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Editor’s Note



During one of our visits, I asked Lefty if he would be interested in writing a book about all the fish that he has caught on a fly. I had once read that he caught over 80 species on the Clouser Deep Minnow alone and got to thinking that there were very few, if any, people who have caught as many different species of fish as Lefty Kreh—both on fly and conventional tackle. Having already heard him tell some of the stories during our time together over the years, I couldn’t help but think that a collection of them written by a man who has fished everywhere from Papua New Guinea to the Florida backcountry would make for a fascinating read.

I suggested that the stories did not have to be about the biggest catches—and he has had plenty of them, having at one time 16 world records—but about the catches that were most memorable to him. After thinking a bit, he agreed to it, and before I left, he looked at me and asked, with a mixture of slight bewilderment and curiosity, “Do you think anyone would want to read a book like this?”

This humility always catches me off-guard, even though it’s part of what makes Lefty, Lefty. One of my favorite stories that Lefty tells on himself is of meeting his 5-year-old great-granddaughter in Florida for the first time: “My granddaughter Hillary said, ‘Honey, this is your great-grandfather.’ Little Alex tilted her head back, looked up at me quizzically, and asked, ‘What’s so great about him?’”

Ask any fly fisher what is so great about him (besides being able to cast a knife-edge loop a country mile—with either arm) and they might mention the following: he can teach you to fly-cast in half an hour; he created a fly, the Lefty’s Deceiver, that is so iconic it graces a postage stamp; he has authored over a dozen books, edited the 25-volume Lefty’s Little Library, written countless magazine articles, and is featured in over a dozen videos; and for his lifetime of teaching and fundamental role in developing tackle and techniques for the sport he is honored in the National Fresh Water Fishing Hall of Fame, Fly Fishing Hall of Fame, and IGFA Hall of Fame. Just recently, I read that they named a trail after him along the Gunpowder River in his home state of Maryland.

But, as Ed Jaworowski writes in a recent article in Fly Fishing in Salt Waters, “There’s far more to his reputation than this impressive output, more than the number and sizes of fish caught, the world records held, the contests won, the awards received and other such accomplishments.” 101 Fish is an engaging record of a remarkable man’s fishing trips around the world—Lefty’s best cast ever for tarpon, twin Atlantic salmon on two successive casts that both weighed an amazing 37 pounds, Niugini black bass so strong you have to pull them from the brush with a boat—but it is also a collection of stories that reveal the character of a man who deeply values the people met, sights seen, and experiences shared through a lifetime of fishing.

Lefty just wrote the fish stories as they came to him, and the editor in me was tempted to rearrange and organize the text in some orderly fashion. I thought about grouping all the exotic fish—machaca, pacu, barramundi, jacunda—together. Perhaps I would group the rough fish—common carp, yellow sucker, bowfin, bluegill—in case fly fishers not interested in them could go right to the glamour species—the trout, Atlantic salmon, and tarpon. I briefly thought of organizing the book by time period—the early years in Frederick, Maryland; the Miami period when he managed the MET, the largest fishing tournament in the world; his years writing for the Baltimore Sun; retirement, which Ev, his wife and best friend of over 65 years, famously quipped that he “flunked.”

But better sense prevailed and I more or less left the stories as Lefty wrote them—yellow sucker after tarpon, grass carp after grayling, permit after perch. Their unlikely and often-surprising order reveals a man with a broad love of the outdoors and the camaraderie of an equally wide range of fishing partners, from regular Joes to the rich and famous. I should also note that it was my idea to add genus and species information, just so fly fishers might be able to track down information on some of the exotic fish that are even at the edges of Google’s grasp, and any inaccuracies are my fault alone. Lefty prefers to use the common names, which are indeed more colorful.

I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I have.

—Jay Nichols
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Tarpon



Megalops atlanticus,
silver king, sabalo
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Tarpon are one of the most exciting fish to catch. What is particularly exciting to me is that most of the time we see the fish before we deliver the fly or lure to them. What a thrill it is to watch a giant open its maw and suck in your offering knowing as soon as you set the hook it will rocket upward, throwing water like a broken fire hose.

