
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 If you’re only after large trout, covering as much water as possible with a big streamer is your best strategy.
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  Caddis flies occupy all places on the stream bottom, but are abundant in rocky, riffled water such as this.

  
  Entomology and the Practical Fly Fisher
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Before you even think about choosing a fly, you must discover what is on the water, not in the air. Get low or put a little seine in the water to find out what’s available to the fish.
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  Entomology and the Practical Fly Fisher


  It’s ironic that many novice fly fishers are most scared of knots and entomology. Most won’t admit a fear of knots, until you tell a fly fisherman of a year’s experience that he should probably use an improved blood knot to attach a piece of 5X tippet to a piece of 3X, or that maybe attaching his nymph with a nonslip mono loop instead of a clinch knot would give the fly more action. Then you see The Look, the same one that involuntarily betrays your emotion when the dentist tells you he has to fill a cavity on your next visit. Heck, learning a new knot even scares the old-timers. Take it from me. I get The Look, too, when a guide tells me I need a Huffnagle knot for tarpon.


  And entomology? Even though knowledge of entomology is not thought to be as important today in the general population of fly fishers as it was in the 1980s, there still exists a perception that to enjoy trout fishing you have to crack some books you may not have seen since high school. It sounds like work; it sounds like drudgery; and, to someone who just wants to feel the water rushing around her legs on a sparkling morning in June, out of sight and sound of civilization, the thought of learning names of insects described in a dead language has all the appeal of squirming through a two-hour High Mass in that same language.


  The irony is that knots are pretty easy and you only need a few, and you can really take or leave entomology in order to have fun on a trout stream. The area most novice fly fishers—in fact, most fly fishers in general—are deficient in is casting prowess and line control. Fly-fishing schools do a good job of teaching anglers the basics of the overhead cast and roll cast. When most people leave the class and get out in the real world of trying to catch fish, they feel pretty good about their casting because they can put the fly 40 feet away with reasonable consistency. But that’s a lot like learning to drive in a Florida parking lot and then being thrown into a Minnesota snowstorm on a winding road. Casting and line control, and the nuances of knowing exactly how to place a reach cast to get a drag-free float at the exact position you need it, are things I can help you with a bit in this book, but casting is a lifelong learning experience. The more you do it, whether on the water fishing or practicing at a neighborhood park, the better you’ll be.


  Enough with the sermon, back to the bugs. How much entomology do you need to learn to be successful at fishing hatches? If you don’t care about fishing hatches and just want to throw streamers or drift nymphs, you need to know absolutely nothing. You don’t need to be able to tell a mosquito from a dragonfly. But if you like the challenge of stalking fish and trying to fool them with a carefully selected imitation, you do need a little. But maybe less than you think. The whole tenet of this book is a philosophy I feel very strongly about—that catching fish during a hatch only requires a reasonable or rough imitation of what the fish are eating, and that about three-quarters of your success will hinge on tactics you pursue other than tying on the right fly. It’s not just how you present the fly, either. Presentation is key, probably more important than fly selection, but the ability to read water, the secrets of knowing when and where trout will respond to hatches, a basic understanding of stream hydraulics, and, most of all, some insight into how a trout lives and feeds throughout the day will all be far more important than whether you tie on a Light Cahill, Yellow Humpy, or Pale Morning Dun Thorax Fly during a hatch.


  You hear about “imitationists” versus “presentationists,” the former only concerned with picking the right fly, while the latter always fishes the same fly no matter what the situation and is only concerned with how the fly is presented. It’s as if they were different species. But in reality most people are a combination of both. Some lean more toward the imitationist school, with a dozen fly boxes at the ready, pawing through hundreds of patterns to pick the right fly, but still striving for a drag-free float over a rising fish. Others lean toward the presentationist school, fishing a Parachute Adams over every rising fish, but spending a lot more time getting into position without spooking the fish, fiddling with their leader until it is just right, moving until they are in the perfect position to present the fly, and then making a precise cast. While the imitationist might change flies repeatedly until he gets a rise or spooks the fish, the presentationist might take 50 casts over the same fish, adjusting positions or trying a different type of cast, but never tying on an Elk Hair Caddis to replace that Parachute Adams. If rising fish are abundant, a presentationist will change fish instead of changing flies, while an imitationist will enjoy the challenge and continue to cast over the same fish with dozens of fly changes before giving up.
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 If you were a strict presentationist, you’d have a fly box full of the venerable Parachute Adams, a fly that seems to catch rising trout no matter what insect they’re feeding on.


