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  Fly fishing is an endlessly fascinating sport that allows you to imitate a wide variety of fish foods in a realistic fashion. CHARLES HILDICK-SMITH


  CHAPTER ONE


  WHY FLY FISHING?


  Fly fishing may look strange to someone who learned to fish with some form of “conventional” tackle—a spinning rod, a baitcaster, or even a Snoopy spincast outfit. Why is the fly fisher waving the rod back and forth? Why is the fly line so thick? Why aren’t they using the reel to bring the line back in?


  The differences between conventional fishing and fly fishing are based on the weight, or lack thereof, of the lure at the end of the line. For an angler using a conventional rod to cast a spoon, a spinnerbait, or a plug, delivering the lure to the target is a relatively simple affair. When the angler snaps the rod forward to make a cast, the weight of the lure causes the rod to bend. This is called “loading the rod.” When the rod stops at the end of the cast, it unbends or “unloads,” launching the lure into the air. As the lure flies through the air, its momentum pulls the thin fishing line off the reel behind it. Once the lure lands, the angler must reel it back before they can cast again.


  In fly fishing, however, the lure (or “fly”) is often virtually weightless. For instance, a size 18 Parachute Adams dry fly doesn’t have nearly enough weight to cause the rod to bend. If you were to tie that fly to the end of the line on a spinning rod, you wouldn’t be able to cast it more than a couple feet. To solve this problem, in fly fishing, the line is weighted, which is why it is so much thicker than regular fishing line. A standard 5-weight fly line (what most trout fishers use) is 90 feet long, and the first 30 feet of line usually weighs about 0.35 ounce. The same length of 8-pound-test fishing line weighs just .008 ounce.


  [image: chpt_fig_002]


  Fly line is heavier and much thicker than standard monofilament fishing line (in this case, 10-pound test). The weight of fly line allows a fly fisher to cast extremely small flies.


  So it’s the weight of the line, not the fly, that loads a fly rod during the cast. With a conventional setup, the angler uses the rod to throw the lure. With a fly rod, the rod throws the line, and the fly is merely along for the ride. When we talk about “casting a fly,” it’s really a misnomer. What fly fishers are really doing is casting the line. This distinction is important, especially for beginning fly casters, who are often guilty of trying to throw the fly as they would a lure—which doesn’t work at all.


  The front end of a fly line is weighted more than the rest because the front part is outside the rod tip at the beginning of the cast. So the angler uses that front weight to load the rod on the first backcast. The reason fly casters move the rod back and forth—not waving it, but accelerating to a stop on each forward and backward cast—is that they must work enough line outside the rod tip to deliver the fly to where they want it to land. When they’ve got enough of the weighted line in the air, the angler can “shoot” line, allowing the momentum of the heavy part of the line to pull the thinner “running line” behind it. However, unlike with conventional gear, a fly caster can only cast the length of line they have taken off the reel at the start.


  This system allows the angler to deliver a virtually weightless fly very accurately at distances up to 90 feet, although most casts are considerably shorter than that. For all but the longest casts, the angler is always in control of how much line is in the air, which means they can measure distances with a precision that’s difficult with conventional gear. Since trout often hold close to the bank or other kinds of structure or cover, the ability to drop a fly within inches of a target can be vital to success.


  Another advantage of the weighted line is that an angler can use the rod tip to manipulate the line on the water after the cast is made—a process called “mending.” This allows them to counteract the effects of complex currents, to position the fly in a specific feeding lane, or to speed up or slow down a fly’s swing through the current. As a result, a fly fisher has much more control over the presentation than does an angler using conventional gear. If a fly fisher spots a trout holding in a specific spot (or “lie”), they have several options for putting a fly right in front of the fish’s nose.


  Finally, the weighted line allows a fly fisher to recast much more quickly than a conventional angler can. If an angler uses a spinning rod to cast a Dardevle 40 feet but immediately spots a fish somewhere else, they must reel that spoon all the way back before they can recast to that fish. A fly fisher can pick up that full 40 feet of line and recast immediately, which is an advantage if they’re in a moving boat or if the fish is moving and there’s only a short window of time to make a presentation.