I have been lucky to catch tarpon on the open ocean and in the roiled jungle rivers of Costa Rica where once a huge bull shark bit in half an 80-pounder right at the boat—awesome and scary. In Cuba not long ago our guide anchored our skiff just outside of some mangroves that had flooded at high tide. Wading to the far side he began to carefully stride through the tangled mangroves in our direction. Suddenly a dozen tarpon of maybe 15 to 20 pounds, seemingly unconcerned, swam into the shallow clear water in front of us. Dropping a fly in front of one, you were rewarded with an instant strike. On a light 8-weight rod this was pure joy.

On a short crushed limestone coral road at Flamingo, a marina base deep in the Everglades, there is a canal best traversed with a canoe as you maneuver under the overhanging mangroves, often filled with mosquitoes that I think were sent out by the Red Cross to get our blood. Once you leave the overhanging trees, there is some open water, and during the 1960s dozens of tiny tarpon from a foot to 18 inches would roll to the surface of the dark water. (They may still be there.) Using tiny popping bugs or small streamers you could have a ball hooking many of these jumping jacks with a 3- or 4-weight fly rod.

But when I think of tarpon, I often remember it was a tarpon that let me make what I believe was my best cast.

About 1968 my son Larry was poling our skiff during a high tide around a small mangrove island near the Content Keys. The tarpon were cruising in and out among the flooded mangrove roots. Larry quietly poled around the end of a tiny island. Before us was a deep indentation in the island’s shape forming a small cove.

I had just cast to a 30-pound tarpon at about 50 feet, but it spooked and fled. Then we saw another tarpon slowly meander out from under the roots. It was only about 30 feet away, and I had extended my cast to 50 feet. I lifted the line quietly from the water, and while the line was unrolling on the backcast I stripped in some. As the forward cast unrolled, I continued to recover more line. The cast dropped the fly 30 feet away and three feet in front of the tarpon, who instantly took it.

Even though this fish weighed less than 30 pounds, of all the tarpon I’ve missed or caught this is my most memorable one. I have often during a cast shot line to obtain more distance. But I had never tried to shorten that much line during the cast.
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Yellow Sucker



Catostomus sp.,
smooth scale
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I lived in central Maryland for most of my first 30 some years. It was here that I started fly fishing not long after World War II ended in 1945. For the first several years I fished exclusively for smallmouth bass, generally from our family’s Potomac River summer cabin in Lander, Maryland.

The river was alive with smallmouths. I knew almost nothing about fly fishing, but with popping bugs and the crude streamers I learned to tie from a Herter’s fly-tying manual, I was able to catch many smallmouths—even 4-pounders.

I knew only one old man, Sam Gardner, who dapped his flies in little Fishing Creek, which tumbled down the Blue Ridge Mountain not far from my home. I really couldn’t consider Sam a fly fisherman because the stream he fished averaged less than 20 feet wide. There simply were no other fly fishermen in the counties nearby.

The Chesapeake Bay separates Maryland into Eastern and Western Shores. At the time there was no Bay Bridge so the Eastern Shore was pretty much isolated from the rest of Maryland. But once you were there, the many abandoned, ancient millponds held numbers of big largemouth bass. It was here where I met several fly fishermen who lived in Baltimore. I was elated to be able to talk to someone who also enjoyed fly fishing.

One of these was Tom McNally, who became the outdoor editor for the Baltimore Sun newspaper. Together we did a great deal of hunting and fishing. At that time Maryland was lightly populated. The rivers, small streams, and Chesapeake Bay were loaded with fish, and upland game and waterfowl were everywhere.

Tom was also a trout fisherman, and he got me enthused about it. I began to fish drys and wet flies for trout in our local limestone and mountain streams. One day Tom said we should try nymph fishing—something he was just getting interested in.

After he described the type of stream he wanted to fish, I thought I knew the place. My hometown of Frederick is now the second-largest city in Maryland, and excessive development and overpopulation have drawn the water table down so far that many of the streams we fished have disappeared.

I took Tom to Owens Creek, which meanders at the foot of our local Blue Ridge Mountains. Today it is a trickle, but back then it was a fine trout stream. Tom explained that he would show me how to take trout with nymphs.

He showed me his nymph patterns, and we crawled to the base of a pool where we could see trout apparently grabbing nymphs off the bottom. After several futile casts, Tom set the hook, and the fish tore to the upper end of the relatively long pool. Minutes later Tom landed the fish.