  Slanting toward one philosophy or the other depends a lot on how you want to play the game and your personality, but both approaches have their drawbacks as well as their appeals. Knowing when to lean toward one or another is what makes a truly canny fly fisher, the one who always seems to catch more fish or at least always returns to the cabin after dark with a Mona Lisa smile instead of tossing down a beer to drown his sorrows. The biggest drawback to being an imitationist is that by staying in one place but switching flies, you might be getting a tiny amount of drag that you don’t perceive from 50 feet away, or you might be casting enough to one side of the trout that the fish is not inclined to notice your fly. The drawback of being a presentationist is that you just plain might have the wrong fly, and trout can be carefree about what fly pattern they eat at one time and a lot more picky just an hour later or 100 yards away in a different piece of water.
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 Paul Weamer on his beloved Penn’s Creek—fishing instead of looking for bugs.


  The obsession with entomology, and the desire to identify aquatic insects down to the species level, still exists with some people. Noted angler-entomologist Paul Weamer was showing me around Penn’s Creek one day, and was in the process of telling me where trout usually rise in a particular pool he favored when a big mayfly floated by and he plucked it from the water. He immediately got more excited than when he spots a 20-inch brown trout rising, because he suspected the mayfly in his palm was a species he had never identified on Penn’s Creek before—in fact, it was a species he had never seen outside of an entomology book. He said it was Litobrancha recurvata. He had seen it written up in a fly-fishing book from the 1950s as a “Dark Green Drake” where it was reported on Penn’s Creek. At the time Paul lived on Penn’s Creek and had never seen this mayfly, and chances are he never would again. Needless to say, he’d never see a heavy hatch of them with trout responding. Yet he immediately waded to shore, where he spent an hour observing and photographing the insect. Meanwhile, I kept looking for those fish feeding against the far bank.


  Now Paul is a great angler and plays the whole game as well as anyone. But he loves to identify insects, especially mayfly species. He had never even knowingly seen a trout eat that particular mayfly, yet he said it was one of the most exciting things that had happened to him that season. You see, the entomology part of fly fishing can become an obsession within an obsession for some people, and it adds allure to discovering new pieces of nature while spending time in delightful places. On the other hand, I studied biology in college, and even took several aquatic entomology courses. Because I grew up during the peak of the fly-fishing entomology craze, I could identify the aquatic insects better than my professor. (There were a lot of other aspects of aquatic entomology I learned in class, but identifying aquatic insects by eye was not one of them.) But I don’t use my skills in keying out insects in my fishing today and haven’t looked up an insect in Aquatic Insects of California (at that time the best scientific reference on the subject) in more than 30 years.
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 Insects are a lot easier to study than trout. You can take this Isonychia spinner home and examine every feature of it. Although, if you see these on the water you can just pick a fly from your box that looks close enough, and if you present it properly you can live in happy ignorance of its scientific name.
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 On the other hand, if you studied entomology, you would know that Isonychia mayflies hatch by crawling out onto rocks on the shore, and that trout are more likely to eat these insects on a windy day, when breezes knock them back into the water. Finding Iso shucks on rocks along the bank would clue you in to this even if you didn’t see any flies in the air. Other books can help you with the entomology part—this book tells you how to fish them.


  Trying to identify a mayfly to species makes figuring out fall warblers seem like sticking round, rectangular, and triangular blocks of wood into the appropriate holes on a board. It can also be hopeless. There is no guarantee the insect you hold in your hand has ever been identified by an entomologist. There are about 900,000 species of known insects in the world, but entomologists estimate that the total number of unique species in existence today exceeds 10 million. So if you’re not about to try identifying bugs at streamside to species, just how much do you need to know? What’s the bare minimum you need to fish hatches successfully, and what advantages do you get if you delve a little deeper into entomology?


