

1 [image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]

RISING FISH

Trout rise when there is food on or just under the surface of the water. When you see fish rising, most often they are feeding on the adult or emergent stage of mayflies (including the dying spinners), caddis, midges, or the adult stage of stoneflies, which hatch on land and do not have an emergent stage. Fish also feed on the surface when land-based insects, collectively referred to as terrestrials, such as grasshoppers inadvertently end up on the water, but the majority of our dry-fly fishing is when aquatic insects are hatching.
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I believe the most effective technique when fishing to rising fish during a mayfly, midge, or caddis hatch is to fish a combo with a highly visible dry fly imitating the adult and a drowned dropper imitating the emergent stage. Most rising trout feed on both stages during a hatch but some fish prefer the adult and others prefer the emergent stage, and fishing a combo will satisfy all of the risers. Also in general most trout feel more comfortable eating food subsurface than on the surface, and you will increase your chances of a take if you offer them a choice.

When fishing during a hatch, I use a 9- foot 3- weight fast-action rod, a matching WF 3- weight line, a 9- foot monofilament 5X leader, and approximately 20 inches of fluoro carbon tippet to the dry fly and then 6 to 9 inches off the bend of the dry fly to the emerger or pupa dropper. I most often use 6X to both flies. It is easy to break off a fish when setting the hook when using 6X if you are too aggressive, but if your set is smooth and gentle it is not a problem. Since you know when your flies are approaching a rising fish you are targeting, you are prepared when a fish takes one of the flies, which makes it easier to gently set the hook.

Depending on conditions and what flies I am fishing, I sometimes use 5X, such as when fishing a caddis hatch in low-light conditions, which reduces the visibility of the tippet. During a caddis hatch, swinging the adult-pupa combo into a riseform is often used, and a stronger tippet reduces break-offs if a big fish takes the pupa.

Fluorocarbon does sink, but 5X and 6X fluorocarbon does not readily penetrate the surface film and will not sink your dry fly. (Regular monofilament should be used when dry-fly fishing using 4X and heavier tippets.) Fluorocarbon has several advantages over regular monofilament, including being less visible in the water. When trout are feeding on top they are focused and wary, and the less visible your tippet is, the better chance you have of a fish taking one of your flies.

Fluorocarbon is also more abrasion resistant, which is a significant advantage when using light tippets. Tippets can get nicked from structure in the water or from ripping your fly out of a tree or bush, or from a fish’s teeth while fighting it. Nicks and abrasions may not be a significant problem with heavier tippet, but even a slight nick on light tippet can result in an unexpected break-off when setting the hook or while fighting the fish. If you see a large fish rising, I recommend you do a quick check of your tippet to make sure it is in good shape before casting to the fish. Very large fish can be hooked and landed on 6X if the tippet is in good shape. Also modern 5X and 6X fluorocarbon is generally stronger than regular monofilament of the same diameter and is also stronger than the early fluoro-carbon tippet.
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CASTING ACCURACY

In real estate, the three most important things are location, location, and location. Of equal importance when dry-fly fishing during a hatch are accurate casting, accurate casting, and accurate casting. When nymph fishing you can lob an indicator or a Euro setup into a run, let the nymphs drift while watching your indicator or sighter, and recast and do well. It takes some practice, but the casting is not difficult and accuracy is not at a premium. Not to demean nymph fishing—I love to nymph fish—but the casting element for nymphing is not difficult. Streamer fishing requires greater casting expertise, but precise accuracy is usually not critical.

When fishing to rising fish, there is endless conversation regarding patterns, tippet, and where and when to hit a hatch, but being able to accurately and properly present the fly to a rising fish trumps everything. I am not diminishing the importance of pattern, tippet, and hatch knowledge, but making the point that accurate casting and presentation are at the top of the list of variables necessary to having consistent success when fishing to rising fish.

