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  Wow. It’s been thirty-four years since I wrote the first edition of this book. I wrote the original Orvis Fly-Fishing Guide in 1983, a much revised and updated edition in 2007, and finally this latest revision, to be the book I would have wanted to read when I first tried fly fishing in the late 1960s and very much needed a good guidebook. In the nearly fifty years that I’ve been involved in the fly-fishing business, I’ve always listened carefully to novices, both in my years as a fly-fishing instructor and afterward. Producing and hosting a TV show on introductory fly fishing, building an online learning center, and thousands of questions for my podcast have bolstered my sense of what kind of information today’s fly fishers need. And I’ve studied how-to books on photography, cross-country skiing, kayaking, and even books on macroeconomics or foreign policy, for ideas on how to present a complex process to the uninitiated. When I find someone who can explain in an elegant way a topic unfamiliar to me, I’ll go back and study his or her approach again and again. So if you’re new to fly fishing, I’ve been thinking of you. I want this book to be your reliable reference for at least your first few years, and, hopefully, longer.


  In the new edition, we’ve updated many of the images and added new techniques that have become more widespread in the past ten years, including competition or tactical nymphing, fishing with very large streamers, and finally a much needed chapter on conservation and giving back to the resource. One of our most important revisions was to add more images of young people and women. Fly fishing has gone way beyond the bastion of old men smoking pipes and drinking scotch, and I’ve been delighted with the energy and innovation this new demographic has brought to it. It’s truly the most exciting period this sport has ever known.


  I wrote The Orvis Fly-Fishing Guide to fill the real and specific needs of anglers. This book presents a starting point for the soon-to-be fly fisher and serves the reasonably proficient fly fisher as a reference. (Even quite capable anglers may need a refresher course on some specialized aspect of fly fishing, such as salt-water knots, the how-to care for waders, or how to fish a dry fly in tricky currents.) I have tried to offer a balanced view of all the various elements and kinds of fly fishing—including tackle selection, casting, flies, presentation, tactics, and a host of other subjects, for all the major game fish in both fresh and salt water.


  Fly fishing has a long and colorful history, and contains significant technical issues. No single book can explain it all, and that is partly why many serious anglers have large libraries. Yes, there are many podcasts and thousands of YouTube videos, and a wealth of written information on blogs and websites available to the novice, and these electronic means of communication are an essential part of anyone’s education today. But it becomes clearer each year that reference books like this satisfy the learning needs of most people. It’s said that young people today read physical books at the same rate as baby boomers. This book will provide a sensible jumping-off point for a sport that is simple in purpose, yet often amazingly—and quite wonderfully—complex in execution. Hopefully, The Orvis Fly-Fishing Guide will be a valuable introduction to fly fishing, an endeavor that will give you immense pleasure, the chance to meet some wonderful people along the way, and more than a glimpse of some of the world’s most beautiful places.


  Tom Rosenbauer


  Pawlet, Vermont

  December 2016
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  WHAT IS FLY FISHING?


  Why?


  It’s the question every fly fisher hears over and over. Why do you wave your rod back and forth like that? Why is your line so thick? Why do you need so many strange accoutrements—medical forceps, little bottles of paste, and boxes? Why don’t you just use a spinning rod, like everyone else?


  The answer is really quite simple: It’s all about the flies themselves.


  [image: It is not difficult to get started in fly fishing, but the learning process is always ongoing. One of the things that makes the sport so fascinating and engrossing is that you’ll never stop discovering new and better ways to fool fish with fur and feathers.]


  Fly casting makes it possible to deliver a relatively weightless imitation of a living creature on target, using the weight of the line to develop momentum. That’s a fairly dry way of saying that, using a fly rod, you can catch fish with an artificial lure that can’t be presented by any other method. It means that you can successfully fool a trout that feeds upon tiny insects measuring less than an eighth of an inch long, or lure a 150-pound tarpon into striking a 6-inch baitfish pattern made from feathers lashed to a hook.


  Artificial flies are used to catch sunfish, bass, trout, pike, bluefish, sharks, bonefish, sailfish, salmon, walleyes, and even catfish. The possibilities are endless. Any fish that eats insects, minnows, or crustaceans can be hooked with an artificial fly. Even shad and sockeye salmon, which are plankton feeders, can be angered into striking an artificial fly when they ascend freshwater rivers on their spawning runs from the sea.


  Although fly fishing is most commonly associated with trying to catch trout and salmon in streams, the same 9-foot, 6-weight fly rod used for trout can provide endless hours of fascination on a Midwestern farm pond, fishing for bluegills. Or someone in Washington, DC, could use it to experience the heart-stopping leap of a smallmouth bass hooked on a deer-hair bug. A fly fisher who lives in Florida, hundreds of miles from the nearest trout stream, can use the same fly-rod outfit to catch largemouth bass one day, baby tarpon and snook in brackish canals the next, bonefish on shallow saltwater flats the next, and bluefish and Spanish mackerel in the open ocean for a grand finale.


  To further explore the answer to that Why fly-fish? question, let’s look at a real-world example. Almost everyone today has used or seen a spinning outfit, and to understand just what fly casting is, a comparison with spin casting may be helpful. Picture two anglers, both casting from a boat for bass, both using a minnow imitation.


  A typical spin fisher’s lure weighs about a quarter ounce. One common type of spinning lure is shaped like a minnow and made of plastic. It has a silvery, painted finish, and when it’s retrieved through the water, a cup-shaped lip near the front makes it wiggle like a minnow. The spin fisher’s tackle consists of a 61/2-foot spinning rod and an ultralight spinning reel that contains 200 yards of level, 6-pound-test monofilament line. The lure is tied directly to the line. Holding the rod at about the 10 o’clock position in front of him, he uses his wrist to bring the tip of the rod back to 12:30, beyond his shoulder; then a snap of the wrist quickly propels the rod tip back to 10 o’clock, in front of him at eye level. At the same time, he straightens his index finger, which has been trapping the line against the grip. The flex of the rod snaps the lure off into space, and the momentum of the lure pulls the line smoothly off the reel. Air resistance and gravity slow the lure’s trajectory about 60 feet away, and it hits the water with a gentle splat. The angler fishes the lure by turning a crank on the side of the reel, which retrieves the line; a mechanical bail gathers the line back onto the spool, moving the lure through the water with a minnow-like swimming motion. When the lure reaches the boat, the angler reels in more line until the lure is hanging a few inches below the tip of the rod. He is ready to make another cast.


  Now consider the fly fisher. His objective is the same, but both his lure and the tackle that presents it are quite different. The lure consists of a hook dressed with tinsel and feathers. The tinsel is wound around the straight part of the hook, forming a shiny “body” that reflects light to mimic a minnow’s silvery scales. The “wing” of the fly consists of two chicken feathers, which represents the minnow’s silhouette. The feathers, which have black centers with white edges, are an impressionistic imitation of a fish’s black medial stripe. This lure is called a streamer fly, and it would take maybe a couple dozen of them to equal the weight of the spin fisher’s plastic version.


