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SOME GUIDELINES FOR PRESENTATION

The following presentation guidelines apply to many fishing situations. I have indicated the types of fishing for which each guideline is most important—but these tips are often applicable to other areas of the sport as well.


	General—Always approach the fish as quietly as possible before you cast.

	General—Wear clothes that blend in with your background.

	General—On small streams, stay in the shade whenever possible.

	General—Always consider your position before you cast. Is your backcasting area clear? Can you make the right cast? Finally, will you be able to fight and land the fish from this position?

	General—The calmer and shallower the water—in both fresh and salt—the longer the leader you’ll need.

	General—The spookier the fish, the longer your leader must be.

	General—Most of the time the quietest cast is at eye level or slightly above. Only when you’re casting into the wind or trying to throw under an object should you direct your fly downward on a forward cast.

	General—When you’re sight-fishing try to keep the sun either behind you or behind and to one side of you for best visibility.

	General—Changing the color of your polarized glasses can be a big help under different light conditions.

	Trout—With difficult-to-catch trout it’s often best to get upstream from the fish and at a very slight angle, then allow your dry fly to drift downstream to it. This way, your leader remains unseen.

	General—Know which direction your fish is facing before you make a cast—then cast to its eating end.

	Trout—Never wade into a small stream if you can cast from the bank.

	General—Never cast farther than is comfortable for you.

	General—Never rush a cast, no matter how much a guide or companion may be talking or how excited you are. Rushing only destroys your accuracy and distance.

	Flats—Always try to approach a single fish, or school of fish, from upwind.

	Flats—When you’re in a boat, never cast directly ahead. You may hook your guide.

	General—When you’re fishing from a boat in salt or fresh water, it’s a good idea to have two different rods rigged.

	General—If you can see your fly line in flight, you can make a more accurate cast. Because wearing a long-billed hat blocks much of your cast from you, wear a hat with a short bill.

	General—Make as few false casts as possible. One sure sign of a good fly fisherman is how few false casts he makes.

	Flats—Never rock the boat in shallow water while you’re casting. It sends shock waves to the fish.

	General—If you retrieve your fly 5 feet underwater with a fish closely following, and the fish doesn’t strike—change your retrieve.

	Flats—On windy days in salt water, you can shorten your leader.

	Trout—Learn to use more than one line on your rod. On days when extra-short casts are called for, use a heavier line. On a windy day, a lighter line can add to your casting distance.

	General—Never make a backcast until you’ve lifted all of your line from the water.

	General—Never false-cast over a fish, especially not in calm water.

	General—In fresh water it’s usually best to fish out poor casts, but if you make a bad cast in salt water you should generally pick it up quietly and quickly, and make another cast.

	General—Never attack a fish with an underwater fly.

	General—Use the countdown method to retrieve at a specific depth. By casting a sinking line and counting (“One thousand one, one thousand two,” et cetera) up to a certain number, you can determine the depth at which fish are taking your flies. This is an essential and accurate method of determining your fly’s swimming depth.

	General—To get your fly deeper in the water column use a sinking line, cast upcurrent, and allow the fly to sink fast and deep before retrieving.

	General—Understand how the prey swims or moves around so that you can retrieve in a manner similar enough to interest predators. For example, sculpins are nocturnal and swim along the bottom, because they have no swim bladder. Crabs don’t dart forward in spurts; they swim in one continuous movement.

	Flats—If large saltwater fish won’t strike your streamer, switch to a popping bug, which makes a lot of noise. Keeping it in motion often gives big fish a false impression of its size. If you stop a bug in salt water, the fish will usually ignore it.

	Trout—A dry fly should generally float drag-free.

	Trout—To check your dry fly for a drag-free drift, cast it near drifting foam. If the fly and the foam don’t float at the same speed, adjust your tippet.

	Trout—To get a longer drag-free float, make your tippet longer.

	Bass—When you’re fishing a popping bug for bass in calm water, a very slow retrieve is usually best. On rivers with current, usually a faster retrieve is best.

	General—If you need more line for a longer cast while you’re retrieving an underwater fly, grasp both the line coming off the spool and the line you’re retrieving at once. This way you can pull off additional line with each strip as you retrieve.

	General—Sharpen your hooks. If you miss two strikes, check your points.

	Trout—After you dress a dry fly, be sure to remove any oil before you make your next cast.

	General—Shooting line on your backcast saves time and makes a longer cast possible; this often gives you a chance at a strike you wouldn’t have otherwise gotten.

	Flats—When you’re in a boat, check your line constantly to see that it’s clear of all obstructions.

	Flats—When you’re with a companion in a bonefish or tarpon boat, the one not fishing should monitor the angler’s fly line to make sure it’s free of tangles.

	Flats—Learn the clock system. When your guide indicates a fish, point to it with your fly rod to locate it quickly.

	General—When you’re fishing for bottom feeders you should generally start by offering flies that blend in with the bottom’s coloration.

	General—After catching any sharp-toothed fish, examine your tippet. And after catching several fish of any species, make it a point to remove the tippet near the fly.

	Trout—Try fishing the side of a trout stream that fewer people frequent. Trout soon learn to look for anglers who approach from the heavy-traffic side.

	General—When you fish extremely clear waters, switch from bucktail and natural-hair streamer flies to those made from the more transparent synthetic wing materials.

	General—When you and a companion are trying to figure out what the fish are hitting, fish two different patterns or water depths.
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SOME GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

Before I delve more deeply into the subject, let me give you some random thoughts about making a better presentation. They’re not in any order of importance—just thoughts that come to my mind that might be helpful.

Best Time to Fish

When I was a kid, I worshiped an old man who lived along the Monocacy River, a 75-yard-wide stream in central Maryland close by my home. He lived alone in a shack; that’s the only word I can think of to adequately describe it. No one caught as many catfish and smallmouth bass as he did—nor as big. These were the only two species he sought. I wanted to know how he did it so I spent a lot of time with him, hoping to win his friendship and confidence—and to get the information I needed to catch the same kind of trophy fish he did, especially the smallmouths.

It took several enjoyable years before I screwed up enough courage to pose the question. Then I watched as he sat there, looking at the river. Finally he said,“Fish very early and late.” I waited for him to say more—to tell me where to fish, what to use, how to approach the fish, and all his other pearls of wisdom. But he said nothing. He just slowly got up, walked to the river, and started fishing. I followed, wanting to ask more questions, but his manner indicated that the subject was closed.


[image: Early or late in the day is often the best fishing time. Here Bill Anderson helps launch the author’s boat as early-morning mist shrouds the bridge pilings. The target is smallmouth bass.]


It took me quite a few years of fishing before I really understood what he had said. And he was dead right. Certainly the equipment you use, the quality of your knots, the proper selection of flies, where you fish, and the season or time of year you fish are all vital to success. But if you’re after trophy fish, often the key factor is to fish very early in the morning and very late in the evening.

Some trophy fish only feed at these times. Others seem to be less wary, and it’s easier to get them to take your fly. Many examples come to mind. For several years in the 1960s, Bart Foth caught the biggest bonefish entered in local tournaments in the Florida Keys. Bart once confided in me that a major factor in his success was that he lived only minutes from Shell Key, a shallow flat west of Islamorada. He fished for the first hour every morning, and again for the last hour in the evening. Some of the biggest bonefish in the Keys still roam these flats—and they’re among the most difficult to convince to take your offering. Yet even today the best times to fish here are the times Bart used to fish.

Experienced anglers who chase big rainbow or brown trout in shallow waters soon learn that just at dawn and dusk, the chances that these wary trout will take their fly increase greatly. During summer months smaller trout streams heat up in the daytime to the point where trout become lethargic, so fishing early and late is best. Hard-fished bass waters produce far more fish just at dawn, and again just before dark, than they do during midday periods.

