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BOOKS BY ED VAN PUT

The Beaverkill: The History of a River and Its People

Trout Fishing in the Catskills

The Beaverkill: The History of a River and Its People, 2nd Edition

The Remarkable Life of James Beecher

A Flyfisher’s Revelations


FOREWORD

The “revelations” in this remarkable book are unique, true, and wise—and they will interest novice and expert alike. The author has nothing to sell or promote, no purpose but to share what knowledge he has earned by having fly-fished for trout for sixty years—forty of which while working as a fisheries professional. You will find no new fly patterns presented here, no new tying materials, no news about new space-age rod materials, no new exotic places to fish. What you will find here, though, may well change your fly-fishing life.

Ed Van Put has written two important historical books, “The Beaverkill” and “Trout Fishing in the Catskills,” but this is his first book about the techniques and wisdom he has learned in his long experience on the water, in many of those years fishing every day of the trout season. From memory and from his detailed journals, Ed offers an invaluable picture of what has accounted for his great successes—and what has proved unsuccessful, and why. He is one of the half dozen finest trout fishermen I have ever seen or fished with.

Lee Wulff, whom he knew well and often fished with, called him a “predator,” someone whose stealth, care, and knowledge of his quarry, animate much of his character in pursuit of trout with a fly. He is a superb caster—his line minimally in the air, low to the water, quietly delivered—and his approach is cautious and deft. Ed is a trained fisheries biologist and a lifetime specialist for the New York State Department of Conservation. Creel Census work was his first professional activity and his long days checking on what fly fishers had caught, on which rivers, at what time of day, how and on what flies, gave him special access to valuable information. He visited open areas and the new “catch and release” sections of most Catskill rivers and kept detailed journals, which he continued for many years about his own fishing. The accumulated wisdom from these journals is immense. Drawing on these records has led to the proven truths in this book.

I have heard many folk remark that the only fly Ed uses is the Adams. This is not entirely true, though this one pattern in various sizes and with minor adjustments has indeed accounted for the largest percentage of trout he caught on the dry fly over the course of his long experience. There are reasons for this—and the reasons are not that he is trying to prove something or win a one-fly contest. The simplicity of this is characteristic of other choices he has made: mostly he uses a glass rod or, occasionally, bamboo. He prefers a double-taper white line; he likes to make his own leaders, with carefully studied measurements. He has faith in the news a thermometer tells. Along with his Adams, he uses the Hair-wing Royal Coachman in some broken water because it is easier to see; he carries two wet-fly patterns and mostly fishes them on a two-fly rig. He presents at length what he has learned about the most effective construction of dry flies—their shape, proportions, profile, floatability. He shares his basic patterns of presentation. Throughout, Ed supports his more technical revelations with revealing—and sometimes amusing—anecdotes, like the time while creel checking in a no-kill section of the Willowemoc he saw a man a ways upstream catch and slip into his vest what he thought was a fish; the “offender” brought forth what he had caught—a white hat.

This book, which demystifies so much of the fly-fishing experience, could only have been written by a man with Ed’s hard-earned personal experience. There is no dogmatic insistence of papal pronouncements, no self-agrandizement, no second or third-hand advice. Ed shares what he has learned—and chiefly stresses the central importance of fishing with confidence. The fruit of his sharing will surely help any flyfisher, of whatever level of skill, to learn and then do exactly that: fish with more confidence.

— NICK LYONS
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INTRODUCTION

I never thought I would write a book about my own trout fishing experiences, despite having spent the greater part of my life fishing for trout and seeking information about trout and trout fishing, both pragmatic and historical.

In 1996, Lyons & Burford published my book titled The Beaverkill: The History of a River and its People. Shortly after the publication Nick Lyons forwarded me a letter from a reader named Bob LeDonne, who wrote :

I enjoyed the book enormously. It tells me everything I ever wanted to know about the history of the Beaverkill. When I return there in April, it will be like visiting an old friend. The book is a unique treasure that will survive as long as the river itself. However, it is not the book I was anticipating from Ed Van Put. To use a cliché, he is a “living legend” among Catskill fly fishermen, and we really need to hear more from him about fly fishing the Catskill rivers. Anyone who achieves his reputation with a fly box that contains only half a dozen patterns definitely has one more book to write, and it should be about flies and fly fishing, advice and anecdotes, and all the wisdom he has gained from his years on the river.

