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Delightful to ply the subaqueous fly, and to watch for the wink under water.

—George Edward MacKenzie Skues, The Way of a Trout with a Fly, 1921
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IN THE EARLY 1950S WHILE MY FATHER WAS conducting research in Germany on Martin Luther and the Reformation, I joined him there and first learned of the Lauterach River.

Colonel Joseph Hackett, the resident officer in charge of the American military government at Amberg, was the chief American hunter of the party. Our little group drove out of Regensburg at first light, with tattered scraps of April fog drifting through the wartime ruins of the old capital of Oberpfalz. We passed the hollow-eyed skeletons of gutted town-houses and circled great mounds of shattered concrete until we crossed the fog-shrouded bridge over the Danube, and accelerated north through the outskirts of Regensburg toward the dark forests and pastoral villages of the Oberpfalzerwald Hills. Eventually we reached Bavaria.

There were still plenty of small deer and wild pigs in the forests that cloak the hillsides east of Schmidmuhlen, and I shall never forget the elaborate liturgies of hunting them. We shot from fixed positions as a line of beaters and dogs came down through the dense conifers, sending roe deer and wild pigs into range of our Mauser army rifles.

But what endures more for me today is what I learned about trout fishing during the ceremony that followed the last drive, with three roe deer and a wild pig laid out in the marketplace at Schmidmuhlen. The old Jägermeister told us that the village was quite famous for its fly fishing and suggested that we should plan to return in the spring.

Schmidmuhlen is a gristmill village, located where the Vils is joined by a trout-filled tributary called the Lauterach, which rises in caverns and crystalline springheads near Lauterhofen. The little river winds northeast toward Kastl, before circling back through a loin of hills surrounding Hohenburg, toward its marriage with the sluggish, mustard-colored Vils. The Lauterach remained a classic fishery, well known throughout western Europe, and was reputedly a favorite of Hermann Goring, who maintained a shooting lodge farther north in the headwaters of the Vils.

Several American officers and I returned to fish there in late April.

The April morning was filled with the perfume of orchards on the hillsides near Schmidmuhlen, and behind us lay the dark forests at the threshold of the Bohemian Frontier. Czechoslovakia and its dour Soviet garrisons lay scarcely thirty-five miles east, with MiG-15 fighters deployed at Strakonice. The Lauterach wound through the water meadows above the village, after spilling steeply from the limestone hills that sustain its beginnings. It was justly famous before World War II, and such venturesome British anglers as George Edward MacKenzie Skues, James Cecil Mottram, E. W. Harding, and Howard Back counted among its pilgrims. Such mentors had introduced the riverkeeper’s grandfather to nymph fishing, and the keeper passed their theory and technique on to us. Its selective fish provided the lessons that taught me to fish a nymph. More than fifty seasons have passed since that first afternoon in the Oberpfalz, with its gentle hillsides awash in apple blossoms and big storks building chimneypot nests.

But it all remains as fresh as yesterday.

Before that first trout season in Europe, and the opportunity to polish youthful skills on the difficult brown trout of southern Germany, nymph fishing seemed a partially digested variation on wet-fly tactics for most American fly fishers.

The nymph patterns in most American fly books were strange confections, except for those dressed in France and the United Kingdom. Such European patterns seemed filled with promise, but except for the ubiquitous Pheasant Tail developed by the river-keeper, Frank Sawyer, on the Avon near Stonehenge, we had not done well with such nymphs in the United States. I remained unaware that none of the European fly hatches could be found in North America, or that American nymphs were merely fanciful patterns, with no actual counterparts in nature.

Except for the odd fish taken on the Pheasant Tail, and a few copies of the soft-hackle Michigan patterns of Paul Young, most of my youthful efforts at nymph fishing had consistently proved a disappointment. My father was too preoccupied with dry-fly tactics to offer much useful counsel on nymphs.

Ray Bergman was the first instructor in nymph-fishing tactics for most American anglers, and he was my boyhood mentor in theory and technique. His Trout introduced me to the subject, although most American fishing writers of his generation had not studied aquatic insects and their behavior with the discipline of their counterparts in the United Kingdom. But the lessons in Bergman remain sound, however rudimentary and incomplete. Sometimes his patient hand-twist retrieves produced impressive baskets of fish, particularly on the lakes and beaver ponds of Colorado, but the so-called nymph patterns in books like Just Fishing and Trout proved little more than fancifully tied lures.