Tarpon seem to be greedy early in the morning. At night they lay up—suspend and rest just below the surface in a calm area, often with their dorsal fins and some of their backs sticking out of the water. Later, as the sun brightens the day, they sink deeper. But sneak up quietly on a laid-up tarpon just at daybreak, make a soft presentation, and you’re almost assured of a savage strike. At dawn, too, tailing redfish are patsies for any succulent shrimp, lure, or fly teased right in front of their noses.

Farm ponds hold some big bass. Most of these trophies are very much aware of and evade the anglers who try to catch them. But early in the morning, as fog and mist are rising, these bass will move to the very edge of the pond banks. Drop a soft fly cast in front of these feeding bass and you can depend upon a solid strike.

Fish have no eyelids and bright sunlight must cause them some discomfort, for they seem to seek shade or other cover from it. This is especially true where waters are very clear. In fact the clearer the lake, stream, or body of water, the better your chances of scoring on its trophy fish early and late in the day. The worst times to fish such places are on bright, sunny days. Many anglers will tell you how poor the fishing is after a front moves through and high barometric pressure occurs. A high is associated with bright, sunny days. It has been my belief for some time that it’s not the pressure that causes fish to go off their feed—or to feed well as the front moves in. Instead, I believe that fish feed well as the front approaches because the light level drops; they stop feeding as the high takes over mainly because the light intensity increases.

If you can fish very early or late in the day, then certainly the best times to go are when the conditions are overcast. Many old-timers used to say that rainy days produced their best fishing. But was it the rain that caused the fish to feed? I doubt it. Light levels are low during rainy periods—and I believe that’s why the fish are on the feed.

But remember that when you’re fishing early and late in the day, noise and surrounding disturbances are at a minimum. Thus it’s vital that you make as silent an approach as possible. Clanking the oars, running a motor close to fish, wading too quickly, or making any other unnatural noises or commotion will reduce your chances.

This also applies to presenting your fly early or late. The fish are often in shallow water, easily spooked, or near the surface. If possible, locate a fish before making your cast. Then use a fly that, when cast correctly, will fall to the water without alarming the fish.

The old man who caught so many big bass in local waters when I was a youngster was indeed giving me very good advice. If you seek truly big fish, try fishing early and late in the day.

Switch to Lighter Fly Lines

It was during a two-day stay at Spruce Creek near State College, Pennsylvania, that I first found out how to drastically improve my dry-fly fishing. What I learned was a technique that’s vital in calm, shallow-water fly fishing, and it has increased my hookups from beaver ponds to bonefish flats ever since.

Spruce Creek is maybe the best limestone spring creek in the eastern United States. George Harvey, whom I regard as the best trout fisherman in this country, fished it for decades, sometimes daily in summer. It’s rather slow moving, with few riffles and many long, quiet pools that meander through pastures. The brown trout here are educated. They’ve been fished over since they were juveniles, and they’ll turn down any fly that drags, or any cast that’s poorly placed.

On my first day here the trico hatch was in full bloom. These tiny insects came out right on schedule that morning and fell to the surface, where scores of trout were greedily sucking them in. After a careful stalk and what I thought was a good cast, I dropped my spent-wing fly a foot in front of a brown that appeared to be at least 18 inches long. There was ample slack in my leader tippet, so I knew I’d get a good drift. The fish immediately dropped 6 inches deeper in the water and didn’t feed again for more than 10 minutes, despite the many tricos floating over it.

I took six fish that morning, but none were the real trophies I wanted to land. Each large fish had instead refused my offering. I was puzzled: My leader had seemed right. My fly seemed to float drag-free. I could even catch the little fellows—just not the wiser, older, and larger fish.

The following morning I decided to leave my 6-weight rod-and-line combination on the porch and picked up a new 4-weight whose reel was loaded with 3-weight line. This all happened many years ago, back when a size 3 line was almost unheard of. Manufacturers were making a few samples for some of us who had requested them, but they weren’t in production.

With the same leader and fly imitation I had the day before, I returned to Spruce Creek. I could see tricos dancing in a ball above the stream. Soon I spotted a big brown, rising steadily. I crawled into position, made a cast, and dropped the fly a foot in front of this 20-incher. The fish tipped up, sucked in my fly, and was hooked. Five minutes later I released the beauty. That day I went on to catch all but one of the larger fish I made good casts to. At lunch I sat on the porch and began to wonder what I was doing so differently from the day before, and realized that my only real change was the lighter line.

It was an important lesson: For the first time, I began to realize how critical to shallow-water fishing success is the weight of the fly line. Most dry-fly anglers use a line between 5- and 7-weight. They’ve found that a leader of at least 9 feet is needed to successfully catch fish. And if it’s a slick beaver pond, quiet lake, or other calm water that’s easily disturbed, they need a leader exceeding 12 feet.

Why?

The major reason is simply that the heavy splashdown of the fly line must occur far enough away from the fish to prevent alerting or frightening it. As I sat on the porch thinking that day, it became clear that the heavier my line was, the more likely I was to drop it to the surface with force. For this reason, I was using a longer leader. Yet anyone who throws a long leader knows that it’s less accurate than a shorter one. Try casting a 10-foot leader and then switch the same fly to a 20-footer and you can see the difference.

The first 30 feet of a size 6 line weighs 160 grains. The same length of size 3 line weighs 100 grains—close to half as much. The six 6 line falls to the surface with a heavy crunch when compared to the 3-weight, which settles to the water like a thistle. Although a 9- to 12-foot leader may be called for under calm conditions with a 5- to 7-weight line, you can use a 7- to 8-foot leader with a 3-weight line. Obviously, the lighter impact and shorter leader will result in spooking fewer fish and making more accurate casts.

But what about fishing in the West, where winds are tough and longer casts are necessary? First, it’s rarely advisable to fish a dry fly farther than you can see it well. This usually means less than 45 feet. Second, a 3-weight line is so much thinner than a 6-weight that it offers considerably less air resistance during the cast. Third, dry flies are nearly weightless, so a 3-weight line handles them well. If you’re a good caster, you can throw a size 3 line and fly easily to 70 feet.

For about 15 years I’ve been using a 3-weight for most of my trout fishing. The exception is spots where trout may run more than 5 pounds—for this I like a 5-weight outfit, only because I can fight the fish a little better. But for fish of less than 5 pounds, from New Zealand to England and all over Canada and the United States, I’ve found that a 3-weight will outfish all my other rod-and-line combinations.

Thin, light fly lines will help you catch more fish in salt water, too. John Emery and I were fishing for sharks on the murky flats off Frank Key in Florida Bay at Flamingo years ago. These were big blacktips, maybe 5 feet or more in length. In shallow waters such large fish are extremely wary and easily frightened. I was casting an 11-weight rod-and-line combination, with a large red-and-orange fly. After making what I felt were four good casts to cruising blacktips—and scaring three of them and getting a refusal from the other—I realized the lesson I’d learned at Spruce Creek was being repeated. The heavy splashdown of my bulky 11-weight line was seriously disturbing the sharks.

I switched to a 9-weight rod and lengthened my leader from 5 to 8 feet. Another shark came down the flat in that zigzag swimming motion so typical of the species. When it was 30 feet away I made a cast and watched the fly line settle quietly to the surface. The retrieve brought the fly right alongside the eye of the big shark, which hit it instantly. I lost that fish when it rolled in the line. But during the rest of that tide phase we hooked three others—and never spooked another shark.


[image: Stretching a floating line prior to fishing, as Charley Wells is doing here, gets rid of those unruly coils.]


Certainly bonefishermen can profit by using a lighter line. Of course, if it’s windy and you’re forced to use an 8- or 9-weight line, that’s different. On windswept flats you’ll sometimes need a line of this size to punch your fly into the breeze. But when bonefish are tailing in inches of water on a slick flat, you might consider switching to a much lighter line. I often use a 7-weight, especially when I’m wading in very slick, calm situations. This line is light enough for you to get it close to the fish, yet heavy enough to throw the size 8, 6, or 4 hooks dressed for such occasions.

