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The Promise, the Beaver, and the Branch

As we surveyed the upstream water from atop the highway pull-off, I was pleased when Carol said she’d take the big main river, sheared by boulders, gashed white, racing down to our right. It seemed to hold all the promise of good fishing in its bouldered breaks and simply in its considerable breadth and depth. More than anything, I wanted her to just catch fish.

I, then, had to do what I could with the minor curve of seemingly too-shallow streamlet branching off left, lazing nearly to its end where it rushed back to the level of the river in a tight, sharp drop. The streamlet at least looked easy to work and might, if it was better than it looked, give up a couple of 10-inchers.

I was so wrong about all of it.

Once we were down a dozen feet at the foot of the steep bank and had crossed the streamlet’s angry tail, Carol headed out across the plane of boulders and lesser rocks that ran well upstream and way over to what was really the river itself. I moved up, crouching, to just above the tail of my smooth band of water that ran on its far side against a low, quick-sloping rock-studded bank. Here, on my side, the water shallowed gradually in to the gravel shore.

I planted my dry fly out alongside the thread of light current running through the center of a sort of pool that was barely a pool, more a slightly wide spot in the streamlet. Depth was what I hoped for under my fly—in that transparent flat water, only depth would make possible a lie where a cutthroat would hold. But it was hard to judge the depth, the water solemn and nearly opaque reflecting dove-gray afternoon clouds. I imagined, over at Carol’s big water, a golden cutthroat trout, then another, and others, coming to her net. That image felt satisfying, warm, compensation for my prospects here that felt so bleak.

Quickly, I discovered that the depth was fine, at least down where I crouched—within three casts, a plump 13-incher came up to my floating fly. I wasn’t shocked exactly, but definitely surprised.

I looked upstream again, and now the whole long length of the streamlet wore a happy new gleam of possibility. I began fishing with new purpose.

There weren’t a lot of cutthroats, but every forty feet farther up was apparently a place one could be, and nearly everywhere one could be, it seemed, one was there. In some places, more than one were there. Working upstream easily, wading only a little, dropping my dry fly ahead of me, I hooked the strong black-spotted trout in leisurely succession. The last one, which at the deeper top of the streamlet took my fly so gently that he made barely a mark on the calm water, was bigger. He went wild once the hook was in him, and I knew he was big when I had to chase his downstream run until he broke me off.

Every cutt had taken a Skip’s Promise tied a shade smaller than the October Caddis here and there skimming and tapping the water in their manic flight.

From the top of the streamlet, I waded up into the lip of a great wide pool that stretched way off upstream before bending away out of sight, and made a few casts. But the water was thin there, and nothing came to my fly. Soon, Carol stood calf-deep beside me.

“You first,” I said, awaiting her glowing report.

“Well, there was lots of water, but most of it’s really fast. I hooked one, lost it, missed another one. How about you?”

I took a long, silent look back. I could see how the main river charged through its bed. I saw the arc of my streamlet, shining softly. Where she had fished, the river was a nearly straight, steep rush that ended at the head of a broad big pool. Her stretch of river, so fierce—but so much water! How could it not be peppered with sheltering lies and their waiting trout? There must not have been many of either, though, or else Carol would have found them. The woman has an eye for reading trout streams and a sure hand on a fly rod. Guilt rolled through me in a wave. I cringed when she again asked, “Well … how about you?”

For a bit, I mealy-mouthed it, until she got suspicious and broke through with specific questions: How many fish? What length? Finally, I had to admit that my useless-looking side channel had put four cutthroats of 13 to 16 inches into my net and several others temporarily on my fly.

All she said was, “Wow! Who’d have thought?” It was a remarkably generous and efficient comment: it both swept away any question of my having conned her out of the best water and implied her forgiveness for my lopsided success.

I was greatly relieved.

That was the end of our fishing day, having got a late start there after fishing other spots before. The river, the sky, the wide bar of rocks between streamlet and river, all were now softening and graying. We moved quickly down the rock plane before darkness made the steep, short climb back up to the highway clumsy, perhaps a little risky.
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The next day, we gave ourselves until after lunch before heading out, giving the trout time to awaken after the autumn-cold night. I invited Carol to join me on my quiet slip of water, where we took turns pitching a dry fly up to glide lazily back until it got a rise, then handing the water off to the other. Every half dozen drifts, another perfect cutthroat came up to take the fly in a kiss or a swat. The openness and gentleness and ease of the fishing, the peacefulness of still air and somber light, raised in us such calm and contentment that we moved dreamily; it took us two hours to work the channel all the way to its head, where a fraction of the tail of the big pool spilled off to feed it.