You must develop a casting stroke that works for you and then practice that stroke using targets or fish a lot to instill muscle memory so your stroke becomes automatic without thinking during the cast, which can result in inconsistent presentations. If your casting becomes automatic, you will be able to consistently make clean, crisp, and accurate casts. A good rule to follow when fishing to rising fish is to get as close as you think you can without spooking them. Usually the shorter the cast, the better the chance of making a quality presentation with accuracy.
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In addition to discussing the techniques I use during a hatch, I think knowing some basic entomology of the four major groups of aquatic insects not only is interesting but can also give insight on how to more effectively fish during a hatch.


[image: I use a Vis-A-Dun to imitate all adult mayflies, such as the Baetis above. The fly floats extremely well and is easy to see from a distance. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]
I use a Vis-A-Dun to imitate all adult mayflies, such as the Baetis above. The fly floats extremely well and is easy to see from a distance. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO




Mayflies

Mayflies are unique in the insect world in that they have two adult stages. The first stage is the newly hatched adult, called a dun, and then the dun undergoes a transformation into the reproductive stage, which is called a spinner. Adult mayflies are unable to eat or drink so their lives are short, only lasting hours or a day or two. Shortly after transforming into the spinner stage mating takes place, followed by egg laying, and then both the males and females die.

Usually the eggs are dropped or tapped onto the water’s surface, but some species crawl under the surface and release the eggs into the water or deposit them onto various structure. Most of the eggs eventually end up on the bottom. The eggs undergo a maturation process and hatch into nymphs, which spend their lives on the stream bottom feeding and growing.

The nymphs are covered by a tough outer layer called an exoskeleton, and as the nymph grows the too-small exoskeleton is shed and replaced by a larger one. As the nymph keeps growing this process is repeated a number of times until it is fully grown. When the nymph reaches maturity the final molt takes place, the nymph stops feeding, and an incredible transformation occurs. Inside the final exoskeleton, the nymph begins to radically transform its body into the adult mayfly. Exactly how this happens is not totally understood by science, but a greatly simplified explanation is the nymph releases enzymes that dissolve most of its tissue except for cells that have always been in the nymph’s body but have been dormant, and these cells miraculously start growing into an adult mayfly. It is unknown exactly what triggers the cells to become active, but they start multiplying and continue to do so until the adult is fully formed and is ready to hatch.
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While still encased in the nymphal exoskeleton, the adult swims to the surface. During its ascent it still looks like the nymph but is actually an adult mayfly covered in the final nymphal exoskeleton. On or near the surface as the adult mayfly gets ready to emerge, it wriggles around and this movement causes the exoskeleton, or shuck, to begin to split open. It can take some time for the struggling adult to fully free itself from the shuck, and as the current carries it downstream the adult is often partially in and partially out of the shuck. This stage where the mayfly has not completely shed the shuck is referred to as an emerger by fly fishers.

Once free of the shuck, the adult mayfly ends up on the surface and floats downriver until its wings are dry, and it flies away to start the cycle over again. Both the helpless emergent stage and the adult floating downriver as its wings are drying are easy pickings for trout and account for many of our opportunities to fish to rising fish.




FISHING A MAYFLY HATCH

Mayfly hatches are the most storied and arguably the most enjoyable hatch to fish. Countless words have been written about mayfly hatches, and their importance and significance to trout and fly fishers is well deserved. Unfortunately the perception by some is that fishing a mayfly hatch is diffi-cult, and they are unnecessarily intimidated by the challenge. Nuances such as tricky currents, wind, and other variables can create problems, but most of the time if you are a proficient caster and make a good presentation, fishing a mayfly hatch is not that difficult.