Anytime you’re fishing in shallow water for fish that may be easily frightened, consider using the lightest fly line you can for the fishing conditions. I really believe that this will improve your fly-fishing success.

Using Shade as a Tool

Fishing gets tougher all the time as more people enter the sport, waterways become more crowded, and pressure on the fish increases. Modern equipment can help you catch more fish—depth finders, Global Positioning System, videotapes, books, and so on. But common sense (which isn’t too common) is still the angler’s best tool. Applying it means you’ll come up with practical methods that make your fishing either more fun or more successful. One practical application that will help you catch more fish, from brook trout to species swimming in the sea, is the awareness that shade will help you in your pursuit.

Consider that fish have no eyelids. This means they can’t handle the sun as humans do. There are many situations in which you can exploit shade as you fly fish; maybe the way to understand this is to analyze specific ways that you can use shade in some special fishing situations.

If you fish the open sea for species that enjoy lying beneath boards, logs, or other debris—almost anything that floats—you’re using shade as a tool. Dolphinfish, tripletails, and a host of other saltwater species are attracted to these structures. There are several reasons for this. The debris is a good place for small prey to both hide and feed, especially if it’s floating grass, which holds smaller prey. Debris on the open ocean surface also furnishes an ambush spot for predators.

One of the major reasons why bridge piers and similar water structures hold lots of fish is that these formations furnish shade. If you’re a bass fisherman and fish lakes, you soon learn that docks and other floating structures are hot spots. The major reason is shade, which draws both the minnows and the bass that feed on them. Lakes that suffer excessive drawdowns leave bare stone or mud banks that often produce few fish—in part because the shade supplied by overhanging trees, floating docks, anchored boats, and so on, is lost.

Walleye experts have known for some time that one of the best places to explore for this tasty fish is along the edges of weed lines. The weed lines furnish shade, easy access to the vegetation to escape predators, and an ambush spot for smaller prey. Furthermore, if you locate a weed line, most of the time the better-lit edge will be less successful than the side in shade.

Again, fish have no eyelids for protection from bright glare, and you can use this knowledge to your advantage in both fresh and salt water. A log that’s suspended in the water will have fish holding either under it or on its shaded side. Any standing timber in the water will almost always have fish on its shaded side. The same holds true for fish suspending near markers and buoys—you’ll usually find them on the shady side.

Shade can work for trout fishermen, too. Consider a meadow stream that has an even depth of flowing water. One side has an undercut bank, while the other drops vertically to the streambed. Without question the undercut side will hold more fish: It offers shade, protective cover, and an ambush spot. Another example is a large boulder in the stream with equal current flowing on both sides. The fish will surely be on the shaded side of the boulder. There are two reasons for this: The fish’s eyes will be better shaded here, and ospreys and other overhead predators can’t see the fish as well if it lies in the shade.

Which side of a stream you should fish is (or should be) governed by which side is shaded at a given time of day. Through long years of experience I’ve determined to my satisfaction that certain portions of a stream are better fished in the morning; others in the late afternoon or evening. Why? It’s simple: Small-stream fish have to know what’s going on around them, and especially what’s moving along the bank that may threaten them. The angler who fishes carefully along the stream bank in deep shade is much less likely to be seen by the fish than the angler working in sunlight. Approaching from the shaded side gives you an advantage. This is often obvious when you’re fishing streams in the East, but it might seem not to apply to bigger western rivers. Most western riverbanks are fairly light in color, however, as is the brush in many areas. By approaching from the shaded side you’ll reduce the contrast between yourself and the bank, lessening your chances of being seen by the fish.

When you’re fishing the smallmouth rivers of the Mid-Atlantic early on a hot summer morning, it’s always best to fish the shaded side, where the water is a few degrees cooler and the bass more active. Bass fishermen working farm ponds can also use shade to their advantage. A boat dock, a large tree that overhangs the water, or even an anchored boat—all produce shade that will attract bass.

On many trout streams almost everyone tends to fish from one particular bank. For many years I’ve fished the famed Letort in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. This was the home of Charley Fox and Vince Marinaro, the two men most responsible for developing terrestrial flies. The Letort is a limestone spring, fished often by top fly rodders. After several years I learned that everyone fished from one side of the stream. One day I took the trouble to get to the other side. Admittedly, it was difficult fishing—there was so much brush that backcasting was often difficult. But I often scored better than I ever did from the popular bank. On heavily fished streams, particulariy smaller ones, fishing from the bank most anglers avoid is thus profitable.

Fly Entry

Too often we fishermen concern ourselves with which pattern to use, or how to retrieve it, without ever realizing the importance of how the fly enters the fish’s domain. But the way an underwater fly enters the water can determine success or failure.

A good example of this is a trip I made a number of years ago to the Gallatin River north of West Yellowstone, Montana. Bob Lewis, my friend and guide, dropped me off along the river and explained that I should fish upstream until I met him and his companion. The first hour I caught a few fish, but nothing really large. Rounding the bend, I could see Bob and his friend in the distance.

At the head of the pool where I was standing, there was an old log. The forward portion of it lay up in the riffle, the rest of it close to and along the left bank. “What a good place for a nice brown to hide,” I thought as I approached. Getting into position just to the right of and downstream from the log, I made a cast that would let my dry fly drift along its length. The hopper bobbed along in a nice drift. Suddenly a huge head broke the surface and sucked down the fly. I struck and within seconds the fish was back under the log—and then the leader tippet broke.

Bob and his companion, unbeknownst to me, had been watching. As I crawled out of the water I saw them and commented,“That was tough luck. It was a big fish.” Bob said quietly and a bit reluctantly, “Lefty, if you’d gotten into the right position before casting, you might have landed that fish.”

And then he explained—a lesson on fly entry that I’ll not forget. What he said made a lot of sense. Instead of getting into position below and slightly to the side of the log, he suggested that I should have waded to a spot where I could get a drift at right angles to it. If I had then made my cast and the fish took, I could have used side rod pressure to work the trout away from the log and out into the current, where I stood a much better chance of landing it.

The following year I returned to this pool. Doing just as Bob had suggested, I got into the correct position and made my cast. The fish took, and I landed it. It wasn’t as big as the monster from the year before, but it was one I could be proud of. Most of all, the lesson had been well learned.

How the fly enters the water is important. When most fly fishermen shoot line, they turn it loose and let it go. When the fly touches down, they’re looking at the line so they’ll be ready for the retrieve to begin. But consider what the fly is doing. It lands near a fish and, because the angler has slack in his line and no control over his retrieve yet, the fly tumbles and sinks in a manner that must be unattractive to the fish. But if the angler shooting line had instead allowed it to flow through a circle made with his thumb and first finger (simulating a rod guide), he could have trapped and stopped the line over his target. In this situation, he could begin a retrieve as soon as his fly hit the water. There are also times when being able to drop your fly on the water so that it’s swimming away from a fish will enhance the possibility of a strike; this is explained more thoroughly in chapter 9.

Another situation where fly entry can make a difference is with fish that are hiding near bushes or trees that overhang a bank. Two species come immediately to my mind: bass and snook. If you use a Bend-Back-style fly you can often fool a wary bass or snook. Toss this fly (which is nearly weedless) into the brush, then slowly tease it out of the branches so it gently plops in front of a bass or snook. You now have a good chance of getting into a fight with that fish.

Before making that first cast, always consider how you’ll hook the fish, how you’ll fight it—and how you’ll land it. I’ve sometimes successfully cast to and hooked big fish in a rush. But when it came to landing them, I was in such a position that I couldn’t.

Along with entry, consider another factor. So many anglers make a cast to a fish, realize they’re not satisfied with it, and so make another—and sometimes another cast. All this disturbance will frequently put down the fish. In freshwater situations it usually pays to fish out a cast—even if you feel it’s not a good one. But when you’re fishing saltwater flats and make a poor cast to a fish moving away, ask yourself this: “Is there a possibility that the fish might see my fly?” If not, recast immediately. The difference is that in most freshwater situations the water is moving and the fish are still. In salt water, though, generally the fish are moving and the water is relatively static.