  I’m not going to teach you how to identify insects in this book. There are many excellent fly-fishing entomology guides available today, and I’ve listed the ones I feel are most helpful in the bibliography. This book can stand by itself if you don’t want to bother telling one mayfly from another, but if you decide to delve into this aspect of fly fishing for trout, I’ll give you guidelines on how much you’ll want to learn depending on your inclinations. Who knows? You might find that aquatic entomology is, to you, as exciting as catching trout, just like Paul Weamer. Insects are sure easier to catch and observe, and you can even take some home and observe them in an aquarium. People think you are strange for spending so much time catching little fish only to throw them back; you might as well go all the way and impress them with your total insanity.


  Orders of Insects


  Orders are broad groups of insects that have similar physical characteristics, life histories, and behaviors in and out of the water. I think it’s key that you at least be able to tell the different orders apart. If you look at the taxonomy of any animal, here is how it breaks down: kingdom/phylum/class/order/family/genus/species. All insects are in the class Insecta. Most of the invertebrates trout eat are in the class Insecta, although they do also eat a number of freshwater crustaceans (class Crustacea), such as sow bugs, scuds, crayfish, and mysis shrimp. But crustaceans remain aquatic for their entire lives, so although they do “hatch,” it is only when they emerge from eggs and then when they shed their exoskeleton while growing.
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If you can tell the difference between a grasshopper and a cricket, it won’t be hard to identify aquatic insects at least to the order level.


  You’re familiar with orders of insects. Butter-flies and moths are in an order. Ants, wasps, and bees are in another order. Grasshoppers, crickets, and katydids are in a third. Most adults can tell these apart, and they know that butterflies and moths don’t bite and are necessary for pollination; ants and bees and wasps can sting; and grasshoppers are a pest if you’re a farmer, benign if you’re just taking a walk in a field, and an object of desire if you’re a five-year-old. If you’re going to spend any time on a trout stream, you need to develop the same familiarity with aquatic insects. In order to keep this nonthreatening, and to stress that this is a book about trout-fishing strategies, not fishing entomology, I’m not even going to give you the scientific names of these orders. Look them up if it makes you happy.


  ■ MAYFLIES


  Mayflies are some of the most common aquatic insects in the world. You can find them from just below the Arctic Circle to Tierra del Fuego, and even in rivers that historically never had trout, in places such as Argentina or New Zealand. It’s curious that when you fish for rising trout in the mountains of Kenya or the coastal rivers of Patagonia, the trout are an invasive species, yet their prey, the mayflies, are indigenous organisms. No matter where you find mayflies, they are about the same. Colors are similar, sizes are equivalent, and behaviors are the same on English chalk streams as they are in mountain streams in British Columbia. The few times I have been lucky enough to travel to exotic trout streams in other countries, I have never found a mayfly hatch that I could not imitate with my basic North American fly selection.


  Mayflies have a strange life cycle. They hatch from eggs, live as larvae or naiads (we call them nymphs) for about a year, and then hatch into a winged stage called a subimago (we call it a dun). We call the duns adults, but to an entomologist they are actually subadults because they can’t reproduce in that stage. The duns undergo one more molt a few hours after they hatch, and then they return to the water to mate, lay eggs, and die. Entomologists call these imagos and we call them spinners. It’s said that mayflies only live a day as a true adult, but that’s not always true. If weather conditions are not conducive to mating flights, the spinners may wait in streamside foliage for several days before returning to the water.


  Mayflies are known as indicator species that signify cold, clean water, but some species are quite hardy. There are a few species of mayflies that thrive in Lake Erie and other relatively polluted, warm-water lakes, and there are other species found in rivers that are too warm for trout. But for the most part, their habitat overlaps that of healthy trout habitat.


  Trout feed on mayflies in all life stages, wherever both are found together, because the behavior of mayflies makes them easy prey for trout. When hatching, they drift for a long way in the current; when they reach the surface film, they often struggle for a long time getting out of their nymph exoskeleton; after hatching, the duns ride the water for at least a few seconds; and when the spinners return to lay their eggs, they do it on the surface and are helpless once they have finished mating. The hardest stage of a mayfly’s life for a trout to prey upon is the nymph stage. Some mayfly nymphs burrow in sand or mud, many of them stay hidden on the underside of rocks, and those that don’t hide are quick swimmers.
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 Mayfly nymphs are identified by gills along the abdomen. In most rivers, they are the most important aquatic insect.