My vocation was in Fisheries Management, where I had spent forty years with the Bureau of Fisheries, one year with New York State’s Conservation Department, and the next thirty-nine with New York State’s Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) after Governor Nelson Rockefeller signed legislation on April 22, 1970, celebrating the first Earth Day, that transformed the Conservation Department into the DEC. Thirty-three of these years were spent as a Principal Fisheries Technician.

In addition to a career in Fisheries, I developed a personal interest in learning about the history of trout fishing. A casual hobby grew into many years spent researching the trout-fishing history of the Beaverkill, in books, sporting journals, and antiquated newsprint. I searched the records of County Clerks’ Offices, historical societies, and libraries all through the Catskills from Hancock to Kingston, from Margaretville to Ellenville and beyond.

A chance meeting at the Kingston Library with Catskill historian Alf Evers, author of The Catskills: From Wilderness to Woodstock, was educational and beneficial. Evers was encouraging and offered helpful advice about interlibrary loans, describing the process of how books and microform were borrowed from the New York State Library in Albany.

Along with my wife, Judy, I conducted research at the state library in Albany, and the New York Public Library in Manhattan, as well as the libraries of universities that maintained extensive collections of angling books and periodicals such as the Mann Library at Cornell University, Ithaca, New York and the Mudd Library at Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut.

I followed The Beaverkill with Trout Fishing in the Catskills, in 2007: a voluminous work on the history of trout fishing in one of America’s earliest angling destinations by many of our best-known and earliest fly-fishermen, fly tyers, and rod builders.

I kept a fishing diary for fifty years, but never bothered doing anything with the data. At the end of each year, I put the diaries away and out of sight and all but forgot them except on rare occasions when I would revisit a particular year for one reason or another. I never totaled up any of the data. I believe aging and curiosity caused my recent decision to evaluate what I had spent a good portion of my life accumulating.

My review of a thirty-year period, from 1972 until 2001, was not only surprising and revealing, but also caused me to search for the reasons for my angling success, and this was the motivation for this book.

The book covers my fishing experiences from the very beginning – as a new young angler. I moved from New Jersey to Livingston Manor in the Catskill Mountains to be able to spend more time fishing for trout; and ultimately I landed a job with the NYS Conservation Department. One of the first duties of the job was conducting a creel census on the Willowemoc Creek, interviewing fishermen and collecting data on whether they had caught fish, what they caught them on, size of fish, conditions, and so forth. I met many flyfishers along the way and soon began keeping a personal diary of my own angling experiences.

There are chapters here devoted to dry flies, which include tips on how to tie a well-balanced fly, how to fish and present a dry fly or midge to a rising trout, or how to prospect with a fly when no rises are apparent. “Flies that Sink” covers the use of fishing with wet flies, nymphs, and streamers, and discusses how productive wet-fly fishing can be, despite the fact that many flyfishers today pass up this very successful method of catching trout.

A chapter on “Presentation and Fishing with Confidence” gives tips on how best to present the fly to the fish and improve your confidence in fishing. It also explains the rationale of anglers who believe it is not necessary to fish with the exact fly that is hatching in order to be successful, but rather to present the fly as delicately and perfectly as a natural fly.

I have chapters on my favorite fly, the Adams, with which I had the most success, and favorite places to fish, including the Delaware, or Big River. There is biological and environmental information on how to determine whether a trout is a hatchery-raised fish or a wild-born fish in “Wild vs. Hatchery Fish”; the importance of water temperature in “Take a Temperature for Trout”; and answers to such questions as “Do We Ever Catch the Same Fish Again.”

Also covered in depth are techniques I’ve learned on how to fish— casting, position, timing, monitoring the trout and their rises, and other observations that have helped me along the way. Interestingly, since I began to write this book, I see things differently, and realize that my success in catching trout was not limited to just “the fly” or fishing an Adams–it’s the culmination of such skills as how to cast accurately and well, to place the fly where you want it to be, to know where the fish are lying and where to position yourself, and to fish with confidence.