Many poorly placed casts can be avoided if you practice accuracy casting at home. (The water is not the place to learn it.) You can make a game out of it. One tool I often use when doing conducting casting seminars is a mousetrap. This delights my students. Buy a mousetrap and place it on your lawn, set so that it will go off if it’s hit by a fly. Tie on the end of your leader an old weighted fly or popping bug with the bend and point removed. Begin casting at about 20 feet, working your way farther back as your skills progress. You’ll be astounded how difficult it is to spring the mousetrap. Even top-drawer fly fishermen may have to make a dozen or more casts at 25 or 30 feet before the trap is sprung. But keep practicing; in a short time your fly will be landing within inches of the trap. This will improve your accuracy while you have fun.


[image: Try tripping a mousetrap with your weighted fly to better your casting accuracy—it’s fun!]
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TACKLE

A trip to a fly shop can easily convince you that there’s a huge number of rods, reels, lines, and flies available. Choosing improper tackle for your fishing situation can be disastrous. Using a light trout rod to subdue a giant tarpon is a sure path to failure. Likewise, a tarpon rod is worthless on a trout stream.

The wise angler will first choose his flies, then a line to cast the flies, followed by a rod to handle this line, and, finally, a reel to accommodate all his chosen tackle. While this is the correct procedure, I’m going to begin by addressing fly rods.

Fly Rods

There’s a host of fly rods to choose from, ranging in length from 5 to 16 feet. These can accommodate lines as light as size 1 and as heavy as 15—and even lead-core lines. There are slow tapers, medium tapers, and fast tapers—and choosing the correct taper for your fishing conditions is vital to success.

Let me first say that very short rods have their place in fly fishing. These are rods from 5 to 7 feet in length. When you’re fishing in what I refer to as tunnels—small creeks overhung with brush—a short rod will allow you to cast, while a longer rod would be useless. In almost all fly-fishing situations, however, I recommend that you use a rod of at least 7½ feet. In many cases a longer rod (up to 9 feet) will serve you better. Some people claim that shorter rods are more sporting. Actually, it’s just the opposite: A short rod gives you a shorter lever to use against the fish. No experienced offshore tuna fishermen would use a long big-game rod—it would give too great an advantage to the fish during a fight. Longer fly rods offer many advantages over shorter rods, as well; in fact, I once listed 17 reasons why a long rod is better than a short one. Some of these advantages, all vital to better presentation, are: During the drift, you can guide or manipulate your fly better; roll-casting is easier, as is the pickup for your backcast; you can strike better; it’s easier to keep your line above the surface or background bushes on the backcast; mending the line is much more effective with a long rod—and so on, and so on.

So how do you select the correct rod for your fishing purposes? First, unless you fish in only one place for one species, you need more than one rod. (Even then you may need several rods.) Fortunately, in almost all fishing conditions except offshore, you can get by with only three rods. But of course no fly fisherman will stop at that. The three rods that will do you for almost all fishing situations are matched to a 6-weight, an 8-weight, and a 10-weight line. The smaller 6-weight rod will work for most trout fishing situations where you’re casting small flies. The 8-weight is the most versatile of the three. It will handle fairly heavy streamers, conehead streamers, weighted Woolly Buggers, bass popping bugs, Clouser Minnows, and similar heavy freshwater flies, as well as the sinking-tip or sinking lines needed to fish these flies properly. It’s the perfect rod for small and largemouth bass, as well as many salmon situations—both West Coast and Atlantic species—and I enjoy it for most steelhead fishing situations, too. There never has been a better redfish, snook, or bonefish rod. The 10-weight rod will do for heavier freshwater fishing, such as when throwing heavy flies to northern pike or largemouth bass. It’s also the most utilitarian rod for general saltwater work; only when you go for big tarpon or offshore species will you need a rod heavier than size 10. Almost any rod made in the last decade will handle three sizes of line well: one size lighter than recommended, the suggested line, and one size heavier.

A little-understood reason for using heavy, powerful rods for giant tarpon, sailfish, amberjacks, and other strong species is that you need to eventually lift them to the boat. A 100-pound billfish, or a powerful amberjack or cobia that digs deep for the safety of a wreck, must be physically lifted to the boat with the rod. While this book doesn’t get into fish-fighting tactics, presenting the fly to the fish with the correct tackle is important. There are some powerhouse rods that handle lines from 12- to 16-weight. They’re long rods, and have very slow tapers. They usually have stiff tips and don’t cast well. The best all-around extra-powerful fly rod has a relatively soft tip—which makes casting lines easy. But its lower third is extremely strong. You can cast even lighter lines with such a rod. Still, long rods put you at a disadvantage during the fight. The shorter the rod, the shorter its lever, and as long as it’s strong enough it will allow you to fight fish more efficiently.

A simple experiment may help you understand why longer rods work against you during a fish fight. Hold a 12-inch ruler by one end and have someone push down on the other. Of course you can’t support the ruler. Now slide your hand up until only 6 inches of ruler extend from it. Have someone push down again and you’ll find you can fully support the ruler. So it is with longer and shorter rods when you’re fighting big fish—the longer the rod, the more the fish has the advantage.

The hardware on your fly rod is also an important part of presentation. Your reel seat should be sturdy. Some trout fishermen prefer small, delicate rings that weigh virtually nothing to hold the reel on the cork. Under hard use, however, such rings often cause the cork of the grip to take a set where the reel is fastened in position. This may lessen the security of the fit. The weight difference between these tiny rings and a lightweight aluminum seat that offers security is minimal; I suggest the aluminum seat. Any reel seat should offer rings that don’t loosen after firm tightening.

There are two popular types of reel seats: downlocking and uplocking. Downlocking reel seats tighten toward the back of the rod; with an uplocking seat, the rings move away from the bottom of the rod as the reel is secured. Downlocking seats often place the reel at the very end of the rod butt, while uplocking seats give you a short butt extension that you can rest against your stomach when fighting a fish. Most people prefer uplocking reel seats.

Your most important hardware, however, is your guides. While most people don’t consider guides important, they can be a factor in good presentation. The first guide is called the stripping or butt guide, and it’s the largest on any fly rod. It “funnels” the line on the cast. If the stripping guide is too small, the line chokes as it travels through the smaller-diameter rings. Many experienced anglers are now aware that on larger rods (sizes 8 and above), a large guide is required to shoot line efficiently. It should be a minimum of 16 millimeters; actually, on rods size 8 or bigger, I prefer at least a 20-millimeter guide. The problem is that such guides look outlandishly large, making it hard to sell them. So rod manufacturers usually don’t put them on most rods. Cosmetics do count when selling a rod. Almost any fly shop can replace your smaller butt guide with one of 20 millimeters or more.

What many trout fishermen don’t consider is that a large butt guide may be even more important on a trout rod. Generally, when trout fishing you’re casting the leader along with less than 20 feet of line. In fact many times the leader is longer than the line outside the guides. So when you need to shoot a little line, you’re asking that small amount of fly line outside your rod tip to drag maybe twice as much line through the guides to the target. I urge all of you using trout tackle to install a 16-millimeter butt guide on your trout rods—those used with line sizes 3 to 7. You’ll be amazed at how much better the line shoots through this larger ring.

There are many types of guides for fly rods. For your stripper (butt) guide, you need what’s called the bridge type. This is what you see on plug-casting tackle—a guide supported by a stout brace or bridge. For cosmetic reasons the lower half of a fly rod is usually equipped with two such guides. Actually, after the fly line enters the first one it’s traveling straight; no further bridge guides are needed.

The remainder of the rod is usually supplied with snake guides. There are other acceptable types of guides, but hard chrome-plated snake guides are still preferred by almost all experienced anglers. What’s important is the size of these snake guides. They should be as large as possible without affecting the rod’s action. Very small guides (which are often mounted on trout rods) have two distinct disadvantages. First, they throttle the line that passes through them, decreasing your ability to shoot line. Second, when you hook a fish, the line that the fish pulls through the guides as it tries to escape tends to knot. If your guides are very small, the line will almost surely snarl in one of them and break your leader. If you have larger snake guides, though, you need only turn your rod upside down before the knotted portion of the line enters the guides: it will generally travel through safely.