There were times when conventional wet flies seemed to work on nymphing trout, but not when they were fresh from our fly books and unfished. We often caught fish on a tattered March Brown, when fish were porpoising or bulging just below the surface. Weathered and scruffy wet flies like the winged Hare’s Ear and Greenwell’s Glory also took fish when flies were hatching, after their wings had become a bit disheveled. But it never occurred to me, in those first boyhood summers, that such bedraggled wet flies were effective because they suggested the partially furled wings of emerging mayfly nymphs and hatching sedge pupae.

Bergman had outlined simple tactics in his exposition of nymph fishing. His methods were extrapolations of conventional nineteenth -century wet-fly techniques, and only the flies themselves were new. Such techniques included upstream dead-drift presentations and conventional wet-fly swings, sometimes with a subtle teasing rhythm of the rod, and the patient hand-twist retrieve was clearly effective in quiet waters.

But in retrospect, it is clear that Bergman had spent little time pondering why such things worked when they did, or what specific nymphs he was attempting to imitate. He would not have found much help in science. In Bergman’s defense, no comprehensive entomologies were available when he published his Just Fishing in 1932, and the first authoritative monograph on mayflies had recently been published at Cornell University while he was completing Trout.

Bergman was advocating trial and error, in search of fly speed and technique that worked, with no attempt to correlate his fishing methods with the behavior of specific nymphs. It was an empirical approach that seemed practical to most readers, because of its relative simplicity, but was doomed to failure when an angler was compelled to solve a riddle of selectivity in a matter of minutes, before the eager trout stopped working.

During my boyhood apprenticeship in Michigan and Colorado, the painstakingly slow collection of insects for Matching the Hatch had already begun. I had experienced the frustration of watching trout respond quite eagerly to a hatch of fly, while rejecting every fly pattern I presented. Other people often explained such failure with the observation that such fish were only playing. I knew that explanation was nonsense. The fish were trapped in a delicate equilibrium between calories ingested and calories expended, with no opportunity for play. The unexplained successes of boyhood nymph fishing seemed to lack satisfaction. The clear topologies I had often witnessed, between hatching insects and the flies we dressed to imitate them, were obviously missing in such efforts. Those sessions were marred with riddles and failures.

It was the riverkeeper at Schmidmuhlen who finally began to clarify such confusion, an unheralded angler and uncelebrated fly maker, who remembered watching a quiet parade of skilled British fly fishers before World War II.

“What should we try?”

“These patterns are best right now,” the river-keeper explained. “The brown pattern imitates the nymph of Rhithrogena haarupi, and it mostly lives in broken reaches of water. The rust-colored nymph imitates Baetis rhodani, a smaller mayfly that thrives in both swift currents and the quiet pools.”

“They’re both hatching now?”

“Our British visitors called them March Browns and Large Dark Olives,” he said. “They both emerge in springtime, and the full-grown nymphs are getting restless.”

“How do we fish them?”

“The Rhithrogena nymphs cannot swim well,” the keeper explained. “They clamber into the shallows before they hatch, and drift helplessly from time to time.”

“Fish them both dead-drift?” I asked.

“Ganz richtig,” the old German said, nodding. “The freshly hatched flies sometimes escape quickly and are a bit hard for the fish to capture, so they concentrate on their nymphs.”

“What about the Baetis nymphs?”

“They can swim. And some of them swim pretty well.”

“But fish them dead-drift too?”

“Sometimes they drift in pulses with the current,” the keeper said. “Sometimes they’re swimming.”

“So you also fish Baetis with a retrieve?”

“Both methods,” he said.