It is my wish to share my knowledge of trout fishing and to pass along helpful tips and information I’ve learned from my extensive experiences in fly-fishing.
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1

FISHING WITH FLIES
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The statement that “a vital part of fly fishing is fly casting” is not even debatable. One would expect to see on the streams, lakes and ponds, casters in approximate numbers who are good, bad and indifferent; but amazingly there are mighty few of each of the two extremes and a vast army of the mediocre.

CHARLES K. FOX, Rising Trout (1978)



My path into the world of fly-fishing was unconventional. No one in my family even fished, although kids in my neighborhood did on occasion fish local waters, and I went along with them from when I was about nine or ten years of age.

Perhaps I was also influenced by my grandfather, after whom I was named, although he was not a fisherman but a fish peddler, selling fish from the back of a small truck in Paterson, New Jersey. He would drive into New York City to the Fulton Fish Market to purchase fish, and then travel up and down the streets of Paterson, letting housewives know he had fresh fish to sell. It was he who encouraged me to fish and made me feel as though fishing was important, as he eat anything I caught, mostly bluegill sunfish, and urged me to catch more.

There were no trout streams near where I started fishing; the closest river was the Passaic, which at one time had the distinction of being listed as one of the most polluted rivers in America. Where I lived, the Passaic was always discolored and you could never see the bottom, and because of this it was impossible to determine if the water was two feet deep or ten. It was wise to stay out of the river and fish from the bank. The Passaic of my youth contained large carp, eels, and golden shiners, which were known locally as “roach.” We fished with dough balls made from bread for carp, but I don’t remember any of us catching anything substantial except for a largemouth bass of about ten inches caught on a grasshopper. This event was the topic of conversation all summer.

There was also the Saddle River, which had its source in New York State near the New Jersey border and flowed southerly approximately sixteen miles through several communities in Bergen County. Along with other kids in the neighborhood I spent more time swimming and tubing in the river than fishing; the river had a soft bottom, was slow flowing, and often meandered. The water was not particularly cold in summer, but it was cleaner than the Passaic, and you could actually see the bottom.

I fished with a short five-foot bait-casting rod, and learned how to use it from other kids who also showed me how to put a worm on the hook and how to use split shot and a bobber. My lack of casting experience was obvious; it seemed as though every time I made a cast, I had to spend ten minutes untangling the backlash on the reel.

The only fish I ever caught in the Saddle River were catfish, also known as bullheads, although my first experience fishing for trout occurred on that river. One day, news spread through the neighborhood that Saddle River had been stocked with trout at a bridge crossing near where we used to fish and swim. The rumor indicated that trout were an important game fish and we hustled to the river on our bikes; when we arrived at the bridge, we quickly saw that the stocking rumor was true. There in a placid pool immediately upstream of the bridge was a school of trout, visibly swimming around together rather aimlessly, as if they did not know what to do or where to go. This is understandable; until that time they had spent their entire lives living in a pond at the hatchery. Even my inexperience told me this was an odd situation and fishing for these vulnerable fish was going to be like fishing in a barrel.

We all had similar rods and various skills in casting; we had brought worms for bait and although we could reach where the trout were, they ignored our baited hooks. We gave up after a reasonable period of time as we could tell these fish were not interested, and returned to our neighborhood where we learned that in order to catch the trout we needed to use liver for bait, because trout were fed chopped liver in the hatchery. Fishing with liver did not interest us, and so we passed on the trout and continued to use the river for skinny dipping and tubing.

During my teenage years, my family moved from Fair Lawn to the neighboring community of Hawthorne, and I was able to expand my fishing experiences and fished more regularly in a couple of nearby ponds, as well as in Pompton Lakes, a 175-acre manmade impoundment on the Ramapo River. I could reach the lake, about a nine-mile trip, by bicycle and rent a rowboat for about three dollars a day. The upper portion of the lake was fairly shallow and contained masses of lily pads and other underwater vegetation, along with an abundance of large bluegills, some ten and twelve inches in length, as well as pumpkinseed sunfish and a few largemouth bass.

The bluegills had a habit of feeding on the surface, and I noticed that some flies hovered over the water, moving up and down, and on occasion touched the water (most likely laying eggs). At the time I would not have known the difference between a mayfly and a caddisfly, but I noticed that when a fly landed on the surface, the bluegills rose to intercept it. This type of feeding occurred along the shoreline and in the shallower areas of the lake. Surface feeding was so prevalent that it caused me to think about fishing with flies.