What I have found to be the most difficult element of fishing a mayfly hatch is being on the water when mayflies are hatching, because there are so many variables that factor into when or if a hatch occurs. Some hatches are dependable, such as Tricos or those on some spring creeks or tailwaters, but in most rivers you make an educated guess based on time of year and the species and hope you get lucky.
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Techniques for fishing mayfly hatches often only reference the adults, but during a mayfly hatch most trout feed on both the emergent and adult stages, and both stages are important to both the fish and the fly fisher. Using an adult pattern with an emerger dropper is the most effective technique when fishing a mayfly hatch.
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I have been fishing mayfly hatches for many years, and during that time how I fish a hatch has evolved. For years all I used was a single dun pattern, and I would guess that most dry-fly fishers still fish a single dun pattern. This is obviously an effective and enjoyable technique. For me, fly fishing is an evolving process and I am always open to change. After fishing a single dun pattern for years, I started fishing two dun patterns, with the second dun one size smaller and tied on a tippet off the hook bend of the first dun. That approach works, but it gives the trout only the one option of eating a dun, and some trout may prefer eating emergers. Also if the current isn’t uniform one of the dry flies can drag, and that causes the other fly to drag. If a dry fly is dragging unnaturally there is almost no chance a fish will take it.

I then found that a very effective technique was to fish a dun pattern with a sunk emerger tied on a short tippet off the bend of the dry fly. I am convinced that many trout are more willing to take a sunk fly than a floating fly and some trout may just prefer to feed on the emergers. During a hatch I will catch fish on both the dun and emerger patterns. A big advantage to using an emerger dropper comes when fishing to pressured fish that have seen countless dun patterns and have been hooked on them a number of times. Pressured fish that may carefully scrutinize and refuse a floating dun pattern often take the sunk emerger without hesitation. The dry fly serves several purposes. It catches fish, allows you to monitor the drift for accuracy and drag, and acts as an indicator when a fish takes the sunk emerger.
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THE BARR EMERGER

In 1975 while fishing a PMD hatch on Armstrong Spring Creek outside of Livingston, Montana, I had a very frustrating experience. Seemingly every fish in the creek was rising and eating what looked like little yellow specks, and ignoring the natural duns as well as my Light Cahill. Out of desperation I finally put on my favorite nymph, Polly Rosborough’s Black Drake, and managed to hook a big male rainbow that had a large, gaping mouth. After I landed the fish, he opened his mouth wide and I noticed that the rough part at the base of his tongue was covered with partially emerged PMDs. The nymphal shuck still enveloped most of the insects, with just the pale olive head and shoulders of the adult PMDs protruding.

The hatch ended, and I went back to my motel room and set up my vise and tying materials. I started creating a fly that I hoped would be a good imitation of the yellow specks that the trout were eating that day. I based the design on the partially emerged PMDs that I had seen on the base of the tongue of that big-mouthed male rainbow. The fly was tied on a size 16 dry-fly hook. I started with a clipped brown hackle tail and a dubbed brown abdomen to represent the nymphal shuck. I then tied in some pale olive hackle fibers by their butts right in front of the brown dubbing. I dubbed a pale olive thorax, pulled the hackle fibers over the thorax, and tied the fibers down right behind the hook eye. I then divided the hackle fibers and pulled a bunch back on each side of the thorax and tied them down. I finished the fly by clipping the hackle fibers so they extended just past the thorax. The olive portion of the fly represented the emerging adult PMD. I called the pattern a PMD emerger. At the time I had never heard of the term “emerger,” but it seemed like an appropriate name.

The following day I returned to Armstrong. The PMDs started hatching shortly after my arrival and fish started rising and eating the little yellow specks, only this time I knew what was happening. I tied on my new emerger pattern and fished it like a dry fly and hooked almost every fish I cast to, providing the presentation was good. After the hatch was over, I’ll never forget how happy I was that the new pattern worked so well, and it continues to be deadly after all these years.

In the years following my discovery, I successfully fished the floating PMD emerger on many rivers. At some point I added a floating Baetis emerger pattern, which was as effective as the PMD emerger, but seeing either fly, especially the Baetis version, was difficult if the lighting was not perfect, and I did a lot of guess striking. For years I just fished the emerger as a dry fly during a hatch, but at some point I tied the same pattern on a wet-fly hook, thinking it might be a good pattern when used in a nymph rig, and it turned out to be very effective when used as a nymph.

