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This book is dedicated to my father and mother, Clarence and Elva Clouser. They started me on this path at a young age and I still haven’t found the end. I thank them for it all. I also have heartfelt thanks to my wife, Joan, for her undying patience with me.
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Bob Clouser is many things, but aside from being a wonderful human being, Bob is an excellent fly fisherman. Many who write articles and books on the sport are skilled and well-intentioned but lack in-depth experience in fly fishing. Not so with Bob. He has spent decades analyzing, experimenting, and successfully catching fish in fresh and salt water. What you read here is based on solid experience and will help you tie better flies, understand why you do or do not catch fish, and enjoy the sport even more.

The first portion of this book is valuable to anyone who ties or fishes flies. Bob gives so many insights and tips on fly design and how to tie flies correctly, that this section alone makes this book worth buying.

Always an experimenter when conventional fly patterns are not working, Bob tweaks patterns, or even invents new ones, to fool fish. His Clouser Deep Minnow is undoubtedly the most popular fly pattern to be developed in the last several decades. It is used across the planet to catch fish in fresh or salt water. From his decades of fly fishing on the water and many years of guiding, he has developed a number of patterns that meet difficult situations. In this book, Bob supplies information on why and how to fish these flies and includes excellent photos of how to tie each one.

If you are a serious fly fisherman, I believe this book is one of the most useful that has been published in some time.

—Lefty Kreh
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Part of the fun of fly fishing for me is learning about nature. I enjoy observing the insects, baitfish, and other food items I use as guides to build my flies. But careful observation brings more than enjoyment; it is essential if you want to be an effective angler and fly tier. A quick glance at a picture in a book or a one-time observation will not do. If you want to tie flies that catch more fish—and catch fish consistently—you must study the behaviors, habitats, and physical characteristics of the foods fish eat.

In 1952, my dad bought me a fly-tying kit for my fourteenth birthday. For tools, it contained a simple vise, a spring-loaded bobbin, hackle pliers, and a needle. Some instructions on two sheets of paper explained how to make flies from the assortment of hooks and patches of fur, loose feathers, and threads and yarns of various colors. I taught myself slowly how to use the tools and materials and made all types of concoctions.

My dad saw that I was interested in fly tying, so in 1954, he purchased Family Circle’s Guide to Trout Flies and How to Tie Them by Raymond Camp. It was loaded with full-color pictures of flies and listed their ingredients.
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My approach to fly design most often begins and ends onstream, with a lot of time in between at the bench. A pattern has to cast well, look good in the water, and catch fish for me to consider it a keeper. Mike O’Brien casts to a Susquehanna bridge pier. BOB CLOUSER PHOTO

That fly-tying guide had paintings in it instead of photographs, and for the life of me, I could not figure out the actual colors of the materials or the flies. The colors weren’t true to life; there was a big difference between the rich reds and browns on the pages and the colors of the actual materials I held in my hands. Instead of copying the real thing—nature—I tried, with frustration, to copy the illustrations.

Today many new tiers face a similar challenge. When a beginner reads a recipe that calls for a brown hackle, he is faced with the tough task of determining which brown is “brown.” If you look at the amazing array of genetic hackles available today, no two are exactly alike in color. This can be frustrating. Or if you are sitting down at the bench to imitate a black-nose dace but have never seen one for yourself, you take a leap of faith to tie fur and feathers to a hook according to the recipe, you call it a dace, and then go out and cast it into the water with confidence.

As I spent more time on the river and on the vise, I began to trust my own observations. Instead of working from a recipe or a perceived color in the book, I simply looked at the natural that I wanted to imitate and found a material that would match the color and movement in the water that I desired. My approach to fly design most often begins and ends onstream, with a lot of time in between at the bench.

Your on-the-water observations of both the bait and the fish that feed on it are the key to successful fly tying and fishing. Others’ observations often fall short of your situation on your home water. Though I share with you in this book what I have learned, that is no substitute for your own experience. You also must modify and adapt your techniques depending on your quarry and the fishing situation. Use the information here as a beginning guide to designing patterns for the species you fish for. I hope the basic techniques you learn will help you create your own patterns with more confidence.