For almost two weeks, we’d been fishing hard and needed a break, so, despite the remaining hours of light, we turned back.
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The following day, the final day of our trip, we returned to the streamlet, and I—shining model of altruism—mostly kept my fly in its keeper, watching happily as Carol worked methodically and efficiently upstream before a backdrop of sullen, mottled-gray clouds. She rose a couple of cutthroats to a Quigley Hackle Stacker, a dry fly she was currently intrigued with both tying and fishing. But apparently, we’d irritated most of the trout out of there over the previous days.

At the top of the streamlet we stopped and looked upstream to see the pool turn in the distance, then across to see it spread way off to its far bank. Though I’ve fished bigger trout streams (in one case, wildly bigger), this one is big. Even then, in late September, at likely its lowest volume of the year, boulders rising high, dry-topped and pale in the rapids, the river offered not one place where even the boldest wader could have crossed. Carol and I knew we’d be fishing the river’s left side only.

I had on the same beefy Skip’s Promise I’d first fished on the streamlet, tied on a size 10 hook of “standard” wire strong enough for trout but light enough for a dry fly—the Daiichi 1260, a ring-eyed hook whose curve tightens gracefully down its shank. This Promise had a wing of brown and a body the dull-orange of the great October Caddis. All Skip’s Promises have an ample cylindrical body and head of synthetic dubbing, a spiraled bristle of short hackle fibers up that body, four outstretched springy rubber-strand legs, and a tough, buoyant wing of elk hair whose clipped butts lie atop the head. And it’s a fly quick to tie, once you’ve adjusted to the oddities of its tying. I still marvel when I recall that it took me a few years of experimentation and fuss to get this no-frills pattern set—its composition and simple tying steps winnowed to their essence, to their purest efficiency, to their most durable, most trout-appealing results.

I’d fished the Promise a lot during the previous five years or so. I’d tied it as small as size 16 for creek fishing and as big as size 6 for imitating that giant Western stonefly, the Salmonfly. In sizes 8 and 10 for its only slightly smaller cousin, the Golden Stone. I’d tied it with yellow body and stubby forelegs and long hind legs to imitate grasshoppers and had caught cagey grasshopper-seeking trout by doing so. I’d fished it most often in yellow with black- or brown-barred yellow legs and lovely ginger hackle and a wing of bleached or naturally pale elk hair, not to imitate anything at all but as a fly for simply driving trout up, what my fellow fly-author friend Dave Hughes calls a “searching fly.” These colors were easy for me to spot on the water, and, together, they particularly pleased—and still please—my eye. But until that week on the big Canadian river, I hadn’t had much chance to test the fly in the colors of the giant October Caddis as an October Caddis.
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So, standing there, ankle-deep in the smooth, shallow left-side half-lip of the pool, looking and looking and judging the water ahead, we could hear well off to our right the choked current breaking furiously off as the main river. Then we saw an October Caddis, like a great moth, appear in its frantic flight over some dark, almost-still water near the brushy, treed left bank. A bank of rocks embedded in earth, dropping steeply about a yard to the water. I pointed and said, “Watch that caddis.” The water-glancing caddisflies we were seeing seemed the only thing that would draw a cutthroat there, the water looking too shallow and slow for a trout lie. But banks, like branched-off streamlets, can fool you with their depth. And cutthroats often do take position in surprisingly thin, slow-moving water. The big caddis dropped, touching the smooth water, and sprang immediately up, dropped again, and sprang. On the third or fourth drop, a good cutthroat nailed it in an eruption of white.

Excitement flamed in Carol’s eyes. I held forth my rod, pointing a finger at the Skip’s Promise snagged in its hook-keeper. “Try this?” I said.

She waded over quietly, freed the fly of the keeper, stripped out line to soft metallic hums of the reel, shook a dozen feet of it out the tip-guide, and sailed the line back and then forward and out in two high quick strokes of the rod. The woman can cast.

Three or four times, she put the big Skip’s Promise where the caddis had been snatched, let it drift, and nothing happened. Then she put it farther upstream and a bit closer to the bank. The fly disappeared in a hard grab.

She played the fish with patient skill and soon slid it over the rim of my net I was holding out. It was exactly as beautiful as a wilderness westslope cutthroat should be: broad tail mad with elongated black spots, silver-sheened yellow flanks marked with black squiggles and black spots, a small handsome head only thinly spotted and painted its naming stroke of red along the lower jawline. A grace of form and coloration beyond what seems possible. Just as all wild trout usually are.