[image: Large butt guides let line flow through easily. Small ones, like the lower guide, create undue friction and restrict shooting line on the cast.]


Your tiptop is also important. A light, hard chrome-plated tiptop is the universal choice of almost all experienced fly fishermen. Most other tips are too heavy—although some of the new ceramic tiptops are fairly acceptable. What’s important is the size of the tiptop. As with guides, the larger the tiptop (without affecting rod action), the better. Some rod companies now offer hard chrome-plated tiptops that are very large, but also very light. Remember, the larger the tiptop, the easier the line will glide through it when you shoot—and the easier knots will pass through, too.

Fly-rod handles need to be considered as part of presentation. The type of handle you use will often affect how well you cast. There are three basic fly-rod handle shapes. One is called a cigar; it tapers, at least at the front end, to the shape of a cigar or cone. Such handles are generally found on fly rods used for trout fishing—those handling lines from sizes 1 through 7. This is an impractical shape, although with lighter rods it does work fairly well. Because it presents to a potential buyer a sleek-looking, streamlined handle, manufacturers continue to make it. But if you want a handle better designed to be gripped during casting, choose either a full or a half Wells. A full Wells has a swelling at each end of the handle, a half Wells only at the very forward end of the handle. The thumb can be placed against this swelling to apply pressure during the cast. Because distance is not a problem in most trout fishing, the cigar shape will work. But you’ll find that a full or half Wells, or a variation of these, is more comfortable and efficient on almost all rods that throw a line heavier than size 7.


[image: Three basic handle shapes (from left to right): the cigar; a half wells, which swells at the top; and a full wells, with swelling at the top and bottom.]




[image: The round butt extension on the left is much more comfortable when fighting big fish.]


On the bottom of rods that toss bigger lines and fight large fish (8-weight and heavier) is what’s called an extension butt. This can range from a very short stub to several inches in length. An extension butt allows you to place the butt of the rod against your stomach during a fish fight. A butt extension more than 2 inches long, however, will often snag the fly line when you shoot it—and cause a missed opportunity. If you’ll be pressing the butt extension firmly against your belly during a fish fight, the shape of that extension is important. You’ll need one that’s well rounded so it’s comfortable. Sharp-edged butt extensions can be painful when you fight a fish, and often leave bruises.

Poor presentation can result from a slippery rod handle. You often have to handle fish when releasing them—transferring some of their slime to the rod handle. Later, this may affect how firmly you handle the rod. It pays to occasionally clean your rod. One of the easiest methods is to use a rough rag or fine steel wool. Saturate the rod handle with warm, soapy water and then scrub it clean.

Another presentation problem that has plagued fly fishermen (and other casters, too) is a rod tip that suddenly leaps from the rod. Usually, this is caused by improperly putting the rod together. When we used bamboo rods we were told to align the guides on the two sections, then shove the rod together in a straight line. That’s exactly what you shouldn’t do with fiberglass, boron, or graphite rods. Instead, hold the tip section so that the guides are at a 90-degree angle from the rear section. Holding the forward section between the two fingers and your thumb, rotate it 90 degrees as you bring the two sections together. Even with the two fingers and thumb, if you rotate 90 degrees the rod will remain securely in place and you’ll eliminate the problem.


[image: To prevent your rod from coming apart during a presentation, coat the ferrules with a candle.]


Occasionally the male portion of a fiberglass, boron, or graphite rod will become very dry, and even a 90-degree seating will not keep the rod parts together. What you need to do then is lubricate only the male end. Do this by stroking the end of the section with a candle. Beeswax works, but it’s sticky and collects grit that can eventually create wear on the rod. Paraffin is also used, but it doesn’t hold well on the blank and requires frequent applications. What works best for me is a candle, which has some oil and wax and remains on the blank for a considerable time.

Fly Reels

The type of reel you use should be tailored to the type of fishing you do. If you fish trout streams so small that a trout’s longest run is 30 feet, then you don’t need a reel with a large line capacity. Conversely, if you fish steelhead or Atlantic salmon, which usually head toward the sea the moment they’re hooked, you do need a fairly large capacity, as well as a light, smooth drag. And of course if you fish in salt water, the requirements again will vary. Few inshore saltwater fish (with the exception of giant tarpon and possibly some albacore or tuna) require a reel with a backing capacity of more than 200 yards. But if you tangle with billfish, wahoo, and the many other fast-running offshore species, you’ll need a lot of backing. For bigger billfish and wahoo, even 400 yards is sometimes not enough.

Let’s begin our consideration of the proper reels for different kinds of fishing at the small end of the scale. Many trout reels, especially for lines from sizes 1 through 4, are minuscule gadgets, sometimes only a little more than 2 inches in diameter. In the store and in the hand, these little “jewels” seem delightful. On the water they aren’t. Several problems occur when you use reels that have very small-diameter spools. First, when you pull line from them, it comes off in tiny coils. Fly lines, especially floating lines, tend to remain in the condition in which they were stored. With a small reel this means in very tight coils, which are hard to eliminate when you strip off the line for use. Another problem is that if you try to wind line on quickly, you must make many turns with such a small spool. Also, because reels with small spools have to be wide—so that you can get all the line on them—you have to use more care to level-wind recovered line. If you don’t some messy tangles can occur, followed by lost fish. Finally, if the escaping trout does get to the end of the line that you’ve pulled from the spool, the narrowness of the line that remains on the spool makes it very difficult for the fish to pull off any more. In short, if you like these little jewels and insist on using them, know that a reel with a larger diameter (such as the loop style) would serve you better. If you still prefer the small reels—then have at it. The reason we fly fish is for fun.

In my opinion, if you fish for trout in streams where long casts aren’t possible and long runs aren’t expected of the fish, you need a very narrow-spooled reel that has a large diameter—approximately 3 inches in width. Such a reel will reduce the coiling problem and allow you to level-wind the line more easily. Because of the large diameter, additional line is easily pulled from the spool. Best of all, you can recover line much faster.


[image: Narrow-spooled trout reels, like the one on the left, are inefficient. It’s better to use a reel that has a much larger diameter, like the one on the right.]


Where long runs are not encountered, such as on spring creeks, eastern trout rivers, and similar waters, a trout reel requires enough spool capacity for the fly line and no more than 75 feet of backing. Such a reel should be light and rather durable. Some of the best of these relatively inexpensive reels are made of graphite or very light aluminum.

If you expect the fish to make frequent and longer runs—such as steelhead, Atlantic salmon, bonefish, albacore, or striped bass—you need a reel of no more than 200 yards capacity. But it should have a smooth drag. Many people recommend more capacity than this, but it really isn’t necessary. I’ve caught more than 1,000 bonefish since I started fishing them in the late 1950s. Only one bonefish has ever run off more than 150 yards of backing. What you really need is a smooth drag.

Confusion reigns among many fly fishermen concerning their reel drag and how to adjust it. I’ve read many different recommendations from outdoor writers as to the proper drag setting—from 10 to 40 percent of the strength of the leader tippet. If you don’t understand the function of a fly-reel drag, you may well wonder just how to set it.

Before I address this, let’s look at drags on fly reels. The drag on any reel is simply a mechanical brake. Some reel manufacturers use magazine ads to boast about their revolutionary drag materials (airplane wheel brake-shoe material, space-age plastics, and so on). But if you talk to experienced, saltwater fly fishermen who’ve used reels made from a variety of drag materials, you’ll find that they’ve had the most trouble-free years from that old standby, a cork drag. There may be some rare materials used today, but cork has served us exceedingly well for generations. The old saying, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” is certainly true here.