Once you design flies that look and act like the real thing in the water, you need to make sure they fish well. Good fly patterns should cast easily, not foul, and be durable enough that you don’t have to stop fishing to tie on a new fly when the catching is good. At times, you may have to sacrifice a few of these criteria to achieve other characteristics, but whenever you design a pattern that both catches fish and fishes well, you have a winning fly.

Throughout this book, I provide recipes for fly patterns that have worked well for me and other anglers around the world. These flies are my most successful patterns. Along the way, many of my flies ended up in the trash bin, but these are the survivors. The directions are given for a right-hand tier.
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	CHAPTER 1


	Materials
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In this chapter, I describe some of my favorite materials and give tips on handling and selecting them, but I encourage you to explore other materials not mentioned here and make the flies you tie your own creations. Many of the patterns in this book, especially the Clouser Minnow series, are styles of tying rather than specific flies, so you can use a variety of materials in them besides the ones listed here.

HOOKS

The hook is the most important part of the fly. Not only is it what catches the fish, but as a platform on which the fly is tied, it becomes an integral part of a fly’s design. Whether for small dry flies or large streamers, hook color, weight, and length all affect the appearance of the fly, how it hooks different species of fish, how the fly tied on it casts, and where it rides in the water—on the top, on the bottom, or somewhere in between.

I tie most Deep Minnows and variations on regular shank or 1XL hooks. These hook lengths are generally suitable for most warm- or saltwater species. I make one exception for trout. Because trout often stun or nip their prey before returning to eat it, I use up to 4XL hooks, and I don’t tie the materials off the back of them much longer than one-half of the shank. I try to make sure the hook bend is close to the end of the fly. If you had 4-inch fibers dangling off the back of the hook, you’d most likely miss fish that nip at the fly.

There are many good hooks on the market, and you can tie Clouser Minnows on a variety of them. I like to keep things as simple as possible for my own tying. Here is a list of hook models and their characteristics that I most frequently use for the patterns in this book. You can make substitutions as needed.

I tied many of the freshwater baitfish patterns in this book on the Mustad 3365A, a straight-eye streamer hook with a nickel finish that is not available anymore. The bronze version of the same hook, the Mustad 3366, is a good substitute, as is the Mustad Signature Series S71S SS or the Tiemco 811S.

For saltwater baitfish patterns, I use the Mustad S71S SS. This Signature Series stainless-steel hook is 2X heavy, 1X long, and has a straight eye. The Mustad S74S SS that I use for the Rattle Clouser is a 4X-long-shank version of the S71S SS. I also use the Mustad 34007 and the 39951BLN Demon Circle. The Mustad 34011, the long-shank version of the Mustad 34007, is my choice for the Brightsides Minnows (in both fresh and salt water), the saltwater version of the EZ Popper, and all bendback patterns.

These are the hooks I use for the species I fish for. I also like to use the thinnest-diameter hook possible because thin-diameter hooks penetrate easier than heavy-diameter hooks. But it is important to match the hook to your quarry. For instance, if you are fishing for 100-pound plus tarpon, you may want to experiment with heavier wire hooks; if you are fishing for small panfish or trout and bass, you can more often than not get away with lighter wire hooks.

In each of the pattern descriptions in this book, I provide my recommendations for hooks, but since most of these patterns travel well, you’ll surely be fishing these flies for other species that require different hooks. One of the benefits of tying your own flies is that you can use any hook you want. If you are missing fish because the gap is too small, or fine-wire dry-fly hooks are straightening out, or you are not sinking your fly deep enough, take a look at the hook model you’re using. Over time, you will develop your own preferences for certain makes and models based on your experience. I list the hook model and size for each fly pattern, but many others will work as well, and you can often substitute similar hooks from other manufacturers.
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Clousers tied on circle hooks helped us land more tarpon during a two-week trip to the Yucatán Peninsula. TOM WHITTLE PHOTO

Circle Hooks

Bait anglers have used circle hooks for a long time, but they have only recently begun to be popular with fly anglers. Both Lefty Kreh and I have had great success tying Deceivers and Deep Minnows on circle hooks. My friend Tom Whittle and I fished with flies tied on circle hooks on a two-week trip to Casa Blanca, Mexico, located on the Yucatán Peninsula on Ascension Bay. We wanted to find out if they would increase the hookup and landing rates for tarpon, a fish species noted for its hook-shaking acrobatics.

