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SERIES INTRODUCTION

We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.

The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.

It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in prin for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.

Paul Schullery

Series editor
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INTRODUCTION

Fly-fishing theorist James Cecil Mottram (1879–1945), published Fly-Fishing: Some New Arts and Mysteries at a peculiarly dynamic time in British fly fishing. Between 1886 and 1913, Frederic Halford wrote an enormously influential series of books on the dry fly. With his many admirers and fellow writers, Halford reshaped the sport of fly fishing in both England and the United States (see Halford on the Dry Fly, a previous book in this series). Halford not only codified the techniques and entomology of dry-fly fishing, but also convinced many anglers that using sunk flies was a lower form of sport—and certainly unworthy of the famous chalkstreams of southern England.

Halford died in 1914 when, in the words of British angling historian John Waller Hills, “the dry fly was at a height of its intolerant dictatorship,” but there were already clear signs that the supremacy of the Halfordian code would not go unchallenged. In 1910, G. E. M. Skues had published the first of his several books that would revive enthusiasm for the wet fly and pioneer important nymph techniques (see Skues on Trout, also from the series).

Mottram stepped into this cross fire of opinions and convictions with a book so rich in original thinking about both nymphs and dry flies that it is only with the passage of decades that we can fully appreciate what he accomplished. Just short of sixty years after Mottram’s book appeared, the great American angler-entomologist Ernest Schwiebert put it in perspective by pointing out that “the genesis of the fly-dressing theories found in the writings of fishermen like Marinaro, Swisher, and Richards can be traced to the work of Mottram.” The next year, fly-fishing literateur and commentator Arnold Gingrich described Mottram as an “unsung genius of English angling literature,” and concluded that he was “a formidable fisherman, in many ways the most extraordinary I ever encountered in print.” Such praise of Mottram’s first book has become common among the sport’s historical authorities.

And yet Mottram remains largely unread. Perhaps, as historian David Burnett recently put it, he is still lost in “the giant shadows of Halford and Skues.” That makes it a special pleasure to see Stackpole Books issue this collection of his writings.

Mottram’s book (the first and best-remembered of four he wrote) was a diffuse collection of travel writing (he obviously loved New Zealand), natural history, scientific analysis, trout biology, and fly-fishing theory. But his enthusiastic voice, ceaseless curiosity, and intuitive sense of how things worked held it all together. Scientifically trained (a radiologist by profession), Mottram applied a disciplined understanding of nature’s subtlety and complexity to the study of the trout’s world.

For this edition, I’ve selected Mottram’s deliberations on a variety of essential fly-fishing issues and added a few of his less rigorous, more ruminative discussions for the flavor they bring. You will see Mottram addressing the perplexing issue of the color vision of fish, but you will also share an outing on a beautiful New Zealand stream. There is a lofty, rambling meditation on fishing’s “mysteries” followed by a demanding examination of fish vision. There is a remarkably forward-looking series of predictions about the future development of trout flies—with its startlingly modern spinners, larval imitations, streamers, and crustacean imitations, some of which waited decades before they were “invented” again. But there is also a whimsical and provocative fictional portrayal of the future of fly fishing (the first I’m aware of in the sport’s literature); as we approach the date of his tale, 2014, it still resonates with complicated questions about the nature of sport.

You won’t have to read far to realize that there is no separating the instructive Mottram from the reflective Mottram. Though to many anglers a fishing log seems a bothersome exercise in nostalgia, Mottram explained both the joys and the cumulative practical value of the discipline involved in maintaining a good journal. The same duality is evident in his consideration of fish watching; the chapter began as a rhapsodic celebration of natural beauty, but quickly settled down into a short course in experimental observation.

Like all fishing books a century or more old, this one may puzzle you with unfamiliar terminology. Usually it’s easy enough to figure out: a “banker” is a fish feeding up against a bank, a “sedge” is a caddisfly, a “cast” is a leader rigged with a fly or flies, and so on. Some may be more obscure, such as “undrawn gut.” In Mottram’s day virtually all fly fishers used silkworm gut leaders (some traditionalists still used horse hair), and those anglers wanting gut in the smallest diameters could buy very fine (and very weak) strands that had been “drawn” through fine diamond-edged devices that shaved them to the modern equivalent of 5X or even finer. But don’t bother to let the occasional obscure term get in the way; just read past it and usually it will become clear from the context what it was about, if not precisely what it was.