  Since the fly has virtually no weight, it lacks the momentum necessary to pull line off the front of a spinning reel. If you attached a streamer fly to the line of a spinning outfit and tried to cast, the streamer wouldn’t really go anywhere. Even if you took the fly in your hand and heaved it as far as you could, you’d be hard-pressed to throw it 10 feet. You could always dap the fly off the end of a spinning rod, literally dipping it to the surface of the water as our primitive ancestors did with their embryonic fishing tackle, but that would certainly limit your range to the length of the rod.


  So instead of a long, level piece of nylon, the fly fisher relies upon a weighted line to deliver his fly. The line may float or sink once it hits the water, but it has enough mass to deliver the fly more than 100 feet away (although the average cast is much less, more like 30 feet). Between the thick, weighted fly line and the fly is a leader of tapered nylon monofilament, basically the same stuff the spin fisher’s entire line is made of. The leader provides a flexible, relatively invisible connection separating the fly line and the fly. It makes the fly appear lifelike and untethered on the water, and its air resistance allows the fly to settle gently to the water’s surface.


  Fly fishing is often called “the quiet sport,” and many anglers enjoy the solitude of standing in a river alone, casting delicate flies to fish and soaking in the sights and sounds of nature.

  NICK AND KAMI SWINGLE
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  Fly-fishing gear can be used to catch any species of fish, in all kinds of water, from shore or from a boat.


  Let’s observe a fly fisher in action. After tying the fly to his leader, he pulls 10 feet of fly line out beyond the tip of his fly rod. Then he pulls 20 feet of fly line off the reel and holds it, coiled, in his left hand. With a quick back-and-forth flicking motion, using his right forearm and (a little) wrist, he accelerates the tip of the fly rod from straight out in front of him to just past vertical. As the fly line moves through the air, it describes a tight, elongated arc, called a casting loop. The loop flat-tens and rolls out, parallel to the water, both behind and in front of the caster. He does this three or four times, without letting the fly or line hit the water, releasing some of the coiled fly line in his left hand each time he finishes a forward stroke. When he finishes the fourth false cast, as they are called, he makes the presentation cast, allowing his fly, leader, and line to settle gently to the water, more than 30 feet away (30 feet of fly line plus the leader).


  The streamer, a type of wet fly, sinks slowly beneath the surface, pulling the leader under as well. The fly fisher begins to retrieve line, moving the fly through the water. Instead of using his reel to retrieve line, as the spin fisher does, the fly fisher traps the fly line against the cork handle, using the index finger of the hand that is holding the rod, and pulls on the fly line from below the rod with his other hand. Each pull of the line makes the fly dart through the water like a real minnow. And each length of retrieved line is carefully coiled in his left hand, ready to be sent back out on the next cast. When the fly is about 10 feet from the boat, our fly fisher will begin another cast, repeating the process.


  At first glance, it appears that the fly fisher has to go through a lot of effort for a single cast. All the spin fisher has to do to deliver the lure is flick the tip of his rod once, while the fly fisher has to move his rod a few times before his fly reaches an effective fishing distance. But fly fishing has its advantages. First, of course, it allows the angler to throw those tiny, virtually weightless fly patterns. Also, if the fly fisher suddenly sees a feeding fish, he can pick up that entire 30-foot length of line, change the direction of his cast in midair, and lay it down right in front of the fish. The spin fisher must reel in all his line before he can even think about making a cast to another spot. And there are other advantages, too, such as accuracy: A fly fisher can often tell exactly where his fly will land, something only an expert spin caster can do, because the fly caster is in control of the length of line being cast.


  How hard is it to learn to fly-cast? Like many things, it depends on hand-eye coordination and how well you observe and listen. Most people think fly casting is about as difficult to learn as golf or tennis, and like those sports, you’ll never be completely satisfied with your skills. I’ve been fly-fishing for almost fifty years, and there are some days when I feel completely helpless on the water. To understand this, imagine relying on your own mechanical dexterity for the fly-casting aspect, and then throw in the uncertainties of wind, water conditions, and a quarry that some days just won’t eat anything.


  You can start catching fish almost immediately after you learn to cast, but it may be a couple of years before you feel completely comfortable with a fly rod, depending on how many days per year you spend on the water. Fly fishing became almost a craze in the early 1990s, when the movie A River Runs Through It hit the big screen, but many of the people who flocked to the sport soon discovered that it required a big commitment in time and effort, and they gave up. Fly fishing has one of the highest dropout rates of any sport, so if you stick with it, you can be proud of yourself.


  Many folks never try fly fishing because they think it’s too expensive, but it does not have to be. There is great satisfaction in owning fine tackle—and better equipment can give you an edge in performance—but an entire outfit that costs less than $100 will catch any trout that swims, as well as warmwater fish and many of the smaller saltwater species. (Hard-running saltwater fish do often require more expensive tackle, but that’s really a pittance compared to the cost of acquiring a boat or hiring the guide to get to them.)
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  Although some people believe that fly fishing is an elitist sport for those who pursue trout or salmon, in fact you can get started for less than $100 and have a blast catching panfish from almost any pond.
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  Fly selection can be as simple or as complicated as you want it to be, and many anglers enjoy the challenge of finding just the right fly to imitate the natural insects that the fish are feeding on.

  NICK AND KAMI SWINGLE


  How old must a child be before he or she can learn? I can teach any five-year-old to cast a fly rod in half an hour, but that child then needs to have the patience to tie on a fly, observe the water, and then maybe go without a strike for hours. Can your child handle that? I’ve seen many kids turned off to fly fishing because their father or mother took them to a trout stream for their first outing—adding the complexities of current and a fish that has the moody feeding habits of a toddler. If you want to introduce a young child to fly fishing, stack the odds in her favor: Take her to a small pond filled with sunfish, where she can see the fish, catch them on almost every cast, and learn how to play and land them. If you want to take a five-year-old trout fishing, get a push-button spincast reel rod, a can of worms, and a bobber.


  TIMING IS EVERYTHING


  Although fly fishing is probably the most enjoyable way to fish for trout, it is not always the most efficient method. In early spring, when the water is cold, the trout may not be inclined to move for a drifting fly. A worm put right in front of their noses is much more appealing. But there are other times when fly fishing is the only method that will work. Here’s an example.


  One early-spring afternoon, I was walking the bank of my favorite river, searching for surface-feeding trout. An angler using worms was carefully and methodically working one of the runs, and I envied his ability to place his worm right on the bottom. Bait is effective just sitting there, but a fly must move or drift with the current in order to entice trout.