 [image: chpt_fig_023]


 Mayfly nymphs are always present on the stream bottom. But here’s the rub—they are well camouflaged and spend almost all of their time hidden under rocks, in weed beds, or buried in silt on the bottom of the river. They are far more available to trout when they leave these havens and rise to the surface during a hatch.
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A mayfly dun. The translucent wings and robust body identify it as a freshly hatched insect.
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Mayfly spinners have almost clear wings, long tails, and skinny bodies. They fall helpless into the water and trout relish them.
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When a mayfly dun molts into a spinner, it leaves a delicate shuck behind. You sometimes find these on windows, indicating a mayfly spinner fall may be forthcoming.
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 This brown trout was fooled by a small mayfly dun imitation.


  ■ CADDIS FLIES


  Caddis flies are one of the most diverse groups of aquatic insects, second only to midges in abundance. Unlike mayflies, they are found in all aquatic environments, from the polar regions to the tropics. Some caddis flies are even found in rice paddies, where they are considered a pest, so the presence of caddis flies does not necessarily indicate a healthy environment for trout. But where trout and caddis flies are found together, caddis flies are always an important source of food, and in some rivers they are even more important than mayflies.


  These insects have a life history called complete metamorphosis, which is an insect that has an egg, larva, pupa, and adult stage. The larvae have very diverse adaptations to living on the bottom of streams. Some build cases of stones and some build them of sticks and leaves, but many species of caddis flies do not build protective cases and instead spin webs of silk to strain tiny particles of food from the current. For this reason, some caddis flies are extremely abundant in tailwaters, because the plankton-rich water flowing out of the base of the dam contains a dense soup of plants and tiny invertebrates that the caddis flies can strain from the water.


  Although some caddis flies glue their cases to the underside of rocks and thus are not common trout foods, many attach their cases to the top side of rocks with silken threads. These cases get dislodged at times, and trout recognize them as food. Other case makers walk along the bottom in slower pools, but these can also get swept away and eaten by trout. When opening up a trout kept for dinner or when pumping its stomach with a siphon, you will often find bits of twigs and stones. Some of these are just mistakes trout make (if they never made a mistake, they would never eat our flies), but many times the bits of inedible debris in trout stomachs are the remains of cased caddis larvae.
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 Common caddis larvae. Some are free-living, but most build cases of sticks and stones. Like mayfly larvae, they are abundant on the bottom of a river but not always accessible to trout.
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The caddis pupa is an extremely vulnerable stage of the insect, especially when it drifts in the current or tries to break through the surface film. Most of them are about the same shape and drab color, so a wide variety of imitations is not necessary.
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 A just-hatched caddis adult on the surface. One of the wings is still unfolding, but it will fly away quickly.


  There are also some predatory caddis larvae that do not build either cases or nets, but prowl the interstices between rocks and pebbles on the bottom to search for smaller invertebrates. These species are often bright green in color, and, because of their behavior, they get washed away by the current frequently and are prime targets for trout feeding under the surface.


  The caddis pupa stage is the life stage most eaten by trout because it is the one time a caddis fly is in the water column on purpose. The pupae form on the bottom, inside a case or in a silken web. Pupae may exist for more than two months, transforming their bodies but hidden in a silken cocoon, much like a moth or butterfly (to which they are distantly related). The pupa cuts its way out of its protection and then rises to the surface. This is where it gets confusing to many anglers, and there is a lot of speculation and just plain bad information about how they rise to the surface.
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  Caddis hatches can be heavy, as in the case of the famous Mother’s Day Caddis in the Rockies, which gets all over everything.


  Some anglers believe that when caddis pupae emerge they develop big gas bubbles under their skin, rocket to the surface like a balloon released at the bottom of a pool, pop through the surface film, and fly away instantly. It’s a lot more complicated than that. Once the caddis pupa emerges, it drifts close to the bottom for a while, stretching its new legs. Then the pupa sculls to the surface with a pair of broad, oar-like legs, but it’s not a quick or continuous voyage. It swims a bit, rests and drifts, swims a bit more, and then finally reaches the surface film. At this point, the caddis pupa has to push against the hard skin of the water’s meniscus while struggling to molt one last time before becoming an adult. This is not an instantaneous project, either. Finally, the winged adult breaks free and either flies away quickly or skitters across the surface. Either way, most adults are seldom motionless, which is why we think they emerge so quickly. And not all of them take flight immediately or even skate across the surface. Whether it is due to cold water temperatures or the behavior of a particular species, I have seen adult caddis flies that ride the water as sedately as a mayfly and sometimes for very long distances (at least as long I can watch a single insect drift through a pool). I am not about to try to determine if it’s a particular species that does this, because even if I caught a sample, there are 12,000 identified species of caddis flies in the world, with an estimate by entomologists of 50,000 existing species.


