

  

  BASIC TOOLS
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  VISE The most important, and probably most expensive tool used in fly tying is the vise. Its primary function is to hold the hook securely. It may be held in position with a C-clamp affixed to a table edge, or else it will feature a heavily weighted base which can be placed upon any flat surface. Most vises are stationary models which remain in one position, although they might have several possible adjustments. A second type, called a rotary vise, serves a dual function since it can be used as a stationary model but is also designed to rotate the hook to assist in the winding of materials. Many models are available at a wide range of prices; however, the least expensive models will usually prove inadequate. Features to look for include the ability to hold a wide range of hook sizes, smoothness of the finish, height adjustments, and ease of operation.
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  SCISSORS Small very sharp scissors with narrow fine points are indispensable for the detailed work of fly tying. Large finger holes are preferred by experienced tiers, who keep the scissors on their fingers throughout the tying procedure. Heavier scissors are used on coarse materials primarily to preserve the points and sharpness of the fine pair. Serrated blades on heavier scissors help prevent materials from slipping away as they are being cut. Most fly tying material suppliers offer scissors specially designed for this purpose. In some cases where the tips are too thick, the points can be carefully filed down from the outside. Both straight and curved blades are available with the choice being primarily a matter of personal preference.
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  BOBBIN This is a tool which holds the spool of thread during the tying operation. The bobbin permits very accurate control over both the placement of each individual thread winding on the hook, and the very important thread tension which is the basis of building a strong, durable fly. Also the bobbin provides sufficient weight to prevent unravelling of thread when the hands must be free for other purposes. Modern ceramic-tube bobbins eliminate the sharp edges often associated with metal-tube bobbins.


  BODKIN A simple, inexpensive device consisting of a needle inserted into a handle for the sake of convenience. It is used for a great many operations such as applying head cement, picking out stray fibers, cleaning out the eye of a hook, separating fibers, and picking out dubbing fur. Some bodkins have a magnet built within to pick up hooks, others incorporate a half hitch tool as the handle.
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  HACKLE PLIERS These are used to grip hackle feathers by the tips and to hold them securely as they are wound around or applied to the fly. They must have a firm grip as hackles are often very small and will slip out of the jaws quite easily. Sharp edges on the pliers will cut the feather and should be avoided. Low quality hackle pliers can be most exasperating.


  OTHER TOOLS

  


  Many tools have been designed to assist fly tiers with specific procedures. Some of the most useful include: HALF HITCH TOOL, with a hole in each end is used to make half hitch knots at the headof the fly, particularly useful on Muddler Minnows; BOBBIN THREADER, very inexpensive but saves on patience when trying to get thread through the bobbin tube, especially once it becomes clogged with wax; TWEEZERS, very useful for picking up small hooks and for other occasions when you need to pick out very small feathers or fibers; WHIP FINISHER, a tool that requires practice to use properly, but once mastered, enables one to rapidly tie a whip finish knot, the most secure manner to tie off your thread upon completion of a fly; HAIR STACKER, essentially a tube into which bucktail or other hair is inserted, tips downward, then tapped against desk or table to evenly align the hair tips when used for wings or tails.
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  HOOKS


  A hook is the most basic ingredient of a fly and has recently been appropriately described as the “backbone” of any fly. A wide variety of hooks are manufactured specifically for tying flies with quality products coming from Norway, England and Japan. Various sizes of fly tying hooks are offered ranging from a designation of #1 to #28, with the highest number representing the smallest hook. Additionally, even larger hooks have size designations from #1/0 to #6/0 with higher numbers being larger hooks. The sizes most commonly used for trout flies range from #6 to #16, although there is good occasion to use either larger or smaller hooks, particularly the latter. In addition to size, another specification is hook length, as shown in the accompanying chart which pictures hooks of the same size but with varied shank lengths. A stubby beetle imitation cannot be properly tied on a very long hook, and, conversely, a long slim minnow imitation requires the use of a longer shank. Hook wire weight is another consideration since a heavy wire is stronger and also helps a fly to sink. Light wire helps reduce the tendency to sink, is generally preferred for floating flies, and its smaller diameter offers less resistance to hook penetration. The most common hook eye type is turned down using tapered wire. A straight eye or turned up eye may be used to maximize the point clearance on very small flies, and these eye types are also used to achieve special effects on some flies. The most basic hook shapes are illustrated, with there being little consensus as to which is best. Fly tying hooks generally have a straight bend, i.e. the point is not offset to one side. Hooks can be converted to barbless or semi-barbed by carefully crimping down the barb with flat nose pliers. This seems to help hook penetration with no loss of holding ability. Another worthwhile practice is to sharpen all hooks before beginning to tie. Other styles such as keel, flybody, Swedish, nymph form, parachute, and popper hooks are also available and worthy of attention and experimentation. For more information see the Hook Equivalence Chart on 11.
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  MATERIALS

  

  The materials described here represent those most commonly used in fly tying. Many are available through a great variety of sources, others must be purchased from specialized fly-tying materials suppliers. While these are the traditional and tested materials, one should not hesitate to experiment with other materials for this is how innovations in fly tying come about. If you don’t have some of the materials required, substitution is quite acceptable for your personal flies; however, be certain the replacement material has characteristics similar to the original material specified.