  I sat on the bank, keeping my eyes peeled for those characteristic rings on the surface of the water that indicate trout feeding on emerging insects. At this time of year, I could expect to see grayish-colored mayflies emerging at about 2:00 p.m. Trout often feed on these insects to the exclusion of other types of food.


  Sure enough, at about 1:45 I saw the sailboat-like wings of mayflies glittering in the weak spring sunlight as they rode the currents, drying their wings. A dozen adult mayflies were soon airborne, flying slowly but steadily upstream. Then there were two dozen, and then three. By 2:00 the surface of the water was covered with struggling mayfly adults, and the trout finally took notice, as mayfly after mayfly disappeared into the concentric rings of surface-feeding trout. It was the kind of opportunity that fly fishers yearn for.


  I tied a light-gray dry fly, an imitation of the real mayflies riding the water’s surface, to my leader and waded into the pool. The normally elusive brown trout and brook trout of this river must have forgotten the lessons they had learned the previous season. It seemed that every time I put my fly over a fish, the trout ate it. I was elated—so elated that I forgot about the worm fisherman sitting on the bank behind me until he started exclaiming: “Ooh! Oh my God! Oh!” Every time I hooked a fish, his awe became more apparent. Finally he gave in.


  Hiking into the wilderness to wade a backcountry stream is a great way to explore new waters and terrain, and the process of discovery adds to the excitement of catching fish.

  FACELESS FLY FISHING
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    Fly-Fishing History


    Fly fishing is an ancient pursuit, practiced by the Romans as early as the first century AD. The poet Martial (AD 40–104) reportedly used a feathered hook to capture a salt-water fish similar to a weakfish. Aelian, another Roman, wrote of observing Macedonian anglers catching trout on artificial flies a hundred years later.


    Throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, references are made to the imitation of artificial flies when fishing for trout. The early fly fishers surely did not think of themselves as sportsmen; they were deceiving trout for more pragmatic reasons. Mayflies and other delicate creatures do not stay on a hook very well, nor do they retain their lifelike qualities after being impaled. The early fly fishers were merely utilizing a bait that would last for dozens of fish without falling off the hook.


    Fly-fishing tackle has changed considerably. Early anglers had no fly lines as we know them today. They fished with long rods—sometimes over 20 feet long—and long leaders. Using a technique called dapping, which suspends the fly over the fish, they would tease him into striking. Any distance required was obtained from the long rods they used. Reels were nonexistent, and the line was tied to the end of the rod.


    Although flies were originally tied to imitate flying insects, today’s “flies” may represent anything a fish would think of eating, from their own eggs to frogs, mice, leeches, crabs, moths, minnows, and even snails. Rods from high-tech fibers and reels constructed of the latest lightweight metallic alloys cast floating fly lines made by an ingenious process in which tiny glass bubbles (called microballoons) are homogenized into a plastic line coating. Fur and feathers are being replaced to a large degree by synthetics, although many fly tiers prefer the traditional materials. But the principle is still the same: A relatively weightless lure is delivered to the fish via a long, flexible rod and a weighted line. And fly fishers are still searching for the perfect imitation, the fly that will catch a fish on every cast. Let’s hope we never reach the end of that rainbow.

  


  “What kind of bait are you using?”


  “Dry flies,” I said.


  “Live ones?”


  “No, artificial ones made out of fur and feathers.”


  “I’ve been fishing worms all morning, couldn’t get a strike,” he complained. “Usually worms work out pretty good.”


  “Guess they just want flies today,” I replied. “It isn’t always this easy.”


  He pelted me with more questions, while I played and released fish almost continuously. Finally the worm fisherman thanked me for my patience with his questions and began walking to his car, dejection showing in the slump of his shoulders. He turned to me once more.


  “Is it hard to learn?”


  MAKE FLY FISHING YOUR OWN


  As with any such pursuit that has a long history and inspires intense passion, fly fishing often seems to produce a lot of strong opinions about the right way and the wrong way to go about things. You’ll hear some prima donnas say that nymph fishing with a strike indicator is not really fly fishing, or that trolling a streamer fly is not fly fishing, or that fishing for steelhead with an egg imitation is not fly fishing. Who cares? As long as the gear you are using is legal (some fly-fishing-only areas prohibit weighted flies or have other gear restrictions) and you’re having fun, how you play the game should matter to no one but you. Don’t let anyone tell you the right or the wrong way to fish with a fly.
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  When everything comes together—you’ve chosen the right fly, made the right cast, and achieved the right presentation—you are sometimes rewarded with the opportunity to connect, briefly, with one of nature’s most beautiful creatures.

  FACELESS FLY FISHING


  But some rules do matter for every angler. Make sure that while you enjoy your fun, you don’t ruin it for others. Littering is an obvious example of boorish behavior, but even worse is forgetting to close a cattle gate or pushing down a fence. Less obvious to neophytes is the ability to gauge how much distance to give another angler. On trout streams, give other anglers as wide a berth as possible: Even if there is only one person in a pool, don’t fish that pool if there is another empty one close by. Or if all the pools are full of anglers, find a riffle or a side channel somewhere. On even the most crowded trout streams in the country, you’ll always be able to find a place to fish where you won’t be bothering others. In lakes or on the ocean, don’t run your boat through a school of feeding fish, and always leave plenty of room for other boats. You will find one of the great pleasures of the sport is solitude.


  [image: MAPS]


  

  [image: frn_fig_005] CHAPTER TWO [image: frn_fig_004]


  FLY RODS AND LINE SIZES


  At its most basic, a fly rod is a tool for casting the fly line, repositioning it on the water (a process called mending), and playing fish after they are hooked. But once it is in your hand, a fly rod becomes something much more, and each individual rod seems to have a personality of its own. The caster and the rod work as one, and you might think of a fly rod as an extension of your own anatomy—a long, skinny finger.


  The phrase casting a fly is not really an accurate description of what you do when you wave a fly rod back and forth. What you are really casting, of course, is the weighted fly line ; the leader and fly simply go along for the ride. During the cast, energy is transferred from your forearm and wrist through the rod to the line. Thus, it’s difficult to discuss fly rods without talking about fly lines. In fact, when we talk about a specific fly rod, we generally describe it by its length and line size: for instance, an 81/2-foot for 6-weight line, or simply a 9-foot 9-weight. The material the rod is constructed from and the weight of the rod are also worth discussing, though they are less important than length and line size.


  [image: The main purposes of a fly rod are to cast the line, manipulate the line on the water, and fight the fish.]


  Too often, a fly fisher will ask a question such as: “I have a 3⅞-ounce bamboo rod. What kind of fishing can I do with it?” Describing your fly rod by weight alone is like describing a friend by saying nothing more than that he weighs 190 pounds. Giving a rod’s length, line size, and material, however, offers a more complete picture, like describing your friend’s personality, his purpose in life, his faults, and his strong points, as well as all his physical dimensions.