  The reel on a fly rod serves two purposes: to hold the fly line that the angler is not using and to help fight big fish without breaking the thin line (or “tippet”) attached to the fly. A fly fisher does not reel the line back in after every cast, because they need that line off the reel to make the next cast. Instead, the angler traps the line against the cork handle with their finger and strips the line in, coiling the loose line at their feet or on the water, so it’s ready to go back out again on the next cast. For fighting most fish, the fly fisher can also simply strip the line back in, releasing tension on the line to let the fish to run, if necessary. However, a big fish may run far, taking out all the line used for the cast; then the angler would fight the fish using the drag system of the reel.


  Because the drag system of a quality reel is sensitive and can react more quickly than the angler can to increased tension on the line, it’s often best to “get a fish on the reel” to keep from breaking it off. If the line is trapped under the fly fisher’s finger when a fish makes a quick, powerful run, the light line may break. Good fly reels are designed with low start-up inertia, which means they can very quickly lessen the tension on the line, allowing the fish to run.


  Ultimately, fly fishing is just a different method for achieving the same goal as conventional angling: to deliver a lure or fly to a fish, and then to get that fish to the net. There are advantages and disadvantages to each system, and neither is inherently better or more sporting than the other. What many anglers love about fly fishing is the process itself. Whereas conventional fishing is often little more than casting and reeling back, over and over again, every cast and every drift with a fly rod offers myriad choices for adjustment and variation. You can make five casts to the same spot but change the presentation by how you cast, how you manipulate the line on the water, or how you hold your rod tip. It’s endlessly fascinating, and you’ll never stop learning new techniques and tricks that will improve your success rate.
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  A medium-size dry fly is considerably smaller and lighter than the kinds of lures that spin fishers use, which is why fly fishing requires specialized equipment and techniques.
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  The author with a beautiful wild brown trout, which fell for a tiny dry fly on the Battenkill in southwestern Vermont. BILL BULLOCK


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHAT KINDS OF FISH CAN YOU CATCH ON A FLY ROD?


  When most people think of fly fishing, they envision an angler casting a light rod on a trout stream, but over the past century—and especially in the last fifty years—anglers have used fly rods to catch almost every game-fish species on the planet. Developments in tackle have enabled fly fishers to land astonishingly large fish, such as a 490-pound tiger shark, but more important has been a cultural shift in which anglers began looking for challenges beyond trout and other traditional fly-rod species.


  It turns out that some of these previously overlooked species, such as carp, can be incredibly challenging, and angling subcultures have sprung up around the desire to chase what used to be called “trash fish.” My friend Drew Price, who fishes Vermont’s Lake Champlain and its tributaries, has landed more than fifty-five species on flies, and he delights in introducing his clients to unusual fish, such as bowfin, gar, and suckers.
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  Vermont fishing guide Drew Price has caught more than fifty different species on a fly. DREW PRICE


  That said, the vast majority of fly fishers still focus on trout and more-common warmwater fish, such as bass and panfish, and these are also the best species for beginning anglers to pursue. They are widely available, don’t require too much specialized tackle, and are relatively easy to catch, under the right conditions. It helps to know a bit about the fish you’re after, and to be able to identify the fish that end up in your net.


  TROUT


  “Trout” isn’t actually a scientific term, but a generic name that describes freshwater fish from three separate genera. So, for instance, brown trout (Salmo trutta) are more closely related to Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) than they are to rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) or cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarkii), which share a genus with all six species of Pacific salmon. Brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) are members of a group of fish often called “char” rather than “trout.” Of course, you don’t have to know any of this to catch these fish, but such distinctions do come in handy when it’s time to identify that trout in your net.


  For more than 150 years, fisheries managers have been stocking all species of trout outside their native ranges, so many rivers and lakes are home to more than one species of trout.


  The only species native to Vermont, where I live, is the brook trout, but I can also catch browns and rainbows within fifteen minutes of my house. In many parts of the West, there are rainbows, cutthroats, browns, and brookies—often in the same watershed. Beginning fly fishers sometimes have trouble distinguishing these fish from each other, so here’s a short primer and history of the four most popular trout species, as well as a few hybrids, both natural and man-made. Keep in mind that there can be a fairly wide variation in appearance from population to population, but these general identifying traits should help you determine what species you’ve brought to hand.