I asked such questions because the imitation of a specific nymph species—and the tailoring of fishing methods to the behavior of those species—seemed an utter revelation at the time. The riverkeeper’s knowledge of their proper taxonomic names suggested a world that seemed mind-boggling to me. The writings of Edward Ringwood Hewitt, Ray Bergman, and John Alden Knight included such tactics, but largely considered the choice of method a matter of trial and error. Such new insights suggested that an accomplished nymph angler needed a comprehensive knowledge of each genus to design and dress workable imitations, and to know exactly how each species behaved while still in the water. The entomology involved in such fishing was clearly out of my reach, and on that bright spring morning along the Lauterach, the effort involved in collecting and imitating our fly hatches seemed impossible; nothing less than a lifetime of work.

Scatterings of mayflies were hatching when we reached our morning’s beat, and there were a few fish working. The flies were the Large Dark Olives called Baetis rhodani, and the keeper handed me a nymph fashioned from a rusty chestnut dubbing ribbed with fine gold wire, mottled partridge legs and tails, and wing pads cut from a dark pointer-quill feather. Two fish were working where a swift current shelved off under a sheltering bank of sedges.

“Surface feeding,” I said—a guess.

“Glaube nicht,” the old keeper said, shaking his head. “They’re on the nymphs just below the surface.”

“But how can you tell?” I protested.

“Watch the hatching flies,” he replied quietly. “They’re drifting through the feeding lies without being taken.”

“How should I fish them?”

“These nymphs can swim,” he said. “Let the fly settle into its swing, and tease it a little with the rod.”

The first drift through went fishless. The second dropped the nymph tight against the trailing grasses, where the dark water deepened under the banks. I mended twice to let it settle, and then teased it gently into its quartering swing. It had gotten deeper before the fly-swing started, and as it worked across the sheltering lie of the trout, there was a sudden pull. The fish had hooked itself, and it bulldogged upstream under the trailing grass.

“Bachforelle!” I said.

“Ausgezeichnet!” the old keeper said.

“Seemed to like your pattern.”

“Jawohl,” he said, smiling.

We took fish steadily that afternoon, as the emergences ebbed and flowed, between the fat Rhithrogena duns, and the smaller Baetis subimagoes. The keeper permitted me to release the fish, but he insisted on killing a brace for supper and breakfast. The fish caught on the Rhithrogena imitations took a dead-drift presentation, while those in quieter reaches were seeing more Baetis nymphs, and preferred another pattern fished with a bit of teasing life. Later in the season, we found the large swimming mayflies of Siphlonurus lacustris on the quiet lower beats of the Lauterach, and such imitations required a more obvious retrieve.

Stomach necropsies soon revealed that such fish were clearly nymphing, despite the fact that their swirls had disturbed the surface film with theatrical riseforms. It was a thorough lesson in the cause-and-effect relationships of nymph tactics, and I shall never forget my baptism in nymph-fishing theory and technique.

The keeper patiently taught me that discrete genera of nymphs lived in different types of water, each with its clear preferences of microhabitat. Others seemed to thrive in a surprising variety of current speeds. He taught me that some nymphs were incapable of swimming, once they were committed to the benthic drift, and that others were deft and quick as acrobats. It was clear that some should be fished dead-drift, while others like Baetis should be teased through the entire fly-swing, while the swimming nymphs should be imitated with full-blown retrieves.

Although his nymphs were roughly dressed, and a bit unprofessional, the old keeper insisted that it was important to suggest the color, size, and configuration of the naturals. And he insisted that each should be fished to mimic its prototype. Nymph patterns designed to imitate specific insects, and tactics intended to suggest their behavior, were a revelation after the nymphing generalities of Hewitt, Bergman, and Knight.

The nymphs and nymphal behavior described by such British experts as Skues, Mottram, and Harding worked better, but their patterns seemed to work best on spring creeks, which are like the chalk streams of Hampshire and Wiltshire, where these men had developed such theories and polished their skills. The full spectrum of our continent, with its immense tapestry of water types and fly life, seems to pose encyclopedic riddles, given the modest scope of aquatic insects in the British Isles.

The little German river offered similar American diversity in its character, but at a much lesser scale, with its tumbling foothill headwaters near Lauterhofen, the broken pool-and-rapid reaches of its middle beats at Kastl and Hohenburg, its water-meadow reaches above the gristmill village of Schmidmuhlen, and the quiet pastoral flowages of its old millraces.