  Unlike mayflies, caddis flies can live for up to a month after they hatch. Although they don’t feed, they live on stored fat and sip liquids from stream-side brush. When caddis flies do return to the water to mate and lay eggs, they can create feeding frenzies by trout that rival any mayfly hatch, but whether or not caddis flies will return to the water’s surface on any given evening is a crapshoot. Often, you’ll see dense clouds of caddis flies flying upstream for days, yet you see few of them on the water. Caddis flies spend a lot of time migrating prior to the act of egg laying, and the dense flights of caddis flies you see rushing upstream may be landing on the water somewhere—or they may not. If you see a dense cloud of mayfly spinners in the air, you can count on the flies hitting the water somewhere on the river system before the end of the day, but just seeing a swarm of caddis flies does not always indicate good fishing. Take it from me—I’ve had too many nights where I expected the river to come alive just at dark based on the number of insects in the air, only to leave it devoid of the rings of rising fish and the satisfying thunk of fish rising after dark.


  ■ TRUE FLIES


  In the fly-fishing vernacular, we use the word “flies” casually to refer to aquatic insects on the water, just as we use “bugs” in the same way. When hanging around a group of cars parked near an access to a popular trout stream, you might hear one voice in the darkness, as she sits on her bumper removing her waders, say, “Man, there were a ton of flies in that riffle I was fishing.” And a voice from a nearby car, half muffled as he searches the depths of his trunk for his shoes, might mutter, “I saw hardly any bugs in the slow water and spotted just a few fish rising.” Chances are neither of these people are talking about true bugs (beetle-like insects with sucking mouthparts rather than the chewing mouthparts you see on beetles, and not terribly important as trout food) or true flies (insects with only one pair of wings that include our friends the mosquitoes, black flies, no-see-ums, and deer flies). They are probably discussing the abundance of our most important orders of trout-stream insects, mayflies or caddis flies. But unlike true bugs, true flies are of local and seasonal importance on some trout streams, enough that you should be able to identify two groups of them—midges and crane flies.
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 Time on the water is far more important than learning a dozen knots or studying entomology.


  MIDGES: Midges live in nearly all kinds of water, from stagnant ponds to rushing streams. Unlike mayflies and caddis flies, they aren’t particular about water quality; in fact, a relative abundance of midges over other aquatic invertebrates rings a shrill alarm bell in the mind of an aquatic ecologist because it’s a sign of severely degraded water quality. Midges are able to colonize the low-oxygen niche of polluted waters quite well, which is why they thrive there. But you will also find midges in very healthy trout streams, just not in the dense populations you’ll find in waters where something is not quite right. In fact, after mayflies and caddis flies, midges are probably the next most important group of aquatic insects in trout diets according to stomach analyses done on trout of all sizes.
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  ■ STONE FLIES
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  ■ DAMSELFLIES AND DRAGONFLIES
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  ■ DOBSONFLIES, FISHFLIES, AND ALDERFLIES


  

  

  ■ BEETLES AND BUGS


  

  ■ TERRESTRIAL INSECTS
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  General Rules for Entomology
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  The books in the list below are my recommendations if you’d like to study aspects of hatches not covered in this book, especially specific imitations for various hatches. Like field guides, most hatch guides are strong in some aspects and not as useful in others. If you are really serious about getting into more detail on specific insects, I suggest you own at least two hatch guides for every region you fish.


  AMES JR., THOMAS. Caddisflies: A Guide to Eastern Species for Anglers and Other Naturalists. Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2008. This detailed guide to eastern caddis-fly hatches has excellent photography and a great number and variety of fly patterns. Caddis hatches are similar across geographic boundaries, and I suspect this book would be equally helpful in the Rockies.


  ARBONA JR., FRED. Mayflies, the Angler, and the Trout. New York: Lyons and Burford, 1989. An old favorite of mine, this book is out of print but still available. What distinguishes this book from others is that the author offers more tactics and strategies than most other hatch guides.