  Rainbow Trout


  Identification
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  Rainbow trout have been introduced in waters around the world, far outside their native range. CHARLES HILDICK-SMITH


  Rainbow trout are among the easier trout to identify because of the pink or reddish stripe that runs along the entire length of their body, from the gills to the tail. They are usually dark green along the back, fading to silvery green or bluish sides. Small black spots cover almost the entire body, including the fins and tail, and the gill plates often sport a bright red patch. Lake-dwelling rainbows are often much brighter and silvery than their river-dwelling counterparts. There are as many as fifteen subspecies of rainbow trout, and some of them—such as the golden and Apache trout—look quite different. But the overwhelming majority of rainbows in the country have the classic look described above.


  Range and Habitat


  The native range of the rainbow trout is a fairly narrow band along the western coast of North America, from the southern tributaries of Alaska’s Kuskokwim River in the north to the mountains of northern Mexico in the south. On the other side of the Pacific, the range includes the Kamchatka Peninsula and surrounding waters. However, rainbows are the most widely cultivated trout species in the world, having been introduced in lakes and streams on every continent except Antarctica, and anglers can fish for them in all fifty states.


  Rainbows can thrive in a wide variety of waters, from coastal estuaries to freestone streams to coldwater lakes, but generally they prefer clear, cold water and complex habitat—a mix of riffles, runs, and pools. Because even resident fish tend to migrate widely within a stream system, from the lower river to headwaters and back, they can find suitable habitat in almost any conditions. Rainbows do not spawn in lakes, so self-sustaining populations require tributaries with gravelly bottoms for natural reproduction. Where they share a system with other migratory species, such as Pacific salmon, rainbows will often follow spawning fish upstream to feast on the eggs and/or the flesh of decaying salmon.


  Depending on where they live, rainbow trout can grow to enormous proportions, and specimens over 30 inches are caught every year. They are less piscivorous (fish-eating) than brown trout, so they are more likely to rise to a dry fly or take a nymph. Even as they grow larger and begin to focus more on food that swims, they continue to feed heavily on bugs. Rainbows will hold in faster currents than browns will, including riffles and heavy pocket water. Rainbows spawn in late winter or spring, usually between March and May, depending on latitude.


  Brown Tout


  Identification


  Brown trout have generally yellowish-brown bodies, which is why you’ll often hear them referred to as “buttery.” Large black spots with light haloes are clustered along the top two-thirds of the body, including the fins along the back and, sometimes, the upper part of the tail. There may also be a few red spots with light haloes, and the adipose fin may have a reddish tinge. The lower fins are brownish, without spots. Occasionally there is a deep blue patch on the cheeks.


  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  Many fly fishers consider wild brown trout to be the hardest trout species to catch. TYLER ATKINS


  Range and Habitat


  Brown trout are not native to North America. Their original range reaches from northern Norway and the White Sea tributaries of Russia south to the Atlas Mountains of North Africa. The species ranged west as far as Iceland and as far east as the Aral Sea tributaries in Afghanistan and Pakistan.


  The species first came to the United States in 1883, when a New York fish farmer named Fred Mather imported brown-trout eggs from Germany. (That’s why many folks refer to the fish as “German browns.”) Two years later, eggs from Scotland were sent to the same three hatcheries, and the prevailing theory is that the genetic stock were mixed to create what Robert Behnke calls the “American generic brown trout.” In 1884, the release of 4,900 brown-trout fry into Michigan’s Baldwin River, a tributary of the Pere Marquette River, represented the first time the species swam free in US waters. You can now catch browns in all but a few states in the United States.


  Although there are currently no recognized subspecies of brown trout, there are three distinct behavioral populations: those that inhabit freshwater rivers, lake populations, and anadromous forms (which migrate into salt water). Browns that spend their lives in the ocean before entering rivers to spawn are called sea trout. Resident and anadromous browns that inhabit the same river are genetically identical, and as with rainbows, biologists do not yet understand why some migrate to the salt and some stay in the river. In general, lake- and sea-run fish grow larger than their river-dwelling counterparts, but some tailwaters also grow especially large specimens—including fish over 40 pounds.