Her final cast had put the fly within two feet of where the trout had taken the caddis, so it really had to be the same fish. The entire episode spanned only five to eight minutes, yet now, five years later, we still happily chat about it. Probably always will.

We probably always will because it’s a sacred moment when a trout you’ve seen take something, a mayfly or a caddis or such, then takes the fly you chose (in this case, a fly that I chose, yes, but that she chose too by accepting my rod), a fly that imitates the something that was taken. A little drama so deliciously neat. If, best of all, everything plays out well and as a perfect finale the trout thrusts away free over the submerged net rim, take another moment. This one for a deep, slow breath of gratitude and, if you succeeded not despite a clumsy effort but instead because you played your part well, of pride. Taste the moment, it’s sweet. All too likely, the next time you try to pull this off, it’ll be sour, a flop. A trout you see taking green-splashed-yellow mayfly duns will have nothing to do with your seemingly ideal choice of fly, a parachute-hackle affair with a soft abdomen extending off its hook. Or he’ll bolt for safety because, despite your practiced hand on the rod and your full concentration, you got overexcited and bungled your cast, smacking your perfect fly down at his face.

You can see fish eat and see what they eat in many ways: a leaping smallmouth snatches a hovering dragonfly midair, a salmon bolts through a silver-flashing cloud of herring tightly schooled, a trout takes down a flying ant caught on the water-film, shivering its wings. Above all, for most fly fishers, I expect, is watching trout rise steadily to insects hatching on a stream. But this caddis-loving cutthroat, it was even better than trout rising in their efficient rhythms to a hatch—though saying it like that, now, makes it seem impossible that anything could be better. Still, it was. The whole thing played out so nearly ideally, so beautifully: the big caddis aglow in muted sunlight, the surprise attack of the trout on that caddis where neither of us expected a trout would ever be, the clean take of the fly almost right where it should be taken, the line airborne with the solid set of the hook, Carol’s skill in working the fish in, the trout coming to net so sharply specked and spotted and robustly handsome, its satisfying heft weighing on the hand that raises the net.

I was also pleased to see a trout, plainly focused on October Caddis, take my Promise made to look like one. But one trout to a fly hardly proves the fly, though it’s a fine small scrap of evidence. During the few days before we fell under the spell of the streamlet and its surrounding water, I’d been collecting other such evidence all up and down the river—and the cutts had kept coming to the orange-bodied Promise whenever the big caddis were doing their mad ballet.

So Carol’s shallow caddis-seeking cutthroat was merely the high point in my Promise-as-October-Caddis studies. And it wasn’t the only bright happening of that particular day. There was the beaver.

After we had fished halfway up our side of the great pool, which was mostly more level bank topped by oatmeal-colored grass and thin forest, the bank dropping two to four feet to the river, he appeared. A few hours and a lot of fishing lay behind us by then, and we’d caught plenty of fish. Carol had tied on a Promise in October Caddis size and colors too, and trout came up to it, as they continued coming to mine. They came to the Promise in deep spots where current lines waved gently on the glossy surface along the banks, came to it out in the good holding water where the lively main current slid against the softer inside water, and here and there surprised us by coming to it up through the pressure of three or four feet of quick water, from a bed that looked flat, free of the sheltering boulders that must have been there in order for the trout to be there.

We had experimented by drifting nymphs along the riverbed, and doing so had hooked us cutthroats and whitefish. At the end, we’d spent forty intriguing minutes dropping small dries where mayflies hatched and cutthroats dimpled the slow water lining a considerable stretch of drop-off bank. We’d been having a ball, and in all that section of river there’d been no one else around. It was about the time we had hooked or discouraged nearly all those sipping risers that it happened.

Carol went still, silent, staring downstream. I gave her my own puzzled stare. We were standing together now on one of the few patches where the bank sloped gently to the water, a small, tilted, pebbled flat.

“Why,” she whispered, after a long moment, “is that branch moving up stream?”

A slender four-foot aspen limb, full with leafy sub-limbs, was coming slowly up alongside the bank toward us. Its fresh, yellow-gold leaves shook above and dragged down on the water. We froze. It came ever nearer until Carol whispered again, in an incredulous tone, “It’s a beaver.”