[image: A sampling of saltwater reels. Top row, left to right: Scientific Anglers Mastery Series, Abel Model 3, Penn International, and Billy Pate. Bottom, left to right: Lamson LP-3.5, Islander, and Tibor Riptide.]


A drag has two slipping speeds. The starting drag is the amount of pull required for the drag to begin to slip or give line to an escaping fish. The other, running drag, is the amount of energy required to keep the drag slipping once you’re beyond the starting drag phase. A low starting drag is vital to prevent fish from breaking off. Many reels have a high starting drag, but once set in motion have a smooth release. Well-designed reels have two important built-in factors to help you control a fish you’re fighting: Their starting drag is low and their running drag is very smooth.

What breaks most leader tippets in fish fights is not steady pull, but sudden jerks to the leader. You can easily prove this. Take a length of 6-pound-test monofilament and grasp the two ends in your hands about a foot apart. Slowly spread your hands; you’ll be surprised how difficult it is to break 6-pound line. Now take another length of line from the same spool and, again, grasp it firmly between your hands. Give a quick jerk; the line will snap easily. I like to say that it’s the jerk on the wrong end that breaks the leader.

What this test demonstrates is that a steady pull will usually restrain the fish, but jerk suddenly on the leader and you’ll see the end of the battle. If you can prevent that sudden jerk as you fight the fish, you stand a good chance of landing it.

Again, the drag is simply a mechanical brake. To fight a fish solely with your drag is a mistake. You may adjust your drag so that in the beginning it slips at 2 pounds of pull—but other factors will effect changes in that drag setting during a fish fight. If you adjusted the drag with a straight pull, and then the rod bends as you fight the fish, you’ll incur more drag. Friction from the line dragging through the guides will add more pounds to the drag. As a fish pulls line from the reel, spool capacity is reduced. Once the line on the spool diminishes, it takes more pounds of pull to keep the drag slipping than what you first established. For example, when a spool is reduced to half its capacity, it may take three times as much pull to keep the drag slipping.

All of this emphasizes that depending upon a mechanical drag during a fish fight can mean the loss of a trophy. To meet the various and changing conditions required of a drag when fighting fish, you need to be able to make instantaneous adjustments. This is only possible if you first establish a very light mechanical drag, and then use your hands to apply additional pressure.

The better you become at fighting fish, the less mechanical drag you’ll use, and the more you’ll rely upon your fingers to restrain the fish. To accomplish this, you need rarely set a drag for more than 1 pound of straight pull. Here’s my favorite way to set a drag for most species: I first make sure my lips are very dry. Then, grasping the fly line as firmly as I can between my lips close to the reel, I pull line from it. When I’ve just exceeded my ability to pull line off with my lips, I’ve reached what I feel is the correct drag setting.


[image: The author demonstrates his favorite method for setting the drag on fast-running fish. Adjust the tension until you can no longer pull off line through your compressed lips.]


Once your drag is set, you can then use your fingers to control the line during a battle, making instant adjustments. Also, the line from the reel to the first guide should travel between two fingers of your rod-holding hand. For fighting high-speed running fish offshore, many of us use a glove to keep fingers from getting friction burns. Inshore and in fresh water, this glove is rarely needed. To restrain the fish you simply tighten the line against the rod blank with your fingers. Apply your fingertips to the inside of the reel spool to add pressure. If your reel has a rim control you can place your palm against the spool for even more pressure.

With a light drag setting established your starting and running drags will be very low, and you can apply as much pressure as you wish. You can release it instantly by releasing your fingers. This is the key to how experienced anglers battle big, fast-running fish. Thus, as you prepare for a presentation, it’s important that you select the right drag for your purpose.

If you have a rim-control reel, you can make a simple device that will give you an exceptionally smooth drag. Cut from an old leather belt the shape of a Ping-Pong paddle, but no larger than a dime. The “handle” should be no more than ½ inch long. Lash the leather handle to the reel brace so that the “paddle” lies over the rim (see the photo below). If a fish runs, just push on the smooth leather paddle to apply pressure that gives a wonderfully smooth drag. This is an excellent way to install a fine drag on an inexpensive rim-control reel.

Unless you have a lot of experience in fighting big fish, don’t try to readjust the mechanical drag after you’ve hooked a big fish. Instead, learn to use your fingers. When you finally hook that trophy of a lifetime, you’ll be rewarded with a catch.

It’s possible to crank a reel with either your left or your right hand. Nearly all saltwater fly fishermen use their dominant hand to wind with. (Your dominant hand is the one you use most—if you’re right-handed, for example, your dominant hand is your right one.) The majority of fly fishermen who are right-handed and wind with their left hand are trout fishermen, who haven’t had to do a lot of winding when battling their quarry. The age-old concept is that if you’re right-handed, you have more power in your right arm to fight a fish. You also don’t have to switch hands to wind in line.

But the problem when a strong fish (an Atlantic salmon, steelhead, or saltwater species) runs off a lot of line is not having enough power in your arm to fight it. Instead, it’s getting all that line back on the reel. This means some fast and continuous winding. For some of my seminars, I bring along two identical reels loaded with exactly the same amount of line. Inevitably, a student will claim he can reel just as fast with either hand. So I have him pull the same amount of fly line and backing off both reels. Then, with the second hand of my watch, I time how fast he can reel in the line. No one as yet has been able to wind faster with his nondominant hand. This in spite of the fact that he may have been winding with his nondominant hand for years!


[image: A small leather tab on a rim-control reel makes a fine drag.]


Some righthanders will try to prove that they can wind their fly reel well with their left hand by telling you that if a right-handed fly fisherman uses spinning tackle, he’ll wind with his left hand. But if that same person also has plug-casting tackle, he’ll almost always have a plug reel that he winds with his dominant hand—despite the fact that he must switch hands at the end of the cast to retrieve line. Why is this so? The reason is simple. The spinning reel travels in large circles—one turn of a spinning-reel handle means at least four or five turns of the spool. This is easy to do with either hand. But a plug-casting reel’s handle revolves in tight circles; one turn with the handle gives just a single revolution of the spool. It’s far easier and less tiring to crank a small handle in tight circles with your dominant hand. To be ready to hook a fish and fight it when you present a fly, use a reel that you wind with your dominant hand.

Before presenting a fly your tackle should be in top form. Fortunately, reels don’t require much maintenance. For most freshwater reels, an occasional lubrication of the spool shaft and the screw holding the handle will keep things turning freely. It’s the drag that will almost always give problems. A jerky drag or one that won’t slip as it should can cost you fish. For fly-reel drags that have one or more soft washers—which rub against metal washers or the inner face of the spool—it’s vital that you remove all drag adjustment at the end of each fishing trip. This is probably the greatest abuse that drags suffer. What occurs is this: When the adjustment screw is tightened, it compresses the softer washer or washers against the harder ones. This allows the drag to slip when a fish escapes. But if the drag adjustment remains under tension during reel storage or for long periods of time, the softness is slowly squeezed from the washers, and the drag will no longer function properly.

Soft drag washers need to be lubricated so they’ll slip. For many years the cork drags used in saltwater fly reels were lubricated with neat’s-foot oil. These days, however, some manufacturers use special lubricating compounds on the cork or on the softer washers. Since these are specially formulated, I suggest you write to your reel manufacturer and ask for a small supply Don’t overlubricate the washers. Generally, just a smooth film over the softer washers is enough.


[image: To locate the leader end on your next trip, store it in one of the reel spool’s holes. When needed, simply push it back through the hole.]


Here’s another reel-storage tip. The tippet, the thinnest leader section, can be almost impossible to locate when you arrive at a fishing scene. There are two simple tricks that will help you do so. At the end of a fishing trip, don’t wind in all of your leader; instead, leave about 6 inches of the tippet outside the reel. If you have holes in your reel spool, insert the line through one of them. On your next trip you simply push the tippet end out of the hole and you’re ready to string up the leader and line. The other trick is just as simple, and it works even if you wound all of your leader onto your reel spool. Look closely at the leader on the spool. Locate the tippet—the thinnest piece of the leader. Slip a hook under it. Be sure that you only snag one line; this won’t work if you get two pieces of the tippet on the hook. Once you’ve captured a piece of the tippet with your hook, simply wind slowly. The leader will chase around as the spool revolves, and soon the end of the tippet will appear. This trick is much like holding a rope in your hand somewhere along its length, then pulling it in until you arrive at the end of the rope.