We were stunned. It was a husky yellow sucker. At the time, neither of us knew suckers ate nymphs. With Tom’s coaching, I soon caught several too. I have since caught many trout on nymphs, but often smile when I think it was yellow suckers that first taught me the trade.
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Northern Pike



Esox lucius,
pike, jackfish, slough shark, gator
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There are two kinds of northern pike fishing. Fishing in extreme northern Canada or parts of Alaska is one kind; all other northern pike fishing is different. In most of the United States and Canada, pike have been fished over for years, and it’s rare to catch one larger than 10 pounds.

In northern Canada and Alaska, you are fishing where virtually no one lives, and the environment belongs to Mother Nature and her fish and creatures. This area is a true wilderness.

My favorite place is North Seal River Lodge, which has exclusive rights to fish a huge area of northern Manitoba. Fish here for a week—even with flights from the lodges to distant and remote lakes—and you will see no one but the lodge’s guests.

What you will see is wilderness, with eagles sweeping down to pick up 20-inch pike and carrying them away to a nest to feed their young. I once heard a wolf howling and tried to imitate the howl. Suddenly 100 yards away a huge gray wolf stepped out on the clear shoreline. He looked at me for a moment with what seemed like disgust and then turned, disappearing in the bush.

The shore lunches are fabulous. You catch char, northern pike, and lake trout from frigid, clear lake waters. The fish are cleaned and within the hour are prepared in a huge, blackened frying pan along with crisp potatoes. It’s a meal in that clean, fresh air that rivals the best restaurants in New York City. This is a wild, remote area, and I have never seen a grizzly, but there are many black bears. Some outdoorsmen don’t consider black bears to be dangerous, but if their cubs are endangered or they sense you have food and they are frustrated or denied it, they can be very dangerous.

We had just begun enjoying the fried fish and potatoes when we saw a large black bear fast approaching from a nearby sandy hill. There was no doubt it was going to join or take our lunch. The guide grabbed our gear and said quietly, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

As one we dashed to our boat, and the guide pushed it 50 yards off the beach where we watched the bear eat everything in sight. It was no problem, though: We soon caught more fish, and the guide prepared another lunch at another location.

As you cruise the lakes in a boat, you will note what appears to be cleared power line swaths similar to those in the United States, but they aren’t for power lines. They are paths made by millions of caribou that over the centuries have trodden both north and south on these same paths, giving mature vegetation no chance to grow. The paths lead down to lake edges and then reappear on the far shores—the marches are made when the lakes are covered with ice.

While I have caught many pike weighing more than 20 pounds, perhaps the most interesting northern I caught was with a good fly-fishing friend, Simon Goldseker. Using lead-core shooting heads, we were having fun catching both walleyes and pike in a channel between two islands on a fly-out lake from North Seal River Lodge. I got a strike and soon realized it was a dandy northern, and almost immediately after that Simon hooked a good one. We both fought our fish for several tough minutes. At the same time we both managed to bring our fish to the boat where the guide became excited. A big pike rolled up with my fly and Simon’s in its mouth. The greedy pike had taken mine and then grabbed Simon’s—a first for both of us.
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Grayling



Thymallus thymallus, T. arcticus,
queen of the waters, arctic trout
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There are a number of grayling species. I’ve caught the small Montana grayling while fishing some of the mountain streams out west. I also caught grayling in the chalkstreams of both France and England and found them often to be more difficult to deceive with a fly than resident trout. The biggest grayling I’ve caught have been either in Alaska or in far northern Saskatchewan or Manitoba.

But the most interesting grayling fish I have enjoyed was in Austria. In the early 1950s I wrote an outdoor column for The County newspaper in Towson, Maryland, just north of Baltimore. Fen Keyser, who would become one of my best friends, owned the paper. Fen was also a world traveler. My job writing the column was not high-paying, but once a year Fen would take me on a great fishing or hunting trip.

My reward one year was a trip to Europe where we fished trout streams in several countries. I had read about but at the time had not caught the European grayling and mentioned this to Fen, who said he would make that possible.

We drove through the steep and beautiful Austrian mountains to the small town of Bad Ischl, where Fen met with an old friend, Gen. Arthur McChrystal, who after serving in World War II decided to live in Bad Ischl. His home was yards from a river called the Traun. The Traun is wide with fast current as it races down the mountains.

Fen explained to the general that I wanted to catch a grayling, and the general assigned me a local guide whose name I have forgotten. The next morning the guide appeared wearing those leather shorts (lederhosen) and off we went.