  ANATOMY OF A FLY ROD


  Before we discuss fly-rod line sizes, lengths, and materials, let’s identify the parts of a fly rod. These days, the most common fly rods are four-piece models, although two- and three-piece versions are also available and quite practical. Two-piece rods used to be the most common, but four-piece rods have become more popular because they break down to fit into a tube just 29 inches long, making them easier to pack in a duffel and to get on an airplane or into a car trunk. Today’s technology makes it possible to construct a seven-piece fly rod that will be a supremely practical tool, with little sacrifice in casting qualities or “feel.” One-piece fly rods—once used only by tarpon anglers in the Florida Keys—are becoming increasingly popular because they are less prone to break and offer a smoother transition of power. However, they are not terribly practical because it’s hard to fit an 8-plus-foot rod in the trunk of your car.


  In a two-piece fly rod, the thicker, lower section (the piece that includes the handle) is called the butt, while the skinny top section is called the tip. On four-piece rods, the section that the reel attaches to is still called the butt ; the next section up is the butt-middle, followed by the tip-middle, and finally, the tip. Don’t even ask me what all the sections on a seven-piece rod are called. If you have to talk to a rod repair person, just describe the section as “the fifth one up from the butt” or something equally imaginative.


  Starting at the extreme bottom of the fly rod, the metal cap is called the end plug. On some large saltwater and salmon rods, this plug can be removed and replaced with a detachable extension or fighting butt, although most rods for this purpose come with a fixed fighting butt that extends from 1 to 2 inches below the reel seat. This attachment is used when the fly fisher expects to be playing large fish for a long time. By bracing the fighting butt against your stomach or belt, you can take a lot of the strain off your arms—which means that you can stay on the water longer and catch more fish.


  The end plug is attached to the reel seat, which is available in an almost endless variety of materials. Although the reel seat’s sole purpose is to hold the fly reel securely to the rod, fly-rod manufacturers and amateur rod builders often spend an inordinate amount of time discussing the relative merits of designs and materials. The reel seat usually consists of a metal frame (which actually holds the reel) and a filler (or spacer). The frame is usually a strong, lightweight aluminum alloy. The filler, for practical and cosmetic reasons, may be made from cork, walnut, maple, zebrawood, synthetic composites, or other exotic plastic-impregnated wood laminates. Premium hardware is often made from jewelry-grade nickel silver—which, while heavier and more expensive, looks gorgeous. In most saltwater rods, the entire reel seat is made from anodized aluminum, which is necessary to hold heavy saltwater reels and to resist the corrosive properties of salt water.
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  A sample of the reel seats offered by modern fly-rod manufacturers includes:


  Ring type. Designed for small reels and light fly rods, the ring type consists of two thin metal bands that are simply forced over the feet of the fly reel, trapping them against the filler. Although ring-type seats are more secure than they appear, avoid using this type of reel seat with reels that weigh more than 3 ounces.


  Screw-locking or downlocking. This type consists of a fixed metal hood at the bottom of the seat, combined with a hood at the top, which can be screwed down over the front reel-seat foot.


  Reversed screw-locking or uplocking. Exactly the same as the screw-locking, except that the fixed hood is at the bottom end of the seat, and is often buried inside the cork grip. The screw band screws upward toward the grip, as opposed to the downlocking reel seat above. This is the most common type of reel seat used today.


  Most other reel seats are simply variations on the above three types, incorporating such features as fixed fighting butts or, in the case of two-handed salmon or Spey rods, a second long grip located below the reel seat. As long as your reel seat is of the correct size to accommodate your reel, you should select a type for aesthetic reasons.


  The grip functions as the handle of your fly rod. On all quality fly rods, it is constructed from cork that was filed on a lathe and sanded smooth. Grip style, which varies in diameter and in shape, is a matter of personal taste. Common grip styles include, in order of increasing diameter: superfine, cigar, half wells, and full wells. People with small hands generally prefer the smaller-diameter grips; those with big hands feel more comfortable with something like a full-wells grip.


  Working your way up the rod, you’ll find a small metal ring or hook, called the hook keeper, just above the handle. When you are not fishing, you can hook your fly here to keep it from catching in streamside brush (or your clothing). Not all rods feature a hook keeper, as in saltwater rods it tends to get in the way when you’re shooting a lot of line on long casts. If your rod does not have a hook keeper, simply wrap the leader around the base of the reel seat and bring the fly back up to one of the guides, where it can be hung to keep it out of mischief.


  Next you’ll encounter the first guide, called the stripping guide or stripper guide. The purpose of fly-rod guides is threefold: to hold the line to the rod during casting; to funnel the line along the length of the rod when you’re shooting line (releasing extra line to obtain additional distance); and to distribute the stress of playing a fish along the entire length of the rod. The stripping guide, being the first part of the rod the line encounters after leaving the reel, receives a lot of wear and tear. To reduce friction, the stripping guide is made from an abrasion-resistant material, usually hard chrome or ceramic. Some saltwater rods feature two stripping guides.


  The rest of the guides, of which there should be at least as many as the rod is long in feet, are simple bent pieces of wire called snake guides. High-quality fly rods often feature RECOIL snake guides, made from a special nickel-titanium alloy that retains its shape, even after you bend or crush it. Guides are distributed along a rod according to a specific formula that is unique to each length of rod and are attached to the rod with nylon thread, which is epoxied or varnished two or three times for durability and protection from the elements. The last guide, which sits at the extreme top of the tip section, is called the tip-top.


  Some fly rods feature ceramic stripping guides or single foot ceramic guides, instead of snake guides, along the entire length of the rod. But these are so heavy and air-resistant that they change the action of the rod. The idea is to lessen the friction between guides, enabling the caster to shoot more line.


  Ferrules are the joints that connect the sections of multiple-piece rods. They are designed to hold the pieces of a rod together throughout a day of fishing, yet pull apart easily when you want to put your rod away. Ferrules on bamboo rods are made of nickel silver metal, while those on graphite and fiberglass rods are self-ferrules, made from the same material as the rod blank. The most common type, the sleeve-over ferrule, features a tapered sleeve of the rod material itself, which is glued to the bottom of a rod section and fits snugly over the top of the section below. A spigot ferrule or internal ferrule involves a separate piece that is bonded to the inside of the lower section, producing a protruding tube that the top section slides over. When an internal ferrule is properly seated, there is a ⅛- to 1/2-inch gap between the two sections.


  LINE SIZES


  To understand why line size is so important, you must realize that fly fishing is immensely versatile. If everyone fished with flies that were ¼ to 3/4 of an inch long, in streams 15 to 30 feet wide, in a place where winds were always moderate to light, we’d need only one line size. But flies range in size from ⅛ of an inch to more than 8 inches in length, and the corresponding differences in weight and air resistance of these different-size flies require lines of different weights. Generally, the heavier the fly line, the larger the fly you’ll be able to cast, the fewer problems you’ll have with wind, and the farther you can cast. The lighter your line, the more delicate and accurate your presentation will be with smaller flies.