You may also encounter the names of unfamiliar angling authorities. Please consider those invitations to pursue your investigation of Mottram’s world, and of the absorbing literature of fly fishing.

Mottram’s later books were judged much less significant by most historians, who with comfortable hindsight found something tragic in his inability to produce another book as far-reaching as his first. That’s hardly fair, of course. No writer is obliged to write the books that historians might prefer to read.

Still, Mottram’s later years did diminish his legacy. The open-mindedness that he displayed in Fly-Fishing: Some New Arts and Mysteries was eventually replaced by the opposite tendency. By all accounts he became almost rigidly narrow-minded and rejected the innovative nymph-fishing techniques and other iconoclastic ideas of his first book, becoming an exclusive dry-fly fisher. In the late 1930s, the recurring British controversy over the appropriateness of nymph fishing on chalkstreams reached a particularly belligerent height, focused primarily on the aged nymph-fishing master Skues. Skues had reviewed Mottram’s earliest writings with uncharacteristic harshness and now, decades later, Mottram had his sad little revenge for those earlier slights. He participated in a general ganging-up on Skues in an infamous debate at the Flyfishers’ Club of London in 1938. Today the whole affair seems tawdry if not downright bigoted, and Skues’s critics, Mottram perhaps especially, are not kindly remembered for their part in it.

But those conflicts were unimaginably far in the future when Fly-Fishing: Some New Arts and Mysteries first appeared on the shelves of fly shops and began its revolutionary work of widening the horizons of fly fishers. I invite you to read it as it was read then and as much of it still reads now: a work of great originality and considerable boldness, bringing a fresh impetus to the incurable fly-fisher’s compulsion to better practice the arts, and more completely solve the mysteries.

Paul Schullery








CHAPTER ONE

The Keeping of a Fishing Log

Is it a pleasure to look back, to re-live the past?

Yes, surely, if the past was pleasant, if the present be pleasant, and if the future looks bright. Unhappily for many, these conditions are not theirs. Still, what is personally unpleasant may give pleasure to others. Provided a fishing log be made interesting, any angler will find it pleasant reading. Moreover, a fishing log is kept for reasons apart from pleasure. For reference; it is well to be able to recall the experiences of the past on which the practices of the future should depend. For instruction; a log should not only record facts but should draw conclusions.

Experiments should be recorded, with their results (fishing is a great series of experiments), and further, statement should be made of what experiments it is desirable to make in the future.

But, some will say, fishing is a sport, and as such is it worthy of so much seriousness? Fishing is a relaxation; why, therefore, put so much energy into it? Fishing is for the hour only, the present. Neither the past nor the future take a part in it. But this is not so. To the angler, fishing is a serious business while he is about it. Other things and thoughts are as nothing when the angler is before his fish. The earth, the universe, life, death, and the unknown disturb him not a whit. He and his fish, these are just the two, and that is all. But, when the fish has gone, they may add, should it not then be forgotten? Is it good to recall it? Will it not distract the mind from the ledger, the brief, the patient, the work at hand? Why not then forget it?

Because it is impossible for those whose minds are built on other lines. Happy is he who can sit in the cocoa-nut grove, beneath the cool graceful boughs, looking across the narrow slip of virgin sand, across the glaring green lagoon, across the roaring breakers and across the unfathomable blue, beyond, to the great infinity. To him, forgetting is an easy matter, but there are some who are not thus happy. They must be doing, progressing, bearing ever forward, struggling with knowledge, dragging it up by the roots, digging deeper and deeper into the hard rock, ever and anon wounding themselves until at last they die with the grit still in their teeth and nails; and not till then will peace come to them. Such as these are also anglers; anglers will and must be such as these, because fishing, far above all other sports, gives hard work both for brain and body. Work is a relaxation provided only it be good and pleasant. Thus the writing of logs is excused and explained.

Fishing logs may merely be records of the day’s fishing, or they may deal with such matters as wind, sun, temperature of water, fish caught, flies used, and a host of others. One method is to record the capture of each individual fish in columnar fashion. (Table No. 1)

This method, however, makes no provision for blank days, and moreover, after a successful day, the happenings with each fish cannot be remembered. A note-book must be carried and each fish entered as it is caught. This results in an excessively smelly, scale-covered volume (at least mine was) of which even the owner could not be proud.