I think it is necessary to explain that the only people who fished this area were well-to-do gentlemen who were apparently not too skilled at fly fishing. I noticed that along the riverbank every 40 yards or so were openings where all trees and brush had been cleared—apparently to make fly casting easy for them.

I soon caught my first grayling, a fish with a dorsal fin not unlike that of a miniature sailfish. Releasing the fish, I noted that my hand smelled like the herb thyme, and the guide said that locally they often called it the thyme fish. After fishing two or three of the cleared openings and not getting many strikes, I carefully waded along the shore, avoiding those openings—it was like a bonanza. Apparently the fish holding away from the openings had not seen many flies. I caught a number of grayling and husky brown trout that were darker in color than I have seen before or since.

Unknown to me, the guide recorded each fish and the species as I hooked and landed them. He turned his notes over to General McChrystal, who checked a ledger and with a wide grin said I had set a new record for the most grayling and trout caught in a day.

I am sure the new record was because I did not fish in the “gentlemen’s openings.” What I was so pleased about was I had finally caught my first grayling in Europe.
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Grass Carp



Ctenopharyngodon idella,
white amur
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Steve Kantner is well known in South Florida as the “Land Captain” because he guides his clients, by car or canoe, to the myriad canals and often-unknown ponds in the Everglades. If there are fish swimming in the water in his region, Steve knows where they live. Steve is, let’s say, active. He is a 220-volt guy living in a 110-volt world—and is pure fun to fish with.

He and his wife Vicki had arranged a seminar for me and promised me some unusual fly fishing if I could stay a day after the seminar. The next morning after breakfast in downtown Fort Lauderdale Steve drove the car along one of the city’s busiest streets. We pulled into a parking lot and Steve assembled a 4-weight fly rod. Cars, trucks, and joggers sped by. I was mystified and couldn’t imagine where we would fly-fish.

Avoiding traffic, we crossed the main street and in front of us was a deep canal maybe 80 feet wide. Overhanging the water on the far shore were large ficus trees laden with quarter-inch round fruit containing seeds. Steve suggested I strip off a lot of fly line while he tied a quarter-inch cork ball that he had tinted green, matching the color of the ficus seeds.

Then we waited, and I asked why. “I am waiting for the breeze to pick up,” Steve answered. Soon a breeze rippled through the ficus trees, and tiny ripe seeds began falling to the water. Within minutes grass carp, some of them almost 20 pounds, began sipping the seeds from the surface.

Steve didn’t have to tell me to cast. I threw the tiny cork ball under the overhanging tree and was told not to move it. Less than a minute later I saw a grass carp suck in Steve’s ball and I set the hook. The first carp landed was maybe 12 pounds. Larger ones came later and Steve and I had a great time catching big grass carp on a busy street in Fort Lauderdale—maybe the most unique place I ever hooked and landed a fish on a fly rod.

The following year I was traveling to Miami, and a few days before I left I was informed by the airlines that there was a scheduling problem and I would be returning in the afternoon a day later than planned. I called Steve since we had so much fun with those canal grass carp but could not get in touch.

I loaded my travel bag with a fly rod and spinning outfit and a hookless rubber teardrop–shaped casting plug used in casting tournaments. I wasn’t sure the idea would work but had high hopes. After my Miami stay the next day I drove to Fort Lauderdale to Steve’s location. Both outfits were rigged. It was dead calm. I deliberately cast the hookless rubber plug into the dense branches of a ficus tree overhanging the far side of the canal and began twitching the lure as I retrieved it. The branches began to shake gently, so causing a shower of ficus seeds to fall to the calm canal surface. I quickly retrieved the lure and picked up the fly rod.

Within minutes there were a number of carp sipping the tiny round green seeds, and I cast the cork ball Steve had developed. It lay perfectly still on the water. Soon a good carp inhaled the ball and the rod bent. I spent several hours playing carp under three different ficus trees. Driving to the airport, I couldn’t help smiling knowing it wasn’t necessary to wait for a breeze to chum carp with ficus berries.
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Rock Bass



Ambloplites rupestris,
redeye bass, goggle eye
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I enjoy catching all kinds of fish—and on all kinds of light tackle. I have never been interested in world records, but I did catch and enter 12 world records after a client who was paying me for promoting fly-fishing many years ago criticized me for throwing back a world record while fishing with him. After 12 records I figured if that isn’t enough, the heck with it.