I soon developed an interest in fly-fishing and decided to purchase a fly-rod. I found one in a local shop that sold “a little bit of everything.” Located in a back corner of the store was a rod rack that held several bamboo fly rods; I picked out an 8 ½’ rod, and gently moved it from side to side. This was the first time I had ever held a fly-rod and I can still remember the impression. I tried to envision what it would be like to fish with such a long and delicate rod, gently moving it back and forth; after feeling its suppleness, I imagined what it would be like to catch a fish on it. I was about thirteen years old and didn’t know anyone who fly-fished. The rod was not a custom bamboo rod, but rather one that was mass-produced in Japan that sold for about fifteen or twenty dollars. I had no idea how to cast with it, having only seen photographs of fishermen holding fly rods rather than casting them.

I knew nothing about fly-fishing at the time, and fished warm-water lakes and ponds with a casting rod using bass plugs and spinners. I did take notice that there were flies, mainly along the shoreline, and that fish leaped from the water to catch them whenever they landed or came close to the surface–especially the large bluegills, which made a distinct noise as they inhaled the bug or fly.

A few days later, I visited the Paterson Rod & Gun store on West Broadway and bought an inexpensive reel, line, and leader. The store was owned by Jimmy Salvato, who was the popular outdoor columnist for the Paterson Evening News, and the father of champion fly-caster Joan Salvato (Wulff), who was then in her early twenties.

Being a complete novice, choosing from the large selection of flies in their individual little compartments was challenging. I selected a few dry flies that looked as though they would catch fish, and a small streamer that was probably designed after a Coachman wet fly. I could not even imagine how the flies were constructed, or what they were made with, although I did manage to teach myself how to cast, at least well enough that I had success with the bluegills, especially when sight-fishing for them in the shallows of Pompton Lakes. I later learned that fishing with flies for warm-water species, such as bluegills, calico bass, or crappies, yellow perch, large and smallmouth bass, was probably the most underutilized method of fly-fishing. Bluegills are a great fish to catch on a fly-rod; they are also abundant and are not very selective about the fly pattern.

My earliest efforts in fly-fishing began by casting where a rise had appeared and I would “nick” the water with the fly, a couple of times, then gently drop the fly at the same location. Often as soon as the fly landed a fish would take it, and the fun started. The reason for “nicking” the water was to imitate the natural flies dancing up and down over the water and dipping on the water’s surface, depositing eggs. I thought “this is how you fly-fish,” as I caught a lot of bluegills and roach or golden shiners.

If the fly was not taken immediately, I would give it movement, which often resulted in success; the action could be fast and furious, and the spirited bluegills on the end of a fly-rod were worthy opponents. They would turn their side to the rod, and their liveliness would suggest a fish that was twice as large as they were. Some of those bluegills in Pompton Lakes would top twelve inches, or slightly better on occasion.

I soon made several trips to the Paterson Rod & Gun store to buy more flies, and on one occasion Jimmy Salvato, apparently curious as to where I was fishing, asked, “What are you catching?” When I told him bluegills, he laughed, and responded irreverently “on trout flies?”
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THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED
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The first desideratum is to find time to go fishing. There is the rub in the case of most of us. We are so tied down to the pursuit of the essential dollar that we lose the best and most innocent pleasures that this old earth affords. Time flies so fast after youth is past that we cannot accomplish one-half the many things we have in mind, or indeed one-half our duties. The only safe and sensible plan is to make other things give way to the essentials, and the first of these is fly fishing.

THEODORE GORDON, The Fishing Gazette, August 20, 1904



During my teenage years I never fished for trout. There were stocked streams within reach, but at the time I didn’t understand the philosophy of raising trout in hatcheries on unnatural foods, such as liver and pellets composed of fishmeal, plants, and various animal trimmings, then placing the trout in streams and trying to catch them. This seemed like bogus fishing, and so I continued to fish for bass and bluegills.

However, once I learned through books, newspapers, and outdoors magazines that there were streams and rivers that were also inhabited by trout that were actually born in the stream, and that trout streams were not all totally dependent on hatcheries, the idea of trout fishing became more appealing.

My interest in fly-fishing for trout increased, through reading Field & Stream and the fishing columns of A. J. McClane and Ted Trueblood, and everything else I could find
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