These hooks performed better than we expected, but we had to modify our techniques, especially the hook set, when fishing flies tied on them. You cannot set the hook, which is hard for many fly anglers to resist doing. For the circle hook to properly do its job, the fish has to turn away from the angler as soon as it takes the fly. The angler should not do anything until he feels weight moving away. At this point, the hook is in position and already set. Using circle hooks, Tom and I found all the tarpon we landed were solidly hooked in the corner of the upper lip, in the tissue between the face and the bony armor-type plate that protects the upper lip.
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You can easily modify Clouser Minnows to many different styles of hooks, such as circle hooks (shown here), depending on the species you are fishing for.
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Bob Clouser getting ready to cast a circle-hook Clouser Deep Minnow to tarpon. TOM WHITTLE PHOTO

Circle hooks provide a hooking advantage for other species as well. During our two-week trip, Tom and I hooked fifteen barracuda and landed fourteen of them without wire tippets. We used Rio’s 80-pound-test Fluoroflex leader material for bite tippets, and it showed only minor abrasion from the barracuda’s teeth from the initial take. The circle-hook flies lodged in the corner of the mouth, making it impossible for the barracuda to bite on the tippet section. Circle hooks worked effectively on bonefish, snook, various species of snapper, and a few jack crevalle. If used properly, we found that these hooks can be a valuable tool in hooking and landing many species of fish. I also enjoyed learning a new and exciting method in the fly-fishing game.

Debarbing Hooks

Before I put a hook in the vise, I often pinch the barb down with a pair of flat needlenose pliers. Though you can pinch barbs down on the water before you fish your flies, debarbing hooks at the bench saves time in the long run and ensures that you don’t forget this step when you’re on the water thinking about other things.

To debarb a hook, turn it so that the bend is in line with the pliers and the point of the hook faces the tip of the pliers. Insert the hook between the jaws and pinch the barb down. Some people insert the pliers perpendicular to the hook barb and pinch, but this can damage and weaken the hook point.
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To properly debarb a hook, crimp down on the barb with a pair of flat-faced pliers so that the pliers are in line with the hook point.

Sharpening Hooks

Many hooks come out of the box sharp; others need to be sharpened. There are many ways to sharpen hooks, and everyone has an opinion about the best way. To determine whether a hook is sharp enough, scrape the point against your thumbnail. If the hook hangs up, it’s sharp. Experienced anglers check their hook points frequently when fishing.

To sharpen a hook, insert it into your vise with the point up. Using a fine-grade flat metal file, form a diamond point by making three strokes on the far side of the hook, moving from the barb to the bend, and then repeating that angle on the near side. Try to keep the point as short as possible; long, needle-type points are weak. You can sharpen smaller trout hooks with a diamond-dust fingernail file, available at drugstores.
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To sharpen a hook, make one stroke from the barb to the bend on the far side of the hook, then repeat on the other side.
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A properly sharpened hook has a diamond-shaped edge with no burrs.

Uni-Thread grips the slippery deer-tail fibers I use in many of my patterns, and it is strong enough that I can use a lot of tension when I tie materials onto the hook. Many tiers tend not to put enough tension on the thread when tying flies. Experiment to determine how strong your tying thread is, and try to tie at maximum tension for more durable flies.
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I prefer to keep the spools of thread that I commonly use on bobbins so I don’t have to waste time threading one every time I want to change thread color. A tool caddy keeps your tools organized and within reach.

I also often use Danville fine monofilament-nylon thread. This clear thread is strong, and you can use it in place of regular thread on all of your patterns. Saltwater tiers use a lot of mono thread. Monofilament thread is also available in an extrafine size, but I find it too thin for most applications.

Because monofilament thread is transparent, it won’t clash with any colors, so you can use it for all of your flies. The colors of the materials show through the thread wraps, which can add a desirable effect to the fly, especially on epoxy patterns. You need to keep constant tension on the thread when using it, however, or it tends to unwrap. Once the fly is completed, protect the monofilament thread with a coat of epoxy or head cement. I prefer epoxy.

To save time, I keep spools of thread that I use most often on bobbins. I stick the bobbins in a piece of foam or a tool caddy so I can reach them easily. Though not necessary, buying half a dozen bobbins as you begin to develop your collection of fly-tying tools is a worthwhile investment. Down the road, it’ll save you time threading bobbins each time
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