It was huge. As big as any of all the beaver we’ve seen. And strenuously pushing its prize against a fair current. We stood there, our boots only three feet from the water. The beaver was passing not far out, just beyond where the riverbed dropped sharply off. Once it was across from us, we could easily have reached out a rod and tapped its tip-guide on the beaver’s huffing, snorting nose. Gradually, the effort showing in the excited leaves became indistinct, and the sound of the animal’s wet, labored breathing faded into the distant static from the water rushing in and out of the pool as the beaver and its branch moved on upstream toward a turn of bank.

More than impressed with the industriousness of the beaver, I had a flash of all the skyscrapers, battleships, toaster ovens, rock gardens, cell phones, and fly-tying scissors churned out by mankind, then an awareness of the common thread of relentless enterprise between our two species. Then all of that vanished from my mind because I was watching the beaver. Now well up there, it, and its branch, rounded the corner, passing out of sight.

So we fished on up another couple of hundred feet or so, still short of the head of the pool, catching more strong, plump, yellowy cutthroats along the way. The sun was settling onto faraway mountaintops; it was time to hustle back. Earlier, on reaching the top of our streamlet, we’d noticed another side streamlet emptying into it just below the lip of the great pool. This second, even-smaller streamlet had curved away to our left upstream. And now, looking clear to the top of the pool, we could see up where it broke off and so understood that it cut off considerable forest, turning our bank of the great pool into the bank of an elongated island. That second streamlet had very little flow and was nearly all exposed rocky bed now, the river that fed it being so shrunken—likely a much easier way back, we decided, than all the bushwhacking we’d do atop the cut bank, the way we’d come up. So we decided to cross the island.

Crossing, we discovered, meant dodging and climbing over many felled blackish trees, their stumps and trunks pale and pointed on their ends, obviously carved by those great upper and lower chisel-like front teeth of beaver. Chips from that work lay in piles that surrounded the stumps. I picked up two of the bowed wooden chips and tucked them into a pocket of my fishing vest.

What a beaver can take in one gnaw—amazing. I’m holding a ruler to one of the chips now. It measures two full inches in length, almost exactly an inch across, and varies from an eighth- to a quarter-inch thick.

We reached the second streamlet and followed it down to the plane of rocks, hurried back, then spent a pleasant half hour working nymphs deep through the long slot of water that rubbed against the steep boulder-stacked bank of the highway. The slot was fed by chaos at its top from the rushing tail of our original streamlet, but eased quickly and showed hardly any current through the remainder of its hundred or so feet. It ended in the side of the big pool, the pool fed at its top by Carol’s angry river stretch of two days before. Here and there through the slot, we landed and lost more cutthroats and landed three whitefish.

By the time we climbed up the boulder-set bank to the van, it was dusk. By the time boots, waders, rods, and the rest were packed in the van and we were driving back, it was very nearly night. The forest and the lonely two-lane highway that cut through it were gauzy gray and black, save for what fell into the ghost-moon of the merged headlight beams. On our left, the flatness of paved asphalt. But there appeared to extrude from the right a continuous band of asphalt edged with gravel, in turn edged with knee-tall grass, everything sailing placidly by in pale relief.


THE DRESSINGS (IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)
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Hackle Stacker, Pale Morning Dun
Bob Quigley



Hook: Light wire, 1X long (or standard length), sizes 18 to 14 (I prefer the Daiichi 1190; alternate choice, the Tiemco 900BL)

Thread: Pale-olive (or pale-yellow) 8/0

Tail: Light-olive or medium-blue-dun hackle fibers

Abdomen: Light-olive buoyant synthetic dubbing (Super Fine Dry Fly, Poly …)

Hackle: Light-olive or medium-blue dun

Thorax: Same dubbing as for the abdomen

Tying Notes: The hackle technique is unorthodox. Make a loop of the working thread (some say two or three loops) atop the hook at the front of the abdomen. Holding the loop (or loops) up and taut in a first finger, use the thumb and second finger of that hand and the thumb and any digits you like of your other hand to wind the hackle up the loop (or loops) and back down. When the hackle is wound and its tip bound and trimmed off, dub the thorax, stroke the hackle fibers back, and lower the loop forward, pulling it taut, and bind its end.