  Brown trout begin by eating mostly invertebrates (insects) and crustaceans. But as a fish grows older and increases in size, its diet begins to focus on other fish, such as suckers, minnows, sculpins, and other trout. True big-fish hunters cast huge, often articulated streamer patterns in hopes of hooking a trophy brown. When salmon or other trout are spawning, egg patterns can also be very effective. Brown trout are fall spawners, and they often feed voraciously in the weeks leading up to spawning.


  Brook Trout


  Identification
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  Brook trout often sport gorgeous colors, especially during spawning season in the fall. CHARLES HILDICK-SMITH


  A general rule of thumb to remember is that most trout feature dark spots on a light background, whereas brook trout sport the opposite—light spots on a dark background. They have dark greenish bodies, with wormlike markings, or vermiculations, along the back and dorsal fin. Brook-trout spots are often red, with a blue halo, but most are simply lighter than the background. The belly is often yellow or orange, and the fins have white leading edges.


  The brook trout is the most “trout-like” of the chars, and it’s a sought-after game fish because it often lives in pristine waters and readily attacks flies of all kinds. While some cynics believe the brookie to be the dumbest of trout because it is supposedly easiest to fool, catching a trophy usually requires skill and patience. But anglers are known to marvel over even the tiny, jewellike brookies caught in headwater streams.


  Range and Habitat


  The original range of the brook trout encompasses much of the northeastern corner of North America, including the streams of the high Appalachians as far south as Georgia, and extending west to the Hudson Bay and Great Lakes basins. The only native trout species east of the Rockies, the brook trout was an important quarry for the original European settlers. Starting in about 1850, the species’ range was extended westward through stocking. Other countries followed suit, and brook trout were introduced throughout Europe, in Argentina, and as far afield as New Zealand. Currently, there are just a handful of states in the South that don’t have introduced populations.


  Brook trout can inhabit a wide range of waters—from large lakes to tiny mountain streams—but they require cold, clean water, and they are sensitive to poor oxygenation and acidity. The size, longevity, and feeding habits of the trout are dependent on such factors as elevation, available forage, and water temperature. In small Southern streams, individual fish rarely live longer than five years, are generally under 12 inches, and feed on aquatic insects. But those in large northern lakes and rivers can grow to more than 10 pounds, feed on insects and larger prey such as minnows and mice, and can live for up to ten years.


  Both lake and stream populations are fall spawners, and throughout their native range, they are often protected by closed seasons during the spawn. Outside their native range, brook trout can spawn so successfully that they overpopulate a stream or lake, resulting in stunted fish that can outcompete native species for food and habitat. For this reason, some states in the West ask anglers to harvest as many brook trout as they can in these overpopulated waters.


  Cutthroat Trout


  Identification


  Cutthroat trout show the most variation in appearance, and there are as many as fourteen subspecies in the United States. The single most important distinguishing features are the two red slashes on the underside of the jaw that give the cutthroat its name. Most cutthroats have many round or oval spots, clustered more closely toward the tail, which is completely spotted. Body colors range from gold to silvery to green, and the lower fins range from yellow to red.
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  Cutthroats are the most varied-looking trout species, depending on the subspecies and location. This Yellowstone River cutthroat came from the mountains of northern Utah.


  Most cutthroats are river dwellers, although coastal subspecies migrate into salt water, and there are significant lake populations. The largest cutthroat ever caught was a 41-pound monster from Nevada’s Pyramid Lake. Some anglers consider cutthroats to be lazy, because they tend to inhabit slower sections of streams than rainbows do, and their strikes can be downright laconic, as they sometimes rise very slowly to eat a dry fly.


  Range and Habitat


  The native range of cutthroat trout includes the western slope of the Rocky Mountains, although a few subspecies were established east of the Continental Divide. Cutthroats have the largest native range of any of the trout described here, extending from southern New Mexico to south-central Alaska. Unfortunately, many subspecies now exist in just a small fraction of their native waters, mostly as a result of habitat loss, competition from introduced species, and overharvesting. Cutthroats have been stocked outside their native range, but not nearly as much as other species. For instance, introduced populations in Maryland and Arkansas give anglers outside the West a chance to cast for cutthroats.


  Cutthroats inhabit a wide variety of water types, from high mountain lakes to small freestone streams to large valley rivers. They generally prefer cold, clear, well-oxygenated streams with gravel bottoms or cold lakes that feature gravel shallows. They feed mostly on aquatic and terrestrial insects, but as they grow larger, they begin to eat more forage fish. Like rainbow trout, cutthroats spawn in springtime.