At one time I kept a log divided into the following columns. (Table No. 2)

The individual day of such a log makes most uninteresting reading, but at the end of the year it will be found that valuable information has been accumulated as to the time and appearance of the natural flies, the number and kind of artificial flies that have proved successful, the prevailing winds, the best weather for fishing, &c. Under “Remarks” will be found a series of casual incidents which are sometimes full of interest; in fact, when one is making such a log, it is very frequently found that the space for “Remarks” is not nearly large enough. Much, if not most, of what is worthiest to be recorded naturally falls here in this small space. Besides, it has to receive comments on and reasons for blank days, which are often the most interesting and important fishing days of the season.

It seems that the keeping of a log goes through a process of evolution. At first the bare facts only are recorded, beginning simply, with more elaboration later. Next are added a few simple conclusions; and, last of all, the log becomes a series of dissertations on the incidents of the days: only a few important facts are recorded, around which are woven thoughts and arguments.

Such a log will not only be interesting, and be a pleasure to turn to in the winter, but will be highly instructive, will direct the fishings of the future, and make them full to overflowing with interest.

Here are a few examples from a log that in all humility strove along these lines:
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“June 5.—Rose a good fish in the ——— stream, threw straight over him, so that, when the hook was pulled home, the point impinged on the hard roof of the mouth and did not penetrate (Fig. A). Directly the fish turned downstream the hook came away. If possible, always drop the fly a little to one or other side of the fish, so that when tightened on, the point of the hook will be more likely to catch in the angle of the mouth or in the tongue, as in Fig. B.”

“Aug. 7.—Hooked a 2-pounder in a bad place; held on hard; fish turned downstream; when opposite, the strain on the line drew the fish’s head into the bank; the fish at once became quite powerless. Keeping a heavy strain on, the line was reeled in and the fish dipped out with the net. The rod point was kept low down all the time, and the rod bent up laterally as in Fig. C. In this way the fish was, as it were, anchored to the bank.” (NOTE.—I have since used this “anchor” method successfully on several occasions.)
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Besides fishing, other subsidiary matters may justly claim entrance into a fishing log. Tales and stories, even if much exaggerated, even if having a moral, even if not amusing nor instructive, should be told, only let them be original; some other clever imagination will no doubt enlarge on them and create therewith much merry laughter; what can one do better than give a good laugh?

Here is a true story from my log: Joey was a goodly fish of 2½ lb., somewhat black, ‘tis true, but age will tell. He was named after a certain angler because of a cunning look common to both. Joey lived in a rather narrow deepish stream and fed on a small gravel patch just below a willow tree spreading over the water; when he was hooked, as not uncommonly he was, for he was a bold fellow, instead of running off under the willow tree, as would be expected, he always ran down and disappeared into a bed of rushes about five yards downstream; there he either freed himself from the hook or broke the gut. He was particular about gut. Anything thicker than 3x, even when offered with every civility and with the greatest delicacy, was never accepted. Now, we all loved Joey, and he never created any bad feeling or jealousy among us because he never allowed himself to be caught. Until the day of his death we loved him, and then we were sorry for him and loved him the more.

He was foully murdered. It had been noted several times that Joey, when hooked, always entered the reed bed by a particular gap in the reeds called Joey’s Front Door. Mr. ——— said therefore to himself, one day, “If I trap the front door Joey will be mine.” So one day, whilst Joey was busy sucking down black gnats, a landing net was quietly fixed across his front door, and so arranged that the bag of the net projected inwards among the reed stems, the handle of the net stuck out of the water among the reeds. Mr. ——— then put on some 6x gut and a good black gnat; Joey paid no attention to the 6x gut and chanced the gnat, arguing, “If it is gut I can easily break that thin stuff at home.” Mr. ——— then pulled the hook into Joey and at the same time made a dash at the landing net. Joey, on feeling the hook, bolted for home, and entering by the front door banged into the net, thus telling Mr. ——— that he had come in. Mr. ——— gently raised the net out of the water, with Joey in it, and walked ashore.

Joey had not broken anything, the connecting chain was intact.

Joey, fly
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