The next transition came when I started fishing dry-dropper, and tried using the Vis-A-Dun with the emerger as a dropper during a hatch. I tried both the floating and sunk version to see if either was more effective and concluded that they both worked well, but the sunk version was more effective, and I decided that is what I would use. The combo was a real game-changer when fishing a hatch because it gives a trout the option of the dun or the emerger and allows me to monitor the drift for accuracy and drag, and when a fish takes the emerger, the Vis-A-Dun serves as a strike indicator. From that point on, I always fished a VAD-emerger combo during any hatch.

For whatever reason, trout do not seem to get conditioned to the pattern, and it continues to be effective after all of these years. Before I tied the sunk version and started fishing the dry-dropper combo, I remember two occasions where I caught the same fish twice during the same hatch on a floating PMD. One happened on the Green River and the other on Armstrong Spring Creek. The lighting was good, and I could see the released fish swim back to the same spot where they were hooked, in both cases right off the end of a partially submerged log. The fish started feeding again on naturals and I said to myself, “No way will a fish take the same fly again after just being released.” To my surprise, both fish ate the emerger as if they were eating a natural.

In the following years I added a flashback, a bead-head, and a rubber legs version, but the basic pattern has remained unchanged. Lately I have been fishing the Black Back Emerger as my go-to. This is the original Barr Emerger with a strip of black flashback tinsel pulled over the thorax. I don’t think it can be called a new pattern, but the black wing case gives the pattern a new look. It is an effective pattern when used as a dropper in a VAD-emerger combo when fishing Baetis, Iswaeon (formally known as Pseudocloeon), Trico, or midge hatches. When these insects have been hatching, when the fish have quit rising it is a good choice as a dropper in an HCD setup or as a pattern in a nymph rig.
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Black Back Emerger


	Hook: #18-22 Lightning Strike SE5

	Thread: Iron gray 8/0 UNI-Thread

	Tail: Clipped brown hackle fibers

	Abdomen: Brown Super Fine dubbing

	Thorax: Adams gray Super Fine dubbing

	Legs: Clipped dun hackle fibers

	Wing case: Black UTC flashback tinsel







If I am on the water when there is a mayfly hatch, the plan is simple. I look at the mayflies on the water and choose a dun pattern that I think is about the same size and color as the natural and if possible capture a natural and note the body length. Trout get a vague image of the overall size and color of the mayfly, but I feel that the body length of the natural is the most important feature to imitate because as the dun is floating downstream, the trout is looking up at the under-side of the insect and the most prominent anatomical feature that a trout sees is the body imprinted onto the water’s surface.

For whatever reason, trout can be very selective when eating duns, and maybe the length of the dun’s body is an important trigger when a trout decides to eat or refuse an imitation. The wings are vertical and trout don’t get a good image of them, and I think trout pay little if any attention to the tail and legs. Some mayflies have big wings and short bodies and can appear bigger to the angler who is viewing the floating dun from above. If you are not sure of what size dun pattern to use and you can’t capture a natural, just make your best guess. It is usually better to go a little too small than too big.

Also keep in mind that with an emerger dropper, the adult pattern doesn’t have to be perfect. Trout are not as selective when choosing to eat an emerger as they are with the duns. The size of the natural emergers can vary depending on how much of the dun has escaped the shuck, so just pick an emerger pattern that looks to be an appropriate size. I use around 20 inches of 6X to the dun, tie a piece of tippet around 6 to 9 inches long to the bend of the dun, and tie on the emerger.