Comments: Other versions of this pattern, imitating other mayflies, run from size 20 to 12. As to the dubbing for this one, for the Pale Morning Dun, I’d go not light olive but light yellow, perhaps with a touch of olive, to match the Pale Morning Duns I’m used to seeing. The way you make the Hackle Stacker’s hackle is, according to my six decades of tying an absurd number of patterns, actually unique (or at least was back when Bob put it out in the world). Few tying techniques are—or can be—unique anymore. Nearly all “new” techniques are old ones revived or unknowingly reinvented.
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Skip’s Promise, Orange
Skip Morris



Hook: Standard to heavy wire, 2X long, slow curve or straight shank, sizes 10 to 6 (I use the Daiichi 1260; alternate choice, the Tiemco 200R)

Thread: Orange 3/0 or 6/0

Body: Darkish-orange synthetic dubbing

Rib/Hackle: One brown saddle hackle two sizes small, plenty of turns

Head: Same dubbing as for the body

Legs: Two lengths of black-barred brown or tan rubber-strand

Wing: Natural-dark or natural-medium-dark elk hair

Tail (optional): Same hair as in the wing (or, if you’re picky, elk dyed orange)

Tying Notes: Dub a slightly thick body from the hook bend (on the 1260, I start directly over the point of the barb) up about three quarters of the shank. Bind the hackle on the front of the dubbed body, dub back over the whole first dubbing layer to the hook-bend, and then wind a few tight thread-turns there around the shank as a sort of anchor for the body. Spiral the hackle back to the bend and then bind the tip of the hackle with a couple of turns of the thread and spiral the thread forward through the turns of hackle to just ahead of the abdomen.

Dub a full head from body to hook-eye.

Next, make the legs by binding one section of rubber-strand tightly on each side of the shank, over the rear of the head, and slightly forward of the body. (I like to catch one strand on the near side, then catch the other strand on the far side of the hook—both strands locked under the same single turn of thread. This way, the resulting legs on both sides match angles once I’ve fully tightened that turn and added 10 or more tight thread-turns, the tight thread tipping the strand ends steeply out.)

Cut, comb, and stack the elk hair for the wing. Bind on the wing over bindings (the slim thread-collar) already securing the rubber-strands—always bind on the strand-legs before binding on the wing so that the strands sink into the dubbing and angle steeply out. The wing should extend only slightly beyond the end of the abdomen. Cut the hair-butts straight across just behind the hook-eye.

You can add some white calf-tail or bleached or dyed-yellow or dyed-orange elk atop the wing to help you spot the fly out on the water, or some bright Poly yarn or Glo Bugs yarn cut short instead. Elk is stiffer and more persistently buoyant than deer hair and therefore best suits the Skip’s Promise—use elk, not deer, for the wing.

Kinky buoyant synthetic yarn makes a good wing too. I’ve been using Widow’s Web as an alternate these past couple of years. It’s good.

Tail “optional”? Yes, it’s definitely that—until recently, the fly had never had a tail. And still I seldom give it one. Yes, a tail does add buoyancy, which is good. It also makes the fly suggest a bigger bug—that thick brush of stout hair can’t possibly be mistaken for a couple of slender insect tails, must instead seem a part of the abdomen—which is also good if the impression of a bigger bug is what you want. But bad if it isn’t. (The Promise with a tail added on—other than the dubbed head, the wing-hair butts topping the head, and the strand-legs in place of front hackle—does begin to significantly resemble Randall Kaufmann’s Stimulator.)

Logically, the wing should be longer if you add a tail since, again, the tail is actually abdomen, and the wings of the caddisflies and stoneflies the Orange Skip’s Promise imitates do extend a little beyond their abdomens. You can make a longer wing to adjust for the tail if you like. Or you can make the wing the usual length despite the elk tail/abdomen extension and figure the wing is there mainly to land the fly upright and to help you spot fly on water and is up in mankind’s air world, where trout in their water-world won’t bother to notice.

(Yes, the tail should have come earlier in the dressing because it goes on the hook first. But it’s such a new, nonstandard component of the fly that I felt listing it last implied its minor level of importance. It’s so unimportant that I’ve almost never included it in the Promises I’ve tied and don’t expect to again. But if you feel differently about the Promise tail, I’ll respect that.)

Comments: I use hooks as small as size 16 for other versions of this fly (but always the Daiichi 1260). Though an imitation of the gargantuan October Caddis, this version of the Skip’s Promise also covers the yet more gargantuan Salmonfly stonefly, especially if you go extra dark on legs and wing. Honestly, though, brown legs and wing or blackish for both—we’re talking wings and legs here, right? Not form or size or body color or movement—leg and wing colors seem pretty minor matters in a fake bug with a big crook of stout wire plainly extending from its hind end.

For body and head, I use Fly Rite polypropylene dubbing or one of the brands of Super Fine Dry Fly dubbing, usually a medium or bright orange that I subdue by blending in a bit of brown.