  THREAD –Fly tying thread is made of either twisted (round) or untwisted (flat) fibers. At one time silk was commonly used but today nylon, polyester or kevlar are favored. Nylon is most available, is quite strong, but does stretch slightly. Thread diameter is designated by numbers beginning with 1/0 through the smaller 8/0. Larger threads progress from size “A” through the larger size “E”. Small threads build up less bulk and weight than large threads, but are not as strong. Nylon threads are now commonly available in sizes and colors which seem to satisfy the requirements of most fly tiers. A beginner would do well to start by using a size 3/0 thread for larger flies, where strength is required. The smaller thread sizes, from 6/0 to 8/0 are best for the majority of smaller flies, including all dry flies. You must learn how to use these finer threads without breaking them, as they are indispensable to producing quality flies. Some threads are already lightly waxed when you purchase them; this is a convenience as such thread is less slippery.


  BODY MATERIALS—Are those materials produced in a form that can be simply wrapped onto a hook shank to create the body of a fly. Tinsel is a flat metallic colored tape, usually gold or silver, and available in fine, medium, and wide sizes. Originally constructed of thin metal, a mylar plastic tinsel is now frequently used because it doesn’t have sharp edges and doesn’t tarnish. Oval tinsel in similar colors and sizes is also specified for bodies and ribbing. Wool of all sorts is used, especially on wet flies and streamers, since it tends to absorb water and sinks well. Orlon, acrylic, antron and polypropylene yarns are all used in fly tying. Floss is made of silk, nylon, or acetate and is used mostly for sinking flies. It’s sold in a variety of colors. Spun fur is usually rabbit fur made into a yarn in various dyed colors. It’s easy to work with and has a fuzzy appearance desirable on many flies. A special mohair blend is used for leech imitations. Chenille of nylon or rayon is sold in many sizes and colors and is best for sinking flies. Latex comes in sheet form which can be cut into strips and dyed or marked various colors. It sinks rapidly and is effective on many nymph patterns. New plastic materials, like larva lace or swannundaze or edge brite, provide fly tiers with an ever growing array of new fly tying possibilities.


  FEATHERS —Are widely used in fly tying and probably every imaginable type of feather has been tried at one time or another. Hackle refers to feathers from the neck of a bird, most commonly a rooster. For dry flies a long, glossy, stiff hackle is desirable; for wet flies a soft, dull hackle is more appropriate. Hackles from grouse or partridge or other birds are often short and soft, and are referred to as “soft hackles.” Extra long, thin hackles from the rump of a rooster are called “saddle hackles” and are used for streamer flies and larger drys. Quills generally refer to the primary or secondary wing quills of any bird. Goose, duck, and turkey quills, in either natural or dyed colors, are commonly used for tails and wings on a variety of flies. Tail feathers of some birds are used, mostly turkey, peacock and ringneck pheasant. The crest is the topmost feathers on the head of the bird. Golden pheasant crest feathers are frequently specified in fly patterns. Tippets refer to the barred feathers from the lower neck of the golden and amherst pheasants. Her! is part of a peacock or ostrich plume which has a long flexible stem and very short barbules. Peacock her!, with its metallic sheen, is an important fly tying ingredient. Marabou was originally a soft stork feather, but now refers to the long downy under-feather from turkeys. It’s often used as a replacement for streamer wings due to its undulating motion in water. Flank feathers from the sides of woodduck, teal, pintail, and mallard ducks are one of the most popular fly wing materials. Body feathers of all descriptions are used from time to time and may be referred to as back feathers, breast feathers, or rump feathers. Best known to fly tiers are those from silver and ringneck pheasants, Hungarian partridge, as well as various ducks.


  TAILS —An assortment of animal tails provides the fly tier with an inexpensive supply of materials that have the qualities of length and/or stiffness. Bucktails, usually from the whitetail deer species, provide a readily dyed source of hair used for the “bucktail” flies, for dry fly wings and other purposes. It’s best to avoid the extremely crinkled hair. Calftails have a finer and more translucent hair used frequently for dry fly wings, and often substituted for bucktail. Again, avoid hair that is extremely crinkled and curled. Squirrel tails of either the gray or red species have a fine straight hair and are also used in dyed colors. Mink tails, in a range of natural and dyed colors, have been used for their stiff guard hairs which are excellent for dry fly tails and caddisfly wings. Woodchuck tails are used in the same manner as mink tails.
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  HAIR—This category refers to the stiffer hairs, from the bodies of various animals. Most body hair of certain animals, specifically deer, antelope, caribou, elk and moose, is stiff and generally hollow. It’s used in various ways for tails, wings, spun bodies and heads on many flies. It is important to use the proper hair for each purpose since each skin will have hair that’s soft or stiff, short or long, and coarse or fine. Guard hairs (i.e. long stiffer hair as distinguished from short soft underfur) of various animals such as badger, black bear, grey fox and woodchuck are occasionally used for streamer or salmon fly wings. Some long, softer “streamer hairs” such as ram’s wool have become popular too.


  FURS—Mostly used as dubbing materials to form bodies, furs of all types and description are a basic material for fly tiers. Colors can be mixed and blended to provide any shade desired. Unprocessed furs, particularly from water­dwelling animals such as muskrat, otter, and beaver, contain natural oils which makes them resistant to water absorption. Furs when washed, bleached, or dyed lose this quality. Very fine furs such as rabbit and beaver are easiest to work with and available in many natural and dyed colors. A medium texture fur would be Australian possum, which combines general ease of use plus a rougher texture to often give a buggy effect. Seal fur is a very coarse and somewhat difficult fur to use properly; it, and its substitutes, have a sheen and translucency which makes for a brighter fly. Fur from a European hare’s mask goes into the popular Hare’s Ear dry
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