  A well-made fly rod is designed for a particular line size. The shape of the loop in your line during the cast is very important, and it is necessary to keep the fly line moving through the air in the right direction. To cast properly, a fly rod must exhibit a happy medium between flexibility and stiffness. A pretty and efficient cast is the result of a well- designed fly rod, good casting form, and the weight of the fly line exerting force on the rod. A heavy fly line will exert more pull on a fly rod during casting; thus, a rod designed for throwing large flies into the wind will be necessarily stiffer than a rod designed to present tiny dry flies with a light fly line.


  In order to cast a line, a fly rod must flex in the right amount in the right place at the right time. This flex cannot come from the weight of either the fly or the leader; it must come from the weight of the line. “Fly-rod balance” is the key. If a line is too light for your rod, the rod will not flex enough, making you work extra hard to make each cast. If the line is too heavy, it will overload the rod—causing it to bend too much—and cause a sloppy presentation. A severely overloaded rod can even break on a long cast.


  A common question is, “Can I get one fly rod that will do everything for me?” That depends upon what you mean by “everything.” If you will be fishing for, say, trout—and nothing else—the answer could be “yes.” However, if you want to fish for many different kinds of fish on rivers, lakes, ponds, and oceans, you will probably need several fly rods.


  The all-purpose fly rod can be likened to an all-purpose golf club. It’s possible to play eighteen holes of golf with a putter, but it’s certainly not efficient (and not much fun).


  Table 1 shows the range of line weights used by fly fishers, the fly sizes paired to each line weight, and the kinds of species that can be pursued with those flies. (Of course, these are only generalities, and there are many exceptions and overlapping categories.) The number designation of a fly line corresponds to the weight in grains of the first 30 feet of line (437.5 grains = 1 ounce). This system was adopted by the American Fishing Tackle Manufacturers Association (AFTMA) in 1961 and is used by all fly-line manufacturers today. So the first 30 feet of a 3-weight line may weigh 100 grains, whereas that same length on a 12-weight line may weigh 380 grains.


  [image: Table 1: Matching Line Sizes to Fish Species and Flies The chart above shows how to choose the correct line size according to the species you are going to pursue. For instance, if you’ll be fishing for trout in large rivers or lakes, you’ll see that you might be fishing fly sizes in anything from a size 4 through a size 20. Looking down, you’ll see that line sizes could be anything from a 1-weight to a 9-weight. Unless you will only be fishing big size-4 streamers all the time, you can rule out line sizes 8 and 9, and unless you’ll only be fishing tiny flies, you can forget about the 1, 2, and 3 weights. That still leaves you with the possible line sizes 4, 5, 6, and 7. If most of your flies will be on the smaller size, stick with the smaller line size 4. If most of your flies will be larger, or you you’ll encounter a lot of wind, go with the heavier 6 or 7 weight. And, of course, if you want to cover all your bases, choose the 5—which is the most popular trout line size by a large margin.]
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  Choosing the right fly rod involves considering the kinds of fishing you will be doing most, the size of the flies you want to cast, and your budget. Once you have narrowed your choices down to a few models, cast them all to see which feels best for your casting style.


  Why do we use weight at all? Why not diameter? Actually, before 1961 fly lines were classed by diameter, with letters of the alphabet referring to particular diameters. All lines were made of silk, so diameters were consistent with weight. With the advent of modern floating, sinking, and intermediate-weight lines—with their varying densities at a given diameter—this system had to be scrapped and was replaced with the modern system based on weight.


  Some fly rods, especially modern graphite models, can cast two or three line sizes with minor adjustments in casting technique. Whether a particular rod can do this depends on its design, and you will have to try different lines on a rod to see if it works. As a rule of thumb, you can get away with one line size heavier if your casts will be consistently under 30 feet, and one line size lighter if they will be consistently longer than 40 feet.


  Again referring to Table 1, you can see that, for any type of fishing or fly-size range, you have a choice of two, or perhaps even three, line sizes. This leeway allows you to choose your line size to fit prevailing weather and water conditions. For example, for stream trout fishing, we generally use fly sizes 12 through 18. These would call for a 4-, 5-, or 6-weight line. If casts are frequently long and the wind is a constant factor, or if you plan to fish weighted flies or with weight on your leader, the 6-weight would be the best choice. If your streams lie in protected valleys and winds are light, or if the fish are skittish, the 4-weight might be a better choice. For a little bit of both, go with the 5-weight.


  The size of the fish you expect should also be a consideration. If you’re fishing a small stream with tiny flies but the trout or bass are large, you’ll want to choose a rod at the higher end of the given range. Some anglers consider landing a 20-inch trout on a 3-weight rod a feat of skill—which it is—but it also requires a longer fight, which reduces the chances that the fish will survive. Choosing a rod that will help you land fish quickly is best for the health of the fishery.


  Rods that call for 12- to 14-weight lines are unlike any other kind of rod, because they are designed more for playing large fish than they are for casting. Usually called “big-game” rods, they allow the fly fisher to muscle large tarpon, sailfish, trevally, or sharks. You might be able to hook and play a 150-pound tarpon with a lighter 7-weight fly rod without breaking it, but a lighter model will bend to such a degree that you’ll never be able to put enough pressure on a huge fish to land it.


  All fly rods made by reputable manufacturers are marked with the recommended line size. This recommendation is usually either inscribed on the butt section of the rod, just above the cork grip, or engraved on the butt plate.


  ROD MATERIALS


  In selecting a fly rod, the variables involved are material, length, price, and action (or flex index). The material that the rod is made of will to some degree determine the personality of the rod—the casting tempo or action it exhibits. The material will definitely determine both the appearance and the price of your rod. While I will talk about bamboo and fiberglass fly rods, 95 percent of the quality fly rods built today are made of some kind of graphite composite.


  Graphite


  Graphite is a polyester carbon fiber that has been subjected to intense heat and pressure. (In fact, if you live in the UK, what we Americans call graphite rods are usually referred to as carbon-fibre rods.) The material was developed by the aerospace industry as a light, strong, flexible, heat -resistant alternative to metals. As used in fly rods, graphite consists of thousands of tiny, hairlike filaments held together by some type of resin system, along with a layer of strengthening fibers called a scrim. A flat layer of graphite fibers is first cut to a taper and then paired with a layer of scrim. Both are then rolled around a tapered metal mandrel and subjected to heat and pressure, after which the mandrel is removed. The resulting hollow fly-rod blank (the rod tube itself before the guides, grip, or reel seat are attached) is extremely light, has tensile strength greater than steel, and, most important to us, makes a very fine fly rod.