Thread choice for this fly matters much. Use at least 6/0—the thread spirals up the outside of the body over turns of hackle and so is exposed and therefore must be thick enough to be tough. The thread must also be hard in order to make the legs flare out properly. Danville’s 3/0 is good. Veevus 6/0 is good too and is especially durable. UNI-Thread, though I use it often in 8/0 for smaller trout flies, becomes like soft rope in 6/0 and 3/0, which certainly won’t do here.
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Perhaps you thought you’d sail blissfully through the whole dressing back when you were reading down the simple listing of materials—but then you came to “Tying Notes.” This is another of my oddly tied fly designs, and so those notes were bound to be long. And because the fly is my own, I was bound to have lots to say about it under “Comments.” But every word in this book must earn its inclusion—to my reader: you—and so I made the “Tying Notes” and Comments” of this and all the fly dressing as concise, as interesting, and as entertaining as my taste, technique, and ear would allow. Just as I made each of these essays.
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Aunt Carol, Ant Carol

The Ant Carol had already been around a decade and a half when, on a lark, Carol decided it was time to see what her namesake fly could really do. (And, yes, it is named after her: “Aunt” is commonly pronounced “ant,” and she is aunt to our nephew and niece.)

But before we get into Carol’s Ant Carol quest, let me tell you about the fly itself. And before I tell you about the fly, let me tell you about the insect, the termite, that led me to invent the fly.

The termite (order Isoptera, for you scientific-minded types) can match the size of an ant; scurries like an ant; can, like an ant, be wingless or winged; comes in a slick shell body something like an ant’s; and, like an ant, has antennae. Yet, despite all this, an ant it most certainly is not.

Termites live in moist wood or soil in colonies. And, unlike ants, they eat, primarily, wood. (Ants, in their 10,000 or so species, eat a variety of things, none of them wood.) Of my local termites, only one inter ests me as a fly fisher (or, so far, at all). Like all bugs, it has a regulation-scientific-Latin, highly forgettable name but is commonly called the Pacific Dampwood Termite.

The Pacific Dampwood impressed itself on me when my parents moved so long ago to Washington’s wet, lushly forested Olympic Peninsula. There, on hot, still, late-summer evenings, it flies out from forest shade in respectable to heavy numbers. Wings flickering, illuminated by slanting shafts of gold-infused sunlight, the insects seem to pop into existence, then hover for an instant before glancing off your wind-shield at 40 miles per hour. They drop onto roofs, onto roads, onto the shoulders, hats, and heads of strollers. They drop onto lakes.

When they drop onto lakes, trout get serious about them. The trout come up near or inside the steepening shadows the setting sun pushes across the water. Come up to sip the insects down, in patient rhythms, from the water’s darkening, placid face.

Even if he or she never experiences it, never even knows it exists, or does not understand it well enough to recognize it as such, a termite fall is a great windfall for the fly fisher. It carries the excitement of change and surprise, the challenge of making accurate casts that drop the fly gently, casts that are, generally, long. And: it’s all about rising trout, which always are a miracle. And: it requires a good imitation of the termite. Which takes us back to the Ant Carol.

I worked the fly out in my usual way: by starting it from a notion, experimenting with its form, its makeup, its tying. I tested variations on water and on fish, returned to my tying vise for more experimentation, then back to the fish and the water to see how the latest variations fared. On and on like this until finally I felt I couldn’t improve the process of its tying or its effectiveness and the response of the fish had fully confirmed the latter.

Considerably later on, I realized the fly could and should be, well, if not improved, then changed in order to best serve its original purpose of matching termites. But by then, it had proved itself so thoroughly on so many termite-eating trout that changing it seemed, well, inappropriate. Even a tad indecent.

For imitating termites, I’d got most of the fly right. I got the orangey brown of the body right (a blend of these colors in buoyant synthetic dubbing). I got the light-brown veiny wings right (sparse brown buck-tail hair, though not as long as the Dampwood’s slender strikingly long wings—long fly wings can impede hooking). I got the legs right (the standard and obvious choice, hackle). I got the chubbiness of the body fairly right and the angled-back posture of the wings plain right. Yet somehow I missed one obvious aspect: termites lack the wire-thin waists of most actual ants (maybe of all ants; I haven’t checked out each of those 10,000 or so species yet). The termite waist does not exist; from head through body to nearly hind end, nothing narrows or widens much. I brought home many termites as samples, turned them under strong light, took notes, inspected them in the last, reddened light of setting suns, and yet some weird, persistent misfiring in my brain superimposed an ant waist on them all. This blindness continued long enough that I put the thing out in the world as a termite fly despite its missing the termite’s shape.