  Hybrid Trout


  While there are several trout hybrids—both artificial and natural—the two that anglers are most likely to encounter are cutbows, a naturally occurring hybrid between a cutthroat trout and a rainbow trout, and tiger trout, a hatchery-created cross between a brown trout and a brook trout.


  Originally, cutbows were found in the few places where the native ranges of cutthroats and rainbows overlapped. However, as rainbows were stocked more and more outside their native range, they were introduced into rivers that previously held only native cutthroats. Cutbows can reproduce—both species are in the same genus, Oncorhynchus—and they often outcompete the native cutthroats in a stream.


  Cutbows usually look like rainbows but feature the distinctive red or pink slashes under the jaw. But as with many hybrids, the characteristics of both parent species are often present in differing percentages, making it sometimes difficult to tell if you’ve caught a rainbow or a cutbow.
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  The tiger trout shares the vermiculation of its brook trout parent, along with the colors of its brown trout parent. JOEL RUBY


  Because the native ranges of brook trout and brown trout are separated by the Atlantic Ocean, there were no historically occurring tiger trout populations. In water where browns were stocked over brook trout, naturally occurring hybrids have been documented, but they are very rare. Almost all tiger trout are created in fish hatcheries and stocked in rivers and lakes. These hybrids are sterile, which means they grow fast and large, and they are aggressive feeders, which is why fisheries managers and anglers like them.


  Tiger trout get their name from the bold vermiculations all over their bodies, usually over a brownish-gray or dark green body. They do not have the spots of either parent species.


  BASS AND PANFISH


  Largemouth Bass
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  Fly fishers love largemouth bass because they readily attack many different kinds of flies, including topwater bugs. FREDERICK W. HAYS


  Among the more widely distributed game fish in North America, and now around the world, the largemouth bass is prized for its aggressive feeding habits and violent strikes. Although fly-fishing for bass has always been popular in parts of the country, in recent years there’s been a resurgence of interest—as evidenced by high-tech tackle, the rise of fly-fishing-only bass tournaments, and several films dedicated to chasing largemouths with the long rod.


  The largest members of the sunfish family, largemouths are divided into two subspecies: northern (Micropterus salmoides salmoides) and Florida (Micropterus salmoides floridanus). Although the two are virtually identical to the naked eye, the Florida strain grows much larger. Largemouths are usually quite green, with blotchy patches along their sides. The fish’s jaw extends past the eye, which is one way to distinguish a largemouth from a smallmouth. There’s also a distinctive break in the middle of the dorsal fin.


  Range and Habitat


  The original range of the largemouth bass was from the Mississippi River basin east and stretched north to the Canadian border, but bass have been stocked in lakes and rivers in forty-nine states (only Alaska is without). The trophy qualities of the Florida strain have led fisheries managers to introduce subspecies from coast to coast, and the giant fish regularly caught from impoundments in Texas, California, and northern Mexico can trace their roots directly to the Sunshine State. Large-mouths have also been exported to countries such as South Africa, Europe, Guam, Japan, Lebanon, New Zealand, and the Philippines.


  One of the things that makes largemouths easy to stock is that they can live in a wide array of habitats, including small creeks, swamps, and even estuaries. Because they prefer warm water—up to about 92 degrees Fahrenheit—they generally stay near the surface, which makes them more available to anglers. Low levels of dissolved oxygen in very warm water can cause fish kills, and in the northern end of their range, bass can be stressed by a similar situation in frozen lakes.


  Depending on the body of water, the fish can hug the shoreline, congregate around structure, or (less commonly) even school in open water. In general, you’ll find largemouths around weed beds, structures or debris, or irregularities in a lake or river bottom. They prefer the shade of trees, docks, lily pads, and logs, from which they can ambush prey.


  Smallmouth Bass


  The smallmouth bass (Micropterus dolomieu) goes by many nicknames—smallie, bronzeback, brownie, and brown bass, to name a few—which is a sign of its popularity in different parts of the country. It’s the most trout-like bass, in that it often lives in clean, cold rivers and feeds on insects, baitfish, and crayfish. For these reasons, even the most rigid trout snobs, who wouldn’t deign to cast to
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