  Making a graphite fly rod is a complex process. If you read much of the advertising literature, you’d think each rod was made from a solid tube of graphite. But a rod is a combination of graphite fibers, the resin system that holds them together, the scrim that provides strength to the walls of the hollow tube, and finally, the taper created when the fibers are cut to a precise shape and then wrapped around a mandrel that has a precise taper. Just as with other high-tech products, most of us mortals are never going to understand (or care) exactly what materials are in a rod, as long as it feels good in the hand, performs well during casting and playing fish, and is strong enough to fight a fish without breaking.


  One of graphite’s special virtues is a comparatively high modulus of elasticity. This means that graphite has a high resistance to bending—or, quite simply, it’s stiffer. Being stiffer without breaking is desirable, up to a point, as it enables a rod to flex less to deliver the same length of line; this means that it will hold a longer length of line in the air, will have a quicker response rate between back and forward casts, and can be made thinner, cutting down on air resistance. All of these factors produce a higher line speed. More line speed produces more line momentum, so your fly line travels farther than if you expended the same effort with a bamboo or fiberglass fly rod.


  In order to direct the fly line to the proper spot, your fly rod should bend when you direct it to and stay still when you want it to. The high modulus of elasticity also means that a graphite rod has a quick recovery rate —which means it returns to the unbent state faster. When you finish your forward cast and the rod is pointing to where you want the line to go, the less your rod wiggles, the more efficient and accurate your casting will be. Graphite fly rods are the most efficient casting rods known today.
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  Steps in the construction of a graphite rod. At far left is a flat graphite flag that is to be wrapped around a steel mandrel and then wrapped with heat shrink tape. Next is a hollow blank after the tape is removed, showing the ridges formed on the outside of the blank. Next is a blank that has been sanded, and finally a finished blank, painted with a maroon color and then coated with a hard, clear finish.


  You’ll sometimes hear a rod praised for its particularly high-modulus graphite. To a certain degree, a high modulus is desirable, because the higher the modulus, the stiffer the fibers, allowing for a lighter, thinner rod. The problem is that as you increase in modulus, you also increase in brittleness, which can be offset by higher-quality resin systems made of thermoplastic. But without knowing the taper of a rod, its wall thickness, the resin system used to hold the fibers together, and the type and amount of scrim used, simply knowing the modulus of elasticity of the graphite fibers used is meaningless.


  Obviously, graphite’s qualities lend themselves well to rods for big flies and heavy line sizes. How about delicate fishing and light line sizes? Because graphite is stiffer than bamboo or fiberglass, long (over 8-foot) rods for light fly lines (3-, 4-, and 5-weights) can be practical fishing tools—rods that would not be possible with either bamboo or fiberglass.


  Graphite is also more forgiving of casting mistakes than any other material, a belief substantiated by our years of experience in the Orvis Fly-Fishing Schools. The hardest problem a beginning caster encounters is producing a high, flat backcast. Mistakes in timing that would be disastrous with a bamboo rod can produce a passable presentation with a graphite rod.


  That a graphite fly rod is lighter than a bamboo or fiberglass rod is not terribly significant when you are comparing trout-size models, as the difference in weight is a fraction of an ounce. When you compare the longer, thicker-walled saltwater, salmon, or bass rods, however, the weight differential is extremely significant: A 9-foot bamboo salmon rod weighs almost 7 ounces and a fiberglass rod almost 6, while a graphite rod weighs only 3. When you are wielding this rod through hundreds of casts a day, using only the muscles of your wrist and forearm, you appreciate the difference.


  Fiberglass


  Fiberglass was the first successful synthetic material used to make fly rods, and it mostly replaced bamboo in the decades after World War II. Although they fell out of favor once graphite rods appeared in the early 1970s, fiberglass rods have enjoyed a real renaissance in recent years. Many anglers prize the slower, more sensitive action of “glass,” and there are now websites and organizations devoted to using these old-school rods. The top fly-rod manufacturers have reintroduced modern fiberglass models to meet the new demand, and these are beautiful rods—very slow and delicate. Many anglers prefer this slow action of fiberglass for fishing small streams for trout, but there are lots of folks chasing larger species, such as bass and carp, with glass rods.


  Today’s fiberglass has been improved with new resin systems and fibers that are more consistent in their properties. Fiberglass is lighter than bamboo, but it must bend more to deliver the same power; thus, when stressed on a long, powerful cast, a fiberglass rod will lose its power—or reach its elastic limit—under less stress than will a bamboo or graphite rod. However, achieving this limit requires the abilities of a tournament caster and is something that we ordinary mortals don’t have to worry about. Fiberglass is also less sensitive to casting subtleties and less forgiving of casting mistakes, so it’s not recommended for beginner anglers.


  Bamboo


  Even non–fly fishers know that a bamboo fly rod—often referred to as a split-bamboo or split-cane rod—is the hallmark of the affluent angler, but there are also plenty of “regular guy” fly fishers who love bamboo for its feel and its connection to angling history. Samuel Phillippe of Easton, Pennsylvania, built the first six-strip bamboo rod in 1845, but bamboo had already been in use for nearly a century and a half by then. According to historian Andrew Herd, British army officers may have brought the material for rod-making from India as early as 1700, and it was first used for tips on wooden rods. The first rods made completely from strips of bamboo were probably manufactured in three- and four-strip configurations, and some probably had wooden butt sections. But once Phillippe established the benefits of the six-strip rod, that became the standard. Although eight-strip hexagonal rods are now available, six strips remains the standard today.


  Before the advent of fly rods made from synthetic materials, starting with fiber-glass in the mid-1940s and continuing with graphite in the 1970s, bamboo was the only material of any significance, at least in the twentieth century. Manufacturers experimented with other types of wood and with tubular steel, but these produced inferior fly rods. Thus, bamboo was used for all types of fly rods, from the biggest, heaviest saltwater and salmon rods to the most delicate trout rods.


  Bamboo fly rods are the epitome of a rod maker’s craft, and with their heavier, solid construction they feel much different from the light, hollow tubes used to make graphite rods.
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  A finished bamboo fly rod is a solid six-sided shaft. The glowing brown-and-amber bamboo is polished and varnished to produce a fishing rod that is unmatched in appearance. Most of the steps in making a bamboo rod are hand operations performed by craftspeople, and other than electric saws and milling machines, they use hand tools. It takes a month or more to produce each quality bamboo fly rod.


  Briefly, raw bamboo is graded and sorted, strips are cut from the bamboo poles, and the strips are tapered on a milling machine to tolerances of a few thousandths of an inch. Six strips are glued together to form the solid rod; next, the outside of the rod is lightly sanded, and only then can the reel seat, grip, guides, and ferrules be mounted to the rod. A bamboo fly rod carries a pride of ownership that only the fly fisher and perhaps a custom woodworker can appreciate.