We were instructed in fishing a dead-drift nymph upstream in its faster reaches, to imitate the clinging Rhithrogena nymphs, keyed our fishing techniques to both Rhithrogena and Baetis behavior in its mixed habitats, and used tactics that gave our artificials some life in its quieter reaches, where several mayfly genera swim with the wariness and agility of trout fry. We took fish in the meadow beats that first afternoon, with the help of the veteran riverkeeper, moving almost every trout we found working. Such clockwork success comes only when an angler has broken the code. Surprisingly few anglers have experienced such full measures of success, and it had eluded me too, in my fumblings with the patterns and methods described in earlier books on nymph fishing.

Gene Hill and I once shared a beat on the Brodhead, when the large stonefly nymphs of Pteronarcys dorsata were migrating into the rocky shallows at first light, and we got up before daybreak like old-time pickerel fishermen preparing to fish cut perch bellies with slender cane poles.

Mist still lingered in the hemlock corridor between Amphitheater and Ledge. These eastern Plecoptera are related to our western salmon flies, although their populations are sparse, and I have never seen much dry-fly fishing when the adults of Pteronarcys dorsata were egg-laying. The dry-fly orgies found on the Deschutes in northern Oregon, on the South Fork of the Snake and the Box Canyon of the Henry’s Fork of the Snake in Idaho, and on such famous Montana rivers as the Big Hole, Madison, and Yellowstone, have salmon-fly hatches of Pteronarcys californica. It has no plentiful counterparts east of the Mississippi. Winged adults of Pteronarcys dorsata and Allonarcys biloba are never encountered in such astonishing plenty. But their nymphal migrations in the broken reaches of our eastern rivers, where the maturing nymphs seek out stones in the shallows to emerge, can offer some remarkable sport on early-summer mornings.

Hill and I worked patiently upstream with black Pteronarcys imitations, alternating with each fish taken or lost, and placing our big nymphs into shallow runs and broken pockets at close range. We enjoyed more than an hour of exceptional fishing before breakfast. The fish were fully aware of these riparian migrations, and there seemed to be a good trout behind every large stone. The fish seized our big nymphs with such wild aggressiveness that some of them had hooked themselves.

But as the sun climbed higher, and these nymphal migrations into the shallows finally ebbed, such fish became insecure and soon returned to deeper water. My father always argued that we should abandon our daily routines when fish are eating, and eat when their activity has stopped. I have seen a lot of city anglers miss good fly hatches and spinner falls over the years because they insisted on following daily regimens of lunch, cocktails, and dinner while fishing. The sun had reached the water now, and the big fish had completely abandoned the shallow margins of the stream. There were more Pteronarcys nymphs waiting there to hatch, but they had withdrawn to nearby hiding places between the stones. More would migrate into the shallows that night, and would clamber out before splitting their thoracic sutures and wriggling free of their nymphal pellicles at first light. We stopped fishing in the ledge-rock runs above Charlie’s Hole, walked downstream past the ledges at Cave, and crossed to breakfast at Henryville House.

“Pretty amazing morning,” Hill said. “Never had much faith in nymph fishing—guess it’s time to learn new tricks.”

“The fish always tip the scale,” I said.

“They usually take more nymphs than adults?”

“Big time,” I said. “Stomach necropsies suggest more than 95 percent of their diet is nymphs, larvae, and pupae, but you need to know them species by species.”

“More than nine out of ten?”

“More when you count emergers,” I said.

“Is it always this good?”

“Only lasts about a week,” I replied. “When the big Pteronarcys nymphs hatch in the shallows at first light.”

“But not at other times?” Hill said.

“Not exactly,” I said. “But these black nymphs spend three years in the river before they emerge, and there are two discrete brood years still out there in the bottom cobble.”

“They’re not in the shallows?”

“Pretty well distributed in the currents, but you can find them in waterlogged leaves below a reach of fast water,” I said. “Nymphs from next year’s brood are already an inch long, and the third year’s brood is half that size.”

“You could carry that one pattern in three hook sizes, and get your share of trout with nothing else?” Hill said.

“There are western anglers who fish nothing but a large Montana nymph,” I said. “But the pickings can get pretty thin when the fish are focused on other species.”

“Fish them dead-drift?”