Maybe I can blame it partly on the trout: year after year, mid-August into September, they took the Ant Carol and kept on taking it faithfully in that form. More likely, though, the blame’s all on me. But I’ve never felt much of the righteous guilt I should feel because (1) since trout have always loved the fly as a termite, no anglers who fished it as such have suffered, and (2) its termite-wrong body is just right for an ant—the fly has a budging abdomen, a stretch of slim waist showing through spiraled hackle, ending up front in a smaller but also bulging thorax—making the pattern a fine and effective match for all actual flying ants.
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For years, Carol fished the fly with me, together in our small boat on our small, comfortable local lakes, casting it to rising trout (and sometimes, always to our surprise no matter how often it happened, to what proved the trout-soft rises of largemouth bass). On other lakes, we encountered trout working real flying ants, and the Ant Carol nailed the job. The matter seemed settled: the Ant Carol was a fly for termites and flying ants on lakes, for this indeed but for nothing more.

Eventually, however, that connection between her name and the name of the fly, it got to her. As she later told me, she’d simply decided one day to start with an Ant Carol whenever she fished any sort of trout water. If after a quarter hour or so it hadn’t produced, she’d switch flies.

Often thereafter, in places or at times it shouldn’t have produced—or shouldn’t have had a prayer of moving a trout—for her it did.

The time I recall most vividly of her fishing the Ant Carol when it was destined to be an absolute dud was on a large prairie spring creek in mid-November at the tail end of her Great Ant Carol Campaign. The public stretch of the stream isn’t long, and the stream is well-known, so, even then, in a considerable chill made numbing by frequent wind, there were plenty of other fly fishers around. From the parking lot, a footpath leads to a bridge across the stream. Just upstream of the bridge is a pocket, a small eddy of slowly rotating water and some depth: the first attractive place to fish on the whole public section and perhaps the most fished of any. A place whose trout are highly suspicious and alert, trained and retrained daily to eye each scud or nymph or tiny hatching midge as a threat. It seemed, she told me after, a fine place to challenge the fly. And there, she worked a miracle as wondrous as the miracle of rising trout.

The stream was new to us and our fishing partners. I’d heard and read all about its fishing and about its cautious rainbow trout. What I’d heard and read was right—during our two days of fishing there, we found out just how cautious those trout were. Sometimes, in good light, through the crystalline water, we watched them inspect, then refuse, our flies. We kept at it, changing fly and method, and caught trout—trout up to easily four pounds—but worked patiently and hard for every fish and did far more fishing than catching.

All of this is what made a miracle of Carol’s occurrence at the eddy. When we first came to the bridge that first day, she left the path and moved slowly up, rod low, herself low on bent knees, then stopped a rod’s length back from the water. There, she knelt. Softly and with hardly a fuss (and hardly any line outside the rod-tip), she put her size 10, black-bodied tan-winged Ant Carol, one she herself had tied, along the edge of the lazy swirl, and with that—her first cast—a nose came out and dropped over the fly. She says she heard me utter from the bridge a disbelieving, “No…” She rolled backward with a chirp onto the dirt, thrown off balance by a wild-swinging hook-set goosed by her own astonishment and disbelief. Clearly, her expectations were as low as my own. The set was way too soon. She never felt the fish.

Over the following 20 minutes, four more trout noses did the same. I watched, in awe. The rest of that day and the following day showed us not one real flying ant—exactly as it shouldn’t have at that time of year—to explain her logic-defying action at the eddy. By trip’s end, she had landed a nod-worthy number of trout, all up and down the stream, by fishing her way-out-of-season namesake fly.

That tough spring creek was a telling test. That its hounded, clearwater, slow-water trout would move to the Ant—at a time when no ants or anything like ants were about—seemed at last to answer the unspoken question that had been driving her on: How far could this fly be pushed?

In the spring of that year, she had launched a true offensive to find out. The woman wielded her keen-edged weapon, the Ant Carol, to rain down hell on all kinds of defenseless trout unluckily in her path. Her victims (to be clear, her lovingly handled and gently released victims) were browns and rainbows and brookies and cutts, the whole standard trout clan. And her Ant Carol (I’d surrendered intellectual ownership of the fly to her by then. God knows she’d earned it) had caught them all. She coaxed them to it in other spring creeks, in free-stone and tail-water rivers, in real creeks that rushed or meandered (though, oddly, not in any lakes, the fly’s birthplace, over all those months). And there was not one flying ant, or termite, around during any of this blasphemy. Yet with something nearing consistency, she continued catching trout on the fly that bore her name. I watched it all in an awe that climaxed that November day on the spring creek bordered by sagebrush and dust.