One of my boyhood and lifelong friends is Paul Crum—I grew up with him and we spent many days fishing in central Maryland. Paul and I loved to use 4-weight fly rods or tiny ultra-light spinning rods and 4-pound-test lines to toss 2-inch gold-colored Rapala lures or small Mepps spinners while wading the small streams meandering through our county. We were like kids when we caught sunfish, some smallmouths, and my personal favorite, the rock bass. A good rock bass is a bit larger than a man’s hand. They are built like a sunfish or bluegill but have the color of a smallmouth bass. I think they outfight a bluegill once hooked.

A number of times while driving the back roads of my county I crossed a bridge over a ravine, and one day I realized there may be a creek down there. This was many years ago before Google Earth. But I had county topographical maps and used mine to locate a road leading to that mystery stream.

I began wading and fishing with a 4-weight rod and small popping bugs. I caught bluegills and several smallmouths, none more than 12 inches, but the creek seemed filled with husky and aggressive rock bass. I was alone on a summer day having a great time.

After wading upstream for more than an hour I felt the creek’s water temperature begin to cool. As I moved farther upstream, the right side seemed to become increasingly cooler. Rounding a sharp bend, I saw why.

On the right, clear, cold water poured into the creek from a limestone spring. I was curious and left the mystery creek to check on this new source. After following the stream and walking about a hundred yards through the woods, I entered a meadow. Walking along and looking in the crystal-clear water, I saw brook trout and some brown trout scurrying to cover. The stream was obviously on a large farm, for I could see no buildings or roads. A limestone stream comes from deep within the earth, and the water temperature remains year-round about fifty degrees for quite some time after it reaches the surface.

A few days later, I fished this stream again and caught native wild brook trout, some close to 12 inches, and fooled a few brown trout. Over the years, I fished it a number of times and never saw anyone. Normally I shared my fishing places with my friends, but this one I selfishly kept for myself. And I owed its discovery to the rock bass.
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Atlantic Salmon



Salmo salar,
grilse, kelt
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I was lucky to start at the very top when I first fished for Atlantic salmon. Capt. Bill Curtis was guiding on Biscayne Bay near Miami when he hailed me and my son Larry as we passed by in our boat. He asked me if I would give his client a fly-casting lesson so he could get to the bonefish. I did, and it was how I met and became good friends with Sir James Pearman of Bermuda.

In 1987 Sir James invited me to be his guest for a week on the Spey River in Scotland, and following that, a week of Atlantic salmon on the famed Alta River in Norway. He flew me to and from England on the Concorde.

The week at Ballindalloch Castle was fun, but I had heard so much about the Alta—supposedly the greatest salmon river in the world—that I was eager to get to Norway. I was not to be disappointed.

The Alta is located above the Arctic Circle and is a huge river with many pools deeper than 70 feet. Almost all salmon caught are larger than 20 pounds. The week we were there, Lady Ann Pearman boated one exceeding forty pounds, and one of Sir James’s other guests caught one weighing 52 pounds! The farmers who control the valley the Alta runs through insist that all salmon caught be killed and weighed. They use this as a barometer to manage the river. This is hard to believe, but anyone who checks those farmers’ records can verify that in one week the six of us caught 106 pounds short of a ton of Atlantic salmon.

This was my first experience using two-handed fly rods, but it was necessary since some of the flies we cast were tied on 6/0 to 10/0 hooks, and on the forward cast if they came close, it sounded like a large bird passing by. This near to the Arctic Circle in June it never gets really dark at night, so we fished from 8 p.m. to 4 a.m., the darkest portion of the day. During the day we slept well since the shutters on the bedroom windows didn’t let in sunlight.

As astounding as our total catch was, for me the highlight of the trip was one particular night. We had the lower beat on the river, and the salmon entering it were fresh from the ocean. I was casting a huge 6/0 fly on my 14-foot rod and got a serious strike. The river was deep and the current rapid. The salmon was powerful—no doubt about it—and I thanked the years I had fought saltwater species. I finally got it near the bank, and my guide netted a 37-pounder. The fly was in good shape, so I made another cast and immediately hooked up and a stiff battle ensued. My guide finally netted the second great salmon, which turned out be another 37-pounder. I had caught, on two successive casts, the two largest Atlantic salmon I have ever caught—thanks to the Alta River.
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