“These big nymphs can’t swim, but they wriggle and coil their bodies when they’re in the benthic drift,” I said. “You should probably fish them dead-drift—but when you fish nothing else, it’s a little like playing a golf course with a putter.”

“Well, you can play golf with a putter,” Hill said to me, “but it’s better to know how to play every club in the bag.”
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One thing, however, is clear beyond all controversy, and that is that the nymphs which come to the notice of the trout are far more numerous than the hatched fly that do so. To begin with, the trout consume innumerable nymphs before they actually reach the surface; and of those that reach the surface, many get into the air before covering a trout, and these are often snapped up by swifts, swallows, martins, or other small birds of the riverside, and many of those that attain the spinner stage incur some tragic fate, and do not get back to the river to die upon it. It stands to reason, therefore, that unless there be a definite rise to the hatched subimago or the spinner, the angler who offers his trout a proper pattern of nymph stands a better chance of sport than one who offers it a floating fly. It is, however, in my judgment, quite as important to offer fish the correct pattern of nymph as the right pattern of floater, or even more so, for the trout gets a much clearer view of its subaqueous food than it does of its surface prey.

—George Edward MacKenzie Skues, The Way of a Trout with a Fly (1921)
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GEORGE EDWARD MACKENZIE SKUES WAS, the father of nymph fishing.

The distinguished London barrister might have refused that tribute, and would have quickly pointed to the precedents for his minor revolution with appropriate modesty, beginning with the mottled and roughly dubbed wet flies found among the drab fifteenth-century fly patterns described in the Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle in 1450.

Certainly the simple dressings in this book might suggest hatching nymphs and pupae, once they have become a bit frayed and bedraggled, and that might also be said for a number of winged wet patterns dressed for trout fishing. Skues himself speculated on the effectiveness of the winged Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear during emergences of the Medium Olives called Baetis vernus and Baetis buceratus, and he concluded that it imitated their partially winged emergers.

His observations seem commonplace now, but they were startling epiphanies when Skues introduced them to anglers in Minor Tactics of the Chalk Stream, which appeared in 1910 and first outlined the methodologies of modern nymph fishing. He greatly enlarged on these insights with a remarkable little book called The Way of a Trout with a Fly in 1921, and its conjectures were further codified when a colleague, Colonel E. W. Harding, published The Fly-Fisher and the Trout’s Point of View in 1931.

These remarkable anglers, along with the physician James Cecil Mottram, were the principals involved in the theory and technique of modern nymph fishing. Mottram had published Fly-Fishing: Some New Arts and Mysteries in 1915, and he often dressed his nymphs without throat barbules. Such minimalism is usually attributed to the Netheravon riverkeeper Frank Sawyer, whose simple little Pheasant Tail is a paradigm of understatement and remains quite popular today. But Sawyer was only nine years old when Mottram published Fly-Fishing, and the tiny miracle called the Pheasant Tail still lay in the future.

Although a surprising number of anglers are unfamiliar with the technique of fishing nymphs, the several methods of fishing them have a venerable and distinguished history. Such methods include all of our traditional wet-fly techniques, depending on the behavior of the nymphs, larvae, and pupae underwater. Many of the simple wet flies of the past, from the venerable Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear to the rudimentary dressings of such great border anglers as T. E. Pritt of Yorkshire, and William Stewart, who loved the Whiteadder in southern Scotland, are suggestive of a number of emerging mayflies and sedges. Both Skues and Harding cite their fly patterns as imitations of emerging nymphs and pupae, and underscore their continuing effectiveness, not only on the tumbling border fisheries of their birth, but also on the storied chalk streams of Wiltshire and Hampshire.

The true Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear apparently has its roots in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with the wet-fly patterns described in Cotton, Chetham, and Bowlker, and was dressed with delicate wings of pointer-quill slips of mallard and teal, depending on the hook size. The current Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ear popular among American anglers is not the true Hare’s Ear, but is instead a mongrel pattern of uncertain lineage—although there is credible evidence that it was made popular by the expert Colorado nymph angler, my late, longtime friend, Charles Fothergill.