[image: fig_3_1.png]


There’s nothing supernatural about the Ant Carol; it is simply a straightforward, solid imitation of a flying ant. So why Carol’s impressive, often head-scratching success with the fly? Is there something about ants built into a trout’s brain? A special impulse or desire that ants alone can trigger? And if there is, why? Ants, winged or wingless, must be an annual, seasonal event on many trout streams and lakes. But on nearly all those waters, caddisflies, mayflies, midges, and such are surely far more familiar—why don’t imitations of these insects seem to drive trout up the way the Ant Carol can when Carol is weaponizing it? Is her strange magic about confidence? Concerning this particular fly, she lacks not a molecule of that. Confidence—in the water one is fishing, in the method by which one is fishing it, and in the all-important fly being fished—is excellent insurance that fish will be caught. But Carol’s Ant Carol success seems something more. All too often during her one-fly year, I put other, usually very different, bigger or smaller or same-size dry flies as her beloved namesake on the same water she was fishing, flies I trust implicitly—and who usually drummed up most of the trout? Yes: Carol did.

After that wild Ant Carol year, she backed off. She still puts the fly to work sometimes simply because she’s in a mood to. Keeps catching trout on it too. And, of course, still fishes it on streams and lakes when ants or termites are about. She even got caught up in tying the fly herself early in her quest, taking pressure off me as her tier/supplier. She worked, with her usual mad focus, to get the wings and hackle and the rest just right, coming to me often to show me samples, get critiques. (Getting the wings right—the right length, truly squared at the tips, wispy yet plain to the tier’s eye—proved her toughest challenge.) By now, she’s tied lots of Ant Carols, small to big, mostly in the two-color combinations that please her most, with what seems little regard for what makes sense or would most likely please trout—one: black body (with a touch of blue), tan wings, hackle of an odd not-ginger tan; the other (and perhaps more plausible): cinnamon body, brown wings, brown hackle. She sometimes still catches trout on both versions in highly unlikely places at equally unlikely times.

I should be happy my wife has caught all these trout on a fly of my own design—and, indeed, I am happy. Happy, but … just a bit confused.


THE DRESSING
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Skip Morris



Hook: Light wire, standard length or 1X long, sizes 20 to 10 (I prefer the Daiichi 1190, though I might go with the stouter-wire Tiemco 900BL if I thought big rainbows—rainbows with the vigor wild trout inherit—were worth hoping for)

Thread: Brown 8/0 or 6/0

Abdomen: Brown buoyant synthetic dubbing (Super Fine Dry Fly, Poly Dubbing …)

Wings: Natural-brown buck tail, sparse

Thorax: Same dubbing as in the abdomen

Hackle: One, brown, spiraled over the slim waist of thread-turns covering the wing-hair butts

Tying Notes: The abdomen should be built up to a large ball. After the wings are all done, make the ball of dubbing for the thorax smaller.

I like to bind the wing hair atop the shank as one bunch, back nearly to the abdomen, then split the hair down the sides of the abdomen into two wings and then bind them back firmly against the dubbed abdomen. A turn or two of thread around the base of each hair-bunch helps gather the hair neatly and make the wings distinct. I dub the thorax last, wind and bind the hackle, then whip finish the thread close behind the thorax.

How dense the wings? Sparse hair best suggests the wings’ venation and translucence and flexes easily out of the way for solid hookups on the trout that take it. I make the wings about equal to the full length of the hook, tip of eye to far edge of bend.

I often snip a “V” from the underside of the hackles, in line with the shank. Doing so deflates buoyancy a tad but settles the fly into the water in the way of a real ant and opens the hook’s point, raising the odds of consistent, solid hook-sets.

Comments: For imitating termites specifically, the abdomen and thorax should be orange dubbing blended with brown, and the thread should be rust. But if tied in the colors above, termite-seeking trout will take the fly. Termite sizes: 12 and 10.

As I’ve said, the logical way to tie this fly for termites is to dub it end to end, a stout, more or less cylindrical body. As I’ve said too, the fly as presented in the dressing-with-waist above has caught me too many termite-sipping trout for me to change it now.

For ants, not termites, I mostly tie the Ant Carol, other than in the brown version above, in black: black thread, black body, black hackle, natural-brown buck-tail wings. Lots of flying ants are black.
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