[image: Another trick to locating the leader end is to find the thinner part of the leader—the tippet—slip a hook under only one strand, and start winding. The leader will chase around the hook until the end appears.]


Backing

Many great fish are lost because of what you might consider an unimportant part of tackle. In fact, probably no piece of fly-fishing gear is so ignored as the backing on the reel. And this doesn’t apply just to saltwater situations. Steelheaders often watch in dismay as a fish escapes downstream, where they can’t follow, only to see the end of their backing—and the fight. Atlantic salmon fishermen are often called upon to give more line than they want to a battling fish. Even on very light gear, a good trout hooked in heavy water may run off more than 90 feet of fly line.

Fly lines are rarely longer than 105 feet, which is a very short run for some freshwater, and certainly many saltwater, species. To permit the fish you hook to be landed, there has to be enough backing on the reel for it to make long runs and exhaust itself. But not just any old backing will do. The kind of backing you use, how much you use, its color, and even the combination of backings you use, can all be important factors in catching fish.

A number of line types are used for backing. First, nylon monofilament is rarely used. Monofilament stretches when pulled tautly. If you’re fighting a strong fish with mono backing and you recover it on the reel, the mono may be in a stretched condition. If you then pile more loose line on top, you may be creating a critical problem. If the fish makes another long run, comes to the stretched portion (which is now thinner mono that has dug into the bed of line), and jerks—it usually will snap your leader. Monofilament has long been considered a poor material for backing.

The most popular backing is Dacron, available in most tackle shops, or a very similar material called Micron, manufactured by the Cortland Line Company. These two materials owe their popularity to the fact that they stretch very little under stress and lie flat on the spool. For many years experienced fly fishermen used squidding line—a braided nylon that also lies flat on the spool and works well. It’s now difficult to obtain, though.

The new braided casting lines might appear to be a breakthrough in fly-reel backing, but they have some drawbacks. DuPont manufactures one from Kevlar; others use various braiding systems and materials. These are not like any other lines—Dacron, Micron, braided nylon, or nylon. They have one outstanding characteristic: a thin diameter for their strength. For example, the average new braided casting line of 30-pound test has the diameter of about a 10-pound nylon monofilament line.

Fly fishermen immediately said, “Great—now I can put two or three times as much backing on my reel.” But it’s not that simple. First, I believe if you use any braided line that tests less than 30 pounds for backing you may encounter troubles. Such lines are so thin that they tend to dig into the backing, causing the same kind of problem associated with nylon monofilament. And many of these lines are very thin and very slick. If you fail to very carefully level-wind the line back onto your reel spool as you recover it while fighting a fish, and it piles higher on one side of the spool, it has a tendency to tumble down into a disastrous mess. You also need special knots to tie most of the braided casting lines. Conventional monofilament knots are usually poor performers with these lines.

If you do use these new braided lines for backing on your fly reel, the most important factor in getting good performance is how you place it on the spool. Even with 30-pound-test line, the diameter is so thin that you must make sure to put on all the backing as firmly as possible. I use a glove to put tension on the line as I reel it onto the spool. If you fail to do this, even 30-pound test may dig into the bedding and lose you a fish.

Still, these new braided lines (of approximately 30-pound test or stronger) have two advantages. For small freshwater trout reels whose spools are almost filled with fly line, a thin-diameter backing is helpful. It will permit you to easily add 20 or so yards of backing—almost always enough. And in salt water, the angler who carefully installs this backing on his spool can add about 50 percent more of it than he could Dacron or Micron. This in turn offers two benefits: If you prefer a smaller saltwater reel—for example, when bonefishing—you can now fish with the proper fly line and adequate backing. And if you seek long-running fish, such as billfish, you’ll be able to put considerably more line on your reel.

Realize that when backing causes lost fish, it’s usually because it was installed improperly. Regardless of whether you’re using Dacron, Micron, squidding line, or a new braided casting line, it’s extremely important to place the backing on your spool under pressure. This way your bedding will be firm and won’t allow a line to dig into it.

The two most often-used backing lines are 20- and 30-pound-test Dacron or Micron. Factors that determine which test you should use are how large your reel spool is (if it’s small you can’t get much 30-pound-test line onto it), and how strong your leader tippet is. Obviously, you don’t want to use backing that tests less than your tippet—or you may lose leader, line, and fish.

Many fly fishermen who seek sea trout, bonefish, redfish, and other species that don’t require a heavy leader tippet—and who prefer light, small reels—select 20-pound-test Dacron or Micron. However, I use 30-pound Dacron or Micron for almost all my backing needs. If you want to make an illuminating test, take a 2-foot strand of 20- and another of 30-pound-test Dacron or Micron. Have someone hold a fly rod firmly in front of you. Insert one end of the 20-pound strand in the butt or stripping guide. Grasp the two ends and saw the line rapidly back and forth about 30 or 40 times. Then do this with the 30-pound piece. Now look at both strands (you may need a magnifying glass). It might surprise you to see that the lines—especially the 20-pound test—will resemble a barbed-wire fence. This test tells me that Dacron and Micron do abrade. My experience has led me to believe that you’ll fairly often need to check 20-pound braided Dacron or Micron for wear, but 30-pound will last for years.

A major reason for backing on fly reels is to have enough line to let the fish make an escape run. For years, however, outdoor writers and fly fishermen have vastly overrated the distance that many fish will run. Bluefish and stripers will rarely run off more than 125 yards of backing (plus 30 yards of fly line). I’ve caught some large stripers and bluefish—none ever hit 100 yards of backing plus the fly line.

Bonefish are legendary; they’re supposed to run 250 yards. I’m not sure how many bonefish I’ve caught of more than 10 pounds, but it has been quite a few. None ever ran off more than a fly line and 150 yards of backing. That’s nearly two football fields away! Many fly fishermen who seek snook, redfish, sea trout, and similar species carry reels loaded with 2 50 to 300 yards of backing—which will never be needed.

There are some fishing situations where a lot of backing is demanded. You’ll need at least 300 to 400 yards for billfish and some of the offshore speedsters, such as wahoo, tuna, and mackerel exceeding 40 pounds, to mention a few. Giant tarpon can pull a lot of backing from a reel, especially if you’re fighting from a staked or anchored boat. But with these few exceptions, a fly fisherman whose reel is loaded with 150 yards of backing, plus a fly line will almost never in his lifetime hook a fish that will run it all off

Some Backing Tricks

Anglers have devised several backing techniques that you may want to try.


	Some anglers use fly line and backing of the same color, or very close. This is not a good idea! I prefer to connect a backing markedly different in color from the rear of my fly line. It gives me a better idea where the end of the fly line is.

	It’s often advantageous to know just how much line has been pulled from your reel. For example, if you’re on a saltwater flat with a marker or channel buoy 200 yards away, knowing how much line a fish has pulled out could have a major bearing on how you fight it. Backing comes in many colors, ranging from fluorescent to dull reddish brown. Some anglers use various lengths of different colors to tip them off. For example, you might connect 100 feet of bright chartreuse backing to your fly line; to that you’d connect 100 feet of a much different color; and so on. To connect the line, use loops. Bimini twists can be made in both ends of each color of backing, then looped together. Many fly shops can also build spliced loops in your backing for you if you don’t know how. The loops will flow through the guides; if you ever want to add or remove a color link, simply unloop it.