The recent revival of so-called soft-hackle flies is little more than an introduction of such patterns to the United States, although Paul Young was selling partridge hackles (with yellow and olive bodies) fifty years ago in Michigan, and such flies have been fished for centuries in Roxburghshire and Yorkshire.

Serious anglers have long imitated specific fly hatches, and the practice described by the Roman poet and naturalist, Aelian (Claudius Aelianus), on the Astraeus River in the second century was firmly embedded in the heritage of Macedonian fishermen. Simple hackle patterns of the type described are still employed in the mountains of Greece and Macedonia in our time. Aelianus told his classic fish story in De Animalium Natura, and referred to dressing an artificial to imitate an insect called the Hippouros. Aelian’s remains the first incontrovertible account of streamside hatch matching.

Judging from its Latin roots, the term Hippouros suggests that it might have been some species of horsefly, or that was merely what the Roman observer had understood, when he described primitive fly making on what was probably the river now called the Strumica. It seems entirely possible that a horsefly species was involved, since such Diptera are included in several British fishing entomologies, and the horsefly genus Tabanus plays a role in the trout’s diet. Other authors suggest that these rudimentary hackle flies imitated sedges as they hopscotched across the swift current.

Aelian was clearly not the progenitor of nymph fishing, yet the simple pattern described in his brief treatise, De peculari quadam piscatu indu Macedon, might easily be taken for an emerging sedge. There is no mention of nymph fishing in the poetry of Richard de Fournival, although his thirteenth-century sporting verses did describe the full practice of sport fishing.

Although the storied Dame Juliana Berners, who was prioress of Sopwell nunnery near Saint Albans during the fifteenth century, did not describe nymph fishing in her Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle in 1496, it remains obvious that several of her fly patterns are decidedly nymphlike in character. Berners patterns like the March Donne Flye, Black Louper, and Shell Flye might easily be taken in place of emerging mayflies or sedges. There are parallel angling precedents in northern Spain, particularly in the famous Dialogo published at Zaragosa in 1539. The distinguished French scholar of Hispanic studies, Pierre Geneste, was the first to discover that the historic Dialogo contained a small tract on fly fishing, just as the famous Boke of Saint Albans had included the Treatyse attributed to Berners when it appeared in 1496.

The patterns described by Fernando Basurto1 in El Tratadico de la Pesca included imitations of important fly hatches from the foothills of the Cordillera Cantabrica, in the provinces of Galicia and Asturias and Leon, and on such rivers of Navarre as the Irati, which rises in the Pyrenees in the historic Roncesvalles Pass. Basurto had recommended a pattern for each month of the season, in a conscious attempt at matching the hatch, and his rudimentary dressings were suggestive of emerging nymphs and larvae.

Leon is still a province of skilled fly fishers. It is the source of the unique Coq de Leon hackles, which are revered for the stiffness and length of their barbules and their delicate fleckings in shades of tan and brown and grizzly dun. The Bergara patterns were also simple, quite similar to the wet-fly spiders of Yorkshire and Roxburghshire. Such patterns remain workmanlike imitations of emerging caddis, and similar dressings are still fished throughout Leon. Astorga is located on a swift tributary of the Orbigo, and its sister river is the Tormes, which rises above Salamanca, west of Madrid in the Sierra de Gredos.

Leonard Mascall merely reworked the Berners fly-fishing material in his Booke of Fishing in 1590, more than a century after Berners, and Izaak Walton borrowed his twelve patterns from Mascall in 1653. The British writer, John Taverner, was clearly the first to describe the relationship between such subaquatic organisms as nymphs and pupae, and the aquatic insects that knowledgeable fly fishers have attempted to imitate since Aelian. His observations are found in the treatise called Certaine Experiments Concerning Fish and Fruite, which appeared in 1600:


I have seene a younge flye swimme in the water, too and fro, and in the ende, come up to the upper cruste of the river, and assay to flie up; howbeit, not being perfectly ripe or fledged, hath twice or thrice fallen down againe into the bot-tome; howbeit, in the ende receiving perfection by the heat of the sunne, and by the pleasant fat water, hath in the ende, within some half houre, taken her flyte, and hath flied up quite away into the ayre, and of such flies, before they are fully able to flie away, do the fishe feed exceedingly.