  CAUCCI, AL, AND BOB NASTASI. Hatches II: A Complete Guide to the Hatches of North American Trout Streams. New York: Lyons Press, 2004. This book covers all areas of the country, but the authors are from the East so those hatches are covered in more extensive detail. It is strictly a book on mayflies.


  GORDON, NANCY, THOMAS MCMAHON, BRIAN FINLAYSON, CHRISTOPHER GIPPEL, AND RORY NATHAN. Stream Hydrology: An Introduction for Ecologists. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2004. I think a fly fisher can benefit as much from a study of hydrology as a study of insects. Often hydrology is more important in your approach and presentation than picking the right fly because it determines how trout will behave. It’s not an easy or intuitive discipline, but it’s worth the effort.


  HAFELE, RICK, AND DAVE HUGHES. The Complete Book of Western Hatches: An Angler’s Entomology and Fly Pattern Field Guide. Portland, OR: Frank Amato Publications, 1981. This is the Big Daddy of books on fly hatches west of the Mississippi. It covers all the important orders of aquatic insects, not just mayflies.


  HUGHES, DAVE. Pocketguide to Western Hatches. Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole/Headwater Books, 2011. This compact, pocket-sized guide to the major hatches west of the Mississippi is by the acknowledged master of western hatches.


  LAFONTAINE, GARY. Caddisflies. Guilford, CT: Lyons Press, 1989. It’s doubtful that any angler has ever studied caddis flies in such detail as the late Gary LaFontaine. He was an iconoclast, and some of his theories on fishing caddis hatches are still debated today. However, many of the tactics he taught are now considered standard.


  MECK, CHARLES. Matching Hatches Made Easy: 10 Steps to Catch More Fish. Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2012. This author has written a number of detailed regional books on matching the hatch, but this one is a more general guide on choosing the right fly.


  MOSOVSKY, JOHN. “Understanding Bioacoustics to Catch More Fish,” The Lehigh River Report, Issue 60. Trexlertown, PA: Lehigh River Stocking Association, March 2015. This insightful paper is about how much (or actually how little) trout can hear.


  RAMSAY, HENRY. Matching Major Eastern Hatches: New Patterns for Selective Trout. Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2010. This book includes detailed tying instructions for imitations of the most important eastern fly hatches. It covers nymphs, emergers, spinners, caddis flies, and terrestrials. It is a serious book for the geeky fly tier (like me).


  ROSENBAUER, TOM. The Orvis Guide to Prospecting for Trout: How to Catch Fish When There’s No Hatch to Match. Guilford, CT: Lyons Press, 2008. This book is about what to do when there is no hatch.


  ROSENBAUER, TOM. The Orvis Guide to Reading Trout Streams. Guilford, CT: Lyons Press, 1999. If you want to learn more about reading water, this one has nothing about hatches or tactics. It’s all about where trout live and why.


  SCHNELL, JUDITH, AND JUDITH STOLZ, EDS. Trout (Wildlife Series). Harrisburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 1991. If you want to learn much more about trout, this book, by various experts in their fields, covers anatomy, reproduction, behavior, feeding, and much more.


  SWISHER, DOUG, AND CARL RICHARDS. Selective Trout. New York: Lyons Press, 2001. This landmark book started the modern entomology craze. It covers all areas of the country, but is the best one for midwestern hatches since the authors are from Michigan. It covers midges, caddis flies, and stone flies, but the main focus is on mayflies.


  WEAMER, PAUL. The Bug Book: A Fly Fisher’s Guide to Trout Stream Insects. Boiling Springs, PA: Headwater Books, 2016. This great no-nonsense guide to matching the major hatches of North America has excellent photographs and hatch charts.


  WILLERS, BILL. Trout Biology: A Natural History of Trout and Salmon. New York: Lyons Press, 1991. This book, written by a biologist, covers all aspects of trout biology and is one I always have close in my reference library. My advice would be to study this book before you study any insects.


  WYATT, BOB. What Trout Want: The Educated Trout and Other Myths. Harrisburg, PA: Stackpole/Headwater Books, 2013. This anti-hatch-matching treatise goes a bit too deep into the presentation-only theory, but contains a wealth of solid advice for improving your presentation.
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