	Some billfishermen and tarpon fishermen place about 100 feet of monofilament between the rear of the fly line and the front of the backing. They believe that this acts like bungee cord, absorbing the shock of a leaping fish, which helps them subdue fish they may not otherwise have taken. Actually, a fly line itself has a great deal of stretch. I once laid a size 9-weight-forward line out on a lawn, straight, but not taut, with one end secured. Then I picked up the other end. I walked 12 feet before I felt the line was about to break. Nevertheless, there are big-game fishermen who prefer a shock absorber between the fly line and backing. Any fish that jumps with great frequency and ferocity, such as a billfish or tarpon, lunges against the leader and can break it. Here’s a way to build a shock absorber into your backing that will reduce the chance of a leaping fish breaking your leader: Connect 100 feet of 25-pound brightly colored nylon monofilament to the rear of your fly line with a Bimini twist loop, and then connect the other end of the nylon monofilament to your backing with a loop-to-loop system. If a fish jumps when you have the fly line and monofilament outside your rod tip, the mono will stretch like a giant rubber band, often preventing the leader from snapping. Use brightly colored monofilament so that a boat operator can see it during the battle and not run over it—which has happened to me.

	There’s an advantage in building a whipped loop in the rear of your fly line, and using a Bimini twist loop in the backing:You can loop-to-loop the fly line to the backing. Loops never hang in the guides during a fish fight; they also enable you to change lines on your spool with ease.
Remember, backing is often ignored when fly tackle is considered, but it forms a vital link between you and a trophy fish and deserves your attention.


	Although modern saltwater fly reels require little maintenance, backing does, yet it’s an item that almost never receives attention. If you fight a fish that runs well into your backing, that line will soak up a lot of salt water. Most anglers just spool the line on; later, when they get home, they clean the reel surfaces but leave the salt-encrusted backing. What I recommend instead is that upon returning home, you fill a sink with warm, soapy water and place the backing in it. Wash your spool’s sides with the same soapy water and wipe it clean. Drain the soapy water, flush the backing line with clear water, and replace it firmly on the spool.



Hooks

Selection of the right hook is vital to good fly fishing. For years saltwater fly fishermen were limited to a very few models. Now, however, there’s a profusion of terrific hooks for both fresh- and saltwater anglers. And in many ways they’re vastly superior to those manufactured just a few years ago.

Before we examine which hooks should be used for different species or fishing conditions, it might be worthwhile to look at the various parts of a hook. Each has a function that can be a liability or can help you catch more fish.

Of course, every hook has an eye. There are ring eyes, turned-down eyes, and turned-up eyes. For most fishing, other than trout, a standard ring eye is probably your best choice. Turned-up eyes are often used for dry flies. The turned-up eye is certainly recommended for dry flies on a hook size of 18 or smaller; turned-down eyes reduce the gap clearance on small flies, making it difficult to hook fish. Turned-up eyes are also fine if you want to snell on a bite or shock tippet, but I can think of no other reason for using them in salt water. Turned-down eyes—those whose eye is tilted downward—do offer a slight advantage for some patterns and fishing conditions. They’re most commonly used on trout flies of size 16 or larger. When I’m tying a Bend-Back-style fly, I prefer a turned-down eye. This fly is tied reverse style—the wing is tied on the point side of the hook. This causes the hook to ride under water with the point away from the bottom. The turned-up eye forces the fly to ride more in a reversed position. In my view one reverse-style fly, the Clouser Deep Minnow, is the most important underwater fly to come along in a decade or more. This fly has lead eyes attached to the hook; these cause the hook to ride with its point up or reversed. And while a ring eye does a nice job, I think the turned-down eye (which, when tied reverse style, actually rides up) does a better one. When the fly is crawling along the bottom, each twitch on the line causes the upward bend at the hook eye to lift the fly off the bottom.

The shank is the straight portion of a fly. You can now buy commercially made bendback hooks; these have a short, straight portion just in back of the hook eye, and then the shank is bent so you can tie a Bend-Back fly. Such a bend should be only slight—barely detectable. In my view, the commercial models that I’ve seen were bent way too much. On a good Bend-Back pattern the wing hides the hook shank. If the body of the shank falls well below the wing, it’s not properly tied, and while it is rather weedless the fish seem less attracted to it.

The diameter of the shank is important, too. Hooks with a very thin diameter (providing the steel is well tempered) are excellent for getting better penetration in a tough-mouthed fish, such as a tarpon. Thin hook shanks also permit you to tie flies that will sink more slowly than would the same pattern tied on a larger-diameter model. Trout fishermen use thin-shanked hooks to get a higher




[image: Crimp a barb in this manner and you’ll never break another hook.]






[image: Sharp hooks are essential. The best way to check them is to drag the point across your fingernail under only slight pressure. If the hook doesn’t dig in, it needs sharpening.]








[image: Sharpen the hook into a diamond shape for the best results.]









Leaders




	Butt Section This is the thickest part of a leader and is connected in some manner to the fly-line end.

	Midsection The part of the leader between the butt section and the tippet.

	Tippet The thinnest or weakest section in a tapered leader.

	Bite Tippet Sometimes called a shock tippet or shock leader, this is a piece of wire or a heavy monofilament attached to the front of the tippet and connected to the fly. It’s used to prevent sharp-toothed fish from cutting off the fly.

	Class Tippet The International Game Fish Association has established special requirements in order for an angler to be awarded a world record. It has divided the tippet strength into various classes. A class tippet is usually referred to as a specific strength tippet that would qualify for a world-record catch.

	X This designates the strength of the tippet. For example, a leader may be referred to as a “12-foot 6X.” Trout fishermen tend to complicate things—it makes it more mysterious and fun for those who enjoy the sport. So instead of just listing the strength of the tippet, they describe it as an X factor. What the devil does X mean? The following is not totally accurate, but it’s close enough for you to know how strong a tippet is. If you subtract the number in front of the X from 9, you get the approximate strength of the tippet. Let me give two examples. If the leader is a 7½-foot 5X, subtract 5 from 9 and the tippet is approximately 4 pounds in strength. One more example: A 9½-foot 3X is a tippet testing 6 pounds. Because many companies manufacture monofilament with slightly different processes, the pound test can vary slightly—but it’s rarely more than a pound off this formula.

	Diameter For many years if you wanted to know the diameter of a leader, you simply subtracted the X factor in thousandths of an inch from .011. For example, with a tippet of 5X, subtract .005 from .011. A 5X leader would then be .006 inch in diameter. A 6X leader would be .005 inch, or [image: ] inch thinner. The newer monofilaments throw this arithmetic off a little, but the rule is still valid enough to be useful.




[image: Butt Section Midsection Tippet Bite or Shock Tippet Parts of a leader]


Materials









Tapered Leaders for Trout




Tapered Leaders for General Fresh- and Saltwater Use





[image: If knots are closed correctly, they won’t slip. Therefore they should be closely trimmed, as shown above. Protruding stubs, like those below, catch the leader, grass, and other materials.]






[image: Never remove the coils from a leader by pulling it through a piece of rubber. This often nicks the line and may seriously weaken the monofilament. Instead, grip the line securely in one hand and pull the leader through your other, tightly clasped hand. The small amount of heat and the tension you exert in the clasped hand will cause the leader to straighten—and without any damage.]








[image: Length 50 lb. 40 lb. 30 lb. 20 lb. 15, 12, or 10 lb. 8′ 4′ 1′ 6″ 6″ 1½-2′ 9′ 4½′ 1′ 1′ 6″ 1½-2′ 10′ 5′ 1′ 1′ 1′ 2′ 12′ 6′ 2′ 1′ 1′ 2′ 14′ 7′ 3′ 1′ 1′ 2′ 16′ 8′ 4′ 1′ 1′ 2′]



Level Leaders








Fly Lines



Weight-Forward Lines











[image: One of the most common mistakes that damage your line is to roll it under your foot on a boat deck. This puts a series of twists in the line that can’t be removed.]






Sinking-Tip Lines















[image: Fishing a popping bug with a sinking-tip.]


Sinking-Head or -Belly Lines




Shooting Heads
















[image: Connecting two fly lines]





Fly-Line Color
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