When I find rising fish, I pick out a fish and position myself so that I can make a good presentation and a clean, unobstructed backcast. I start off with several dead-drift presentations. Keep in mind that a feeding trout doesn’t eat every natural that floats over it, so all you can do is hope you have good timing on one of your casts. If I feel the presentation with a dead drift is good but after several casts I get no response, I will add a few little twitches to the flies just before they get to the fish. The twitches can be imparted by the rod tip or with little strips of the line. These twitches will get the fish’s attention and make your flies stand out among the naturals.

Don’t confuse twitches with drag. Mayfly duns and emergers are alive and do move, especially so with the emergers as they swim to the surface and struggle to escape their shuck. There have been many times when twitching the flies triggered a take from fish that I couldn’t fool with a dead drift.

Detecting when a fish takes the dry fly is easy as long as you can see your fly, and when a fish takes the emerger it is like detecting a take while nymph-fishing with an indicator. When a fish takes the emerger, the dry fly will either quiver or get pulled totally under the surface.

If a fish is rising downstream from where I am standing, there is a third option. I will make a dead-drift presentation then add some twitches, and if that doesn’t produce I will swing the flies into the fish. I will make a cast above the fish and swing my flies on a tight line, and before the flies get to the fish, I push the rod towards the flies and put some slack into the line. This allows the emerger to sink, and just before the flies arrive at the fish I will slowly raise the rod tip, which removes the slack and causes the emerger to rise up, which often generates a take.
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At times, the most perfect patterns and various presentations do not work, and I just accept the fact that some fish are impossible to fool. These “impossible fish” are usually in ultra-pressured fisheries where the fish have seen countless flies and have previously been hooked more than once, making them “fly shy.” If you make eye contact with some rising fish in these pressured fisheries you can put them down, or even if they keep feeding you have zero chance of fooling them.

There are many good dun and emerger patterns, and I recommend that you use the patterns that you have the most confidence in. A problem with some dun patterns is they can be difficult to see unless the lighting and other conditions are perfect. I feel strongly



[image: My number-one river box when I am fishing for rising trout or using the Hopper-Copper-Dropper system. The left side contains Vis-A-Duns, Puterbaugh Caddis, hoppers, and Copper Johns. The right side contains Black and Dark Back Emergers, PMD Emergers, Graphic Caddis Pupas, and drowned rusty and Trico spinners. The emergers, pupas, and drowned spinners are multipurpose patterns in that I use them both as the dropper in an HCD rig and as a dropper under the dry fly when fishing a hatch or spinner fall. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO]
My number-one river box when I am fishing for rising trout or using the Hopper-Copper-Dropper system. The left side contains Vis-A-Duns, Puterbaugh Caddis, hoppers, and Copper Johns. The right side contains Black and Dark Back Emergers, PMD Emergers, Graphic Caddis Pupas, and drowned rusty and Trico spinners. The emergers, pupas, and drowned spinners are multipurpose patterns in that I use them both as the dropper in an HCD rig and as a dropper under the dry fly when fishing a hatch or spinner fall. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO



that any dry fly must be easily seen after it lands on the water and throughout the drift so you can see if a fish takes your fly and tell if your cast is accurate or if there is any unnatural drag on your fly. If a trout takes the dry fly you want to be able to see the take, and if it takes the dropper you want to be able to see the dry fly quiver or get pulled under.

My confidence dun pattern for all mayflies is the Vis-A-Dun, which is a pattern I have been using for many years. It can be tied in any size and color to match whatever mayfly you want to imitate. I put Comparadun-style white polypropylene wings on all of my Vis-A-Duns, which makes them very visible, even in the small sizes. Natural mayfly duns have dun-colored wings and a pattern with gray wings looks better and more natural, but over the years of fishing Vis-A-Duns with both gray and white wings, I have found that those with white wings were as effective as those with gray wings, so now all of my Vis-A-Duns have white wings. Patterns with gray wings can be difficult to see and follow during the drift, especially if the light is poor.