  Bamboo rods are heavier for a particular class of rod than any of the synthetics, and in the 8- to 12-weight sizes, they have been edged out of the market by the lighter and more powerful graphite rods. Who wants to cast all day with a 9-ounce bamboo fly rod when a 4-ounce graphite rod can do the job as well, or better?
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  A section of raw bamboo—called a culm—cut in half, next to a finished, solid, six-sided blank.


  The strong, elastic fibers of the bamboo plant lend their personality to the bamboo rod, giving it a special casting sensation that is unique. These fly rods are neither better nor worse than those made from synthetic materials, but they are different. Bamboo fly rods feel more flexible during casting, lending themselves to a relaxed casting style. This is because bamboo fibers stretch more than, say, graphite to deliver the same amount of power. Some fly fishers, including me, feel that bamboo is superior for delivering tiny, delicate flies to sophisticated trout in clear water.


  A beginner should not shy away from a bamboo fly rod, but merely respect its limitations—namely, weight and price. For fly fishing in salt water or wherever large flies must be cast long distances, bamboo is surely not as efficient as graphite. This is not to say that bamboo is more fragile, however. A good bamboo rod can withstand the shock of being whacked against a tree limb or steady thrumming against a boat gunwale much better than synthetic rods, with their hollow construction. For trout fishing, panfishing, or fishing with the smaller bass flies, at normal casting ranges (up to 60 feet), bamboo is as good as any synthetic fly rod, and many aficionados feel it is better.


  You do generally get what you pay for, because the better materials are more labor- intensive to work with, and the cost of the raw material itself is higher. And fly-rod makers put their best reel seats, cork, and guides on their better rods. So as you go up the scale in price, you get a lighter, stronger, and more responsive rod—and usually a better-looking one, if that matters to you.


  FLY-ROD ACTION


  Fly fishers often say, “That rod has good action,” or “The action of this rod is poor.” Great. All that tells us is that these anglers like the way one rod feels in their hands, with their own particular casting style, and they don’t like the other. Action merely describes the way a fly rod flexes under stress, which is determined by the combination of the rod’s stiffness and its taper.


  In the golden age of bamboo rods, action was supposed to dictate what kind of flies could be used with a particular rod. Fast-action rods were stiffer, flexing almost entirely in the top 25 percent of the rod, whereas slow-action rods flexed all the way into the grip during casting. Fast action became synonymous with dry-fly fishing, since the stiff rod allowed an angler to flick excess water off a fly during the cast, and slow action was more suited to wet flies. “Medium action,” obviously, was somewhere in between. The terms slow and fast came from the fact that it takes a lot more time to develop the power needed for a cast when the rod bends all the way into its lower sections than it does for a rod that flexes just at the tip.


  The fact that modern graphite and fiberglass rods behave so differently from bamboo rods has made comparisons of actions somewhat obsolete. For rods of comparable length and line size, fiberglass is usually the slowest, bamboo is next, and graphite fastest. This comparison is based only on the stiffness of the materials involved. Theoretically, by thickening the walls on a fiberglass rod, you could make it faster than graphite, but it would be extremely thick and heavy.


  [image: Different flex indexes in rods made for the same line size: full-flex (green), mid-flex (red), and tip-flex (blue). As you can see, the full-flex rod bends deep into the blank, whereas the tip-flex rod is stiffer through the butt and middle sections.]


  There is still no system of measuring action that crosses all makers of rods, but most manufacturers label their rods according to the slow-medium-fast spectrum, although calling a rod medium-fast or even extra fast is an attempt to pinpoint the action a little more accurately. Orvis uses a system called the Flex Index that is divided into three broad groups—full-flex action, mid-flex action, and tip-flex action—that roughly correspond to slow, medium, and fast. It’s important to remember that a well-designed fly rod of any action will cast a fly line beautifully, and the choice of action or flex index is partly a matter of your casting style and temperament, and partly a matter of the fishing conditions you find yourself in the most.


  Understanding Rod Action


  Slow or full-flex action:


  •Well suited for close-range, delicate casting


  •Protects light tippets best because of full-flex shock absorption


  •Responds well to a gentle casting stroke


  •Offers superior “feel” on close-range casts


  •A favorite traditional action of anglers for many years


  Medium or mid-flex action:


  •Excellent performance over a wide range of conditions


  •Suits a wide range of casting styles


  •Great combination of butt strength for fighting fish and medium flex for casting ease


  •An excellent measure of tippet protection


  •For the angler who needs one rod for a variety of conditions


  Fast or tip-flex action:


  •Light tip for a “light-in-the-hand” feel


  •Helps the caster maximize line speed


  •Suits casters with quicker, shorter casting strokes


  •Strong butt section (in upper line weights) for fish-fighting “backbone”


  So which action should you get? That depends on your skill as a caster and how you plan to use the rod. A fast action generally makes a rod load quicker and makes it easier to produce tight loops with high line speeds, which for many casters translates into longer casts and the ability to cut the wind better. Plus, you can make casts faster when you’re casting off the tip. That’s why fast-action rods are so popular on the bonefish flats. But there’s a trade-off: The caster doesn’t feel the rod loading and unloading well, which can make the precise timing required by a stiff rod difficult for novices. The fast recovery rate can also snap very light tippets, leading to more broken-off fish.


  Medium-action rods work well for a wide range of applications—if you’re going to be switching from nymphing to dry-fly fishing off and on during the day, for instance— so if you’re only going to have one rod, a medium action is a good choice. Many anglers find they can cast more accurately with a medium-action rod as well, because there’s more time during the stroke to line everything up. For casting sinking-tip lines or large flies, a medium-action rod easily throws a more open loop, and it works better for roll casting. If you really need to throw tighter loops, you can under-line the rod by one line weight (e.g., use a 5-weight line on a 6-weight rod).


  Slow-action rods are definitely the smallest part of the market. For repetitive roll casting or throwing small flies short distances on long leaders, you can’t beat a slow-action rod. Slow rods require smooth acceleration and greater tip control during the casting stroke, so some casters struggle with tailing loops.


  It’s important to keep in mind that these descriptions of rod action hold true for a given line weight at a given distance; designers make an educated guess about how most anglers will use a particular model. Changing the line weight can change a rod’s action dramatically. Put a 6-weight line on a 5-weight fast-action rod, for instance, and the rod bends deeper into the blank, with more of a medium action.


  In this situation, a longer fly rod keeps the angler’s line out of the streamside brush during the drift and allows for a high backcast to avoid the corn behind him. He can also manipulate the line on the water more easily.

  NICK AND KAMI SWINGLE
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  When you buy your first rod, decide whether you think you’d be best suited to one of the three broad groups and pick a rod with that general action. You may even find that you like different actions for different kinds of fishing: I like a full-flex action for small-stream trout fishing, mid-flex for stripers and steelhead, and tip-flex when making long casts with dry flies.