I don’t feel that wing design or color are important to the fish
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Caddis






[image: Free-living caddis larva nymphs. Free-living caddis are an important forage in many rivers, and my favorite pattern to imitate them is my Net Builder Caddis Larva. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO]




[image: A caddis adult. My go-to pattern to imitate caddis adults is the Puterbaugh Caddis, which has a high-floating foam wing. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]






[image: This brown took a Graphic Caddis Pupa right after twitching the dry-pupa combo as it reached the rising fish. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]
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Graphic Caddis Pupa


	Hook: #14-16 Lightning Strike SE5

	Thread: Olive 70-denier UTC Ultra Thread

	Butt: Silver Holographic Flashabou

	Under body: Olive 70-denier UTC Ultra Thread

	Over body: Green Stretch Tubing (small)

	Collar: Brown Hungarian partridge

	Head: Dark scud Sow Scud dubbing








FISHING A CADDIS HATCH



[image: The second of two boxes that I carry when fishing rivers. It contains streamers if the conditions call for a streamer and nymphs that I use when nymph fishing with an indicator. All the flies are heavily weighted and when used as a dropper under a Copper John may tend to sink the hopper. Included are Net Builder Caddis Larva, Stonefly Nymphs, Tung Teasers, and a good selection of Cranefly Larva. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO]
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Puterbaugh Caddis (Tan)


	Hook: #14-16 TMC 100

	Thread: Tan 70-denier UTC Ultra Thread

	Body: Tan Fly Foam (1/8 inch)

	Wing: Bleached deer hair

	Hackle: Brown







[image: I like to use a Puterbaugh Caddis dry fly with a Graphic Caddis pupa dropper combo when fishing a caddis hatch. I like an olive pupa pattern if the adults are dark and a tan pattern if the adults are light. I use three different techniques when fishing a caddis-pupa combo: I can present the combo with a dead drift; dead drift with a twitch or two as the combo nears the rising fish; or if the fish is below me, swing the combo into the fish. This nice rainbow from the Dream Stream section of the South Platte in Colorado took the dry fly during a dead drift. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]








[image: A nice brown that was feeding on caddis and couldn’t resist an olive Graphic Caddis Pupa dead drifted under a Puterbaugh Caddis. LANDON MAYER PHOTO]










Midges





[image: Midges are usually the only aquatic insect that hatch in the winter and during this time provide the only opportunity for fly fishers to fish to rising fish. PAT DORSEY PHOTO]





[image: Midge adults (above) can be important food sources for trout, as can the pupae and larvae. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]








FISHING A MIDGE HATCH



[image: This gorgeous rainbow took a midge pupa fished below a Vis-A-Dun. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO]




[image: Midge pupal shucks on Spinney Mountain Reservoir, Colorado. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]






[image: A Black Back Emerger dropper under a Vis-A-Dun is an effective combo during a midge or a Baetis hatch.]






[image: A nice rainbow feeding tight to the bank was hooked during a Baetis hatch on the Poudre River. A Black Back Emerger was taken with confidence by the fish as I twitched the VAD–Black Back Emerger combo just before it reached the fish.]







Stoneflies





[image: The giant Salmonfly (above) is one of the West’s greatest attractions, but Golden Stones and Yellow Sallies are also extremely important. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]





[image: No trout can pass up a big, juicy Golden Stonefly nymph, and when the nymphs come out from their hiding places just before migrating to shore to hatch, they become quite available to trout. At this time a pattern imitating them can be a really good choice.]






FISHING STONEFLIES




[image: This might sound like sacrilege, but for the sake of simplicity, I simply use hopper patterns when fish are feeding on adult stoneflies. JAKE BURLESON PHOTO]







[image: The Rubber Leg Copper John doubles as a stonefly nymph pattern. LANDON MAYER PHOTO]








[image: A Salmonfly nymph from the South Platte River. These large nymphs can vary from dark brown to black in coloration. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]













Terrestrials



[image: Grasshoppers are important fish foods wherever they are found. They come in a wide array of sizes and colors. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]
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