  ROD LENGTH


  Standard lengths for trout and bass fly rods run from 71/2 to 9 feet. These particular lengths in line sizes 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 (the most common line sizes used today) achieve a balance between lightness, manageability, and casting efficiency. As rod length becomes shorter, casting efficiency decreases, because the mechanical advantage obtained (the whole reason for using a fly rod) decreases as the arc through which the tip of the rod moves decreases. A fly rod less than 6 feet long is a novelty and not particularly pleasant to cast. To a lesser degree, fly rods longer than 10 feet also decrease in efficiency, mainly because of added weight and air resistance. With graphite, though, it is possible to make a practical fly rod for a 6-weight line as long as 101/2 feet.


  Tenkara rods are usually between 9 and 12 feet long, and they are telescoping, which means that they pack down quite small—easy to slide into a backpack. Tenkara fishing eliminates the reel; instead, the line is fixed to the tip of the rod. Thus the rod needs to be a little longer than a standard trout rod, to help give the angler a bit more range, since you can’t simply add more line to your cast. Tenkara fishing was invented on the mountain streams of Japan in the nineteenth century, and many anglers appreciate its simplicity.


  Saltwater fly rods are almost universally 9 feet long, with a few a half-foot longer or shorter. Single-handed rods for steelhead and salmon fishing are typically between 9 and 10 feet long, with the 10-footers having the edge today because the longer rod helps control the fly line on bigger rivers.


  Switch rods, designed to be cast with either one or two hands, are usually between 11 and 13 feet long. These hybrid rods were designed for casting to steelhead and salmon in the Pacific Northwest, but they’ve found a place on larger trout rivers as well. The extra length allows anglers to use heavy sinking tips and offers the ability to control more line on the water, which can lead to longer drifts.


  Two-handed rods—often called Spey rods —are made as long as 15 feet, and these are most commonly used for salmon and steelhead, although dedicated two-handed fly fishers use them in trout streams and in the surf off the coast of the Northeast. These long, powerful rods are capable of picking up 80 feet of line and redirecting it to another spot in the river in a single cast.


  Short fly rods do have their advocates, and a 61/2-foot rod is more manageable than an 8-footer in brushy country; it is lighter by almost a full ounce, and it has faster action than a longer rod for a corresponding line size. The shorter rod is faster because it is stiffer, as the same amount of line weight has to be held in the air by less material. Short fly rods make it easier to drive a fly under overhanging brush, because of their faster line speed and greater maneuverability. Short fly rods are also deadly efficient tools for fighting large fish. It is much easier to lead a fish into the net at close quarters with a short fly rod.


  The practicality of longer fly rods is due to graphite fiber. For example, a 9-foot fly rod for a 4-weight line in bamboo or fiberglass would be heavy and as limp as cooked spaghetti, yet such graphite rods are commonplace today. Long (over 81/2 feet) fly rods for line sizes 9 to 12 have always been made because a 7-foot rod for a 10-weight line would have to be so stiff that it would hardly bend at all. But graphite’s light weight has almost entirely edged bamboo out of the area of heavy lines and long rods. Long fiberglass rods are also available, but almost entirely in the heavy line sizes.


  Thus, a fly fisher with an eye toward big-game fish in the open ocean or salmon on a raging Norwegian river almost has to choose a longer rod. What about the trout-and-bass fly fishers? Should they consider a rod over 81/2 feet long, even if their casts are never more than 40 feet?


  The question of fly-rod length can become quite personal, and if a fly fisher likes the idea of an ultralight, short fly rod, or a long rod, more power to him or her. Long fly rods have their advantages under certain circumstances, and it’s important to recognize the helping hand that a long rod can provide. Remembering that a fly rod is merely an extension of your hand and arm, it’s obvious that a rod over 81/2 feet long will be a great help when the fishing situation calls for repositioning the fly line and/ or the fly on the water once the cast has been made.


  For example, imagine that you are standing in an area of fast water in the middle of a trout stream, and trout are rising in the slower water against the far bank. With a short rod, as soon as the fly line hits the water, the fast current at your feet will immediately begin to pull on the line, whisking the fly out of the slower water. A long rod will extend your reach, enabling you to hold the fly line above the fast water. By repositioning line on the water, you can also control the speed at which a wet fly drifts through the current.


  Anglers who wade in the edges of small lakes and ponds prefer long fly rods for a number of reasons. One advantage of a long rod is that it will keep a fly line out of the vegetation along the shoreline, enabling you to control your fly or bug with greater precision. Whether you fish in lakes or in streams, a long rod, with its greater vertical reach, will keep your backcast out of low trees and shrubs. When you’re casting from a sitting position in a boat, a long fly rod will also keep your fly line from slapping the water behind you.


  Long fly rods also offer certain casting advantages. They are a great help when the situation calls for a long cast, holding more line in the air, helping you to overcome gravity on your backcast. By enabling you to pick up more line off the water, a long fly rod can also place your fly back on the water with a single cast. A 6-foot fly rod just cannot develop enough momentum to pick up 60 feet of line with a single casting stroke.
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  A two-handed rod, from 11 to 16 feet long, allows an angler to cover a lot of water without much effort
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It is not difficult to get started in fly fishing, but the learning process is always ongoing. One of
he things that makes the sport so fascinating and engrossing is that you’ll never stop discov-
ering new and better ways to fool fish with fur and feathers.
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Table 1. Matching Line Sizes

to Fish Species and Flies

Species
Trout with small flies, small streams.
Trout in small to medium-sized rivers.
Trout in big ivess and lakes
Freshwater bass and pike
Atantic saimon
Steelhead
Pacific salmon
Bonefish
Permit
Tarpon
Sharks and barracuda
Striped bass, bluefish, faise albacore
Tuna, saitfish, martin

The chart above shows how to choose the correct line size according to the species you are going to pursue. For instance, if you'll be
fishing for trout in large rivers o lakes, you'll see that you might be fishing fly sizes in anything from a size 4 through a size 20. Looking
down, you'll see that line sizes could be anything from a 1-weight to a 9-weight. Unless you will only be fishing big size-4 streamers all the
time, you can rule out line sizes 8 and 9, and unless you'll only be fishing tiny flies, you can forget about the 1, 2, and 3 weights. That still
leaves you with the possible line sizes 4, 5, 6, and 7. If most of your flies will be on the smaller size, stick with the smaller line size 4. If most
of your flies will be larger, or you you'll encounter a lot of wind, go with the heavier 6 or 7 weight. And, of course, if you want to cover all
your bases, choose the 5—which is the most popular trout line size by a large margin.
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Different flex indexes in rods made for the same line size: full-flex (green), mid-flex (red), and tip-flex (blue). As you can
see, the full-flex rod bends deep into the blank, whereas the tip-flex rod is stiffer through the butt and middle sections.
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