—John Taverner, Certaine Experiments
Concerning Fish and Fruite (1600).



There is little fresh British material on either flies or fly making, in the nearly two centuries between Berners and Walton, until Charles Cotton added his charming “Being Instructions How to Angle for Trout or Grayling in a Clear Stream” to the superb edition of The Compleat Angler published in 1676. Several of his fly patterns sound likely as imitations of emerging nymphs and pupae, particularly the simple hackle dressings recommended for fishing in February and March, and the Whirling Blue Dun that Cotton favored on the limestone streams of Derbyshire in April.

Neither Cotton nor Walton had digested the earlier observations in Taverner because his obvious grasp of the relationship between maturing nymphs and hatching flies was somehow misplaced or overlooked in a century of angling books that followed. Taverner had sounded like an entomologist describing the activity of restless Ephemerella nymphs, making multiple trips between the bottom of a fluvarium and the surface before emerging.

The parade of other fishing writers who failed to enlarge on Taverner’s prescient observation is quite extensive. John Dennys made no mention of such nymphal behavior in The Secrets of Angling in 1613, and Gervase Markham proved himself a stranger to Taverner as well, as the references to fluttering hatches in his Discourse on the Genera II Arte of Fishing did not include observations on their nymphs and pupae. William Lawson failed to mention nymphs in 1620, the same year that the ship’s company of the Mayflower arrived to found the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

Thomas Barker published The Art of Angling in 1651, shortly before The Compleat Angler, and his little book contains the first mention of a fishing reel and gaff in English. But it does not explore nymphs and nymph fishing. Barker was a simple Cromwellian from Shropshire, a journeyman cook by profession, with more than fifty years of fishing experience. But his unpretentious little volume provided some of our first detailed instructions in fly making, and its recommended patterns might be taken as nymphs, once they have been baptized and fished. Barker was an advocate of light tackle, and argued that a single horsehair fished a fly with great finesse, and would better entice the fish in skilled hands.

Walton then published The Compleat Angler in 1653.

There was little on fly fishing in the first editions of Walton, except for the Berners twelve patterns reworked from the writings of Leonard Mascall, and Barker was reprinted in 1657. Walton had remained loyal to the British Crown, although Barker was a Cromwellian supporter, like the veteran soldier, Colonel Robert Venables. His remarkable book, The Experienced Angler, appeared in 1662, and there is evidence that its manuscript was prepared while the colonel was imprisoned in the Tower of London. Each of these books has enriched the literature of fly fishing, although none contributed to the theory and technique of nymph fishing.

However, there were lyric stirrings of such thinking in “Being Instructions How to Angle for Trout and Grayling in a Clear Stream,” which the Derbyshire gentleman, Charles Cotton, appended to The Compleat Angler in its fifth edition of 1676.

Cotton prepared a list of sixty-five fly patterns that proved startlingly modern for its vintage. Several are surprisingly nymphlike in character, as I have mentioned before, and his pattern for the Great Blue Dun, recommended as a killing fly for February, is suggestive of the winged Hare’s Ear, which is perhaps the finest hatching nymph pattern ever devised.

James Chetham followed Cotton’s groundbreaking tract with The Angler’s Vade Mecum in 1681. Although Chetham borrowed shamelessly from his predecessors, such literary shoplifting had also been true of Walton and his colleagues, and he also added an extensive list of fly dressings for the rivers of his native Lancashire. Many of these apparently original patterns—particularly the dubbed flies recommended throughout the angling year—are workable imitations of hatching nymphs. Chetham is also the author of the venerable Blue Dun in a version dressed without throat hackles, which seems clearly the prototype for the famous fly pattern that remains widely popular and fished in our time.

Although Cotton deserves his laurels as the father of British fly fishing, and some might argue of fly fishing itself, it is certainly Richard Bowlker who introduced the disciplines of entomology at the threshold of modern fly dressing.

Other historians have observed that angling literature of the eighteenth century included a formidable shelf of titles, although few were works of great distinction, except perhaps for Bowlker and The Art of Angling in 1747. It evolved through a surprising number of editions, including those later reworked and embellished by the author’s son and heir, Charles Bowlker. These several editions remained popular for more than seventy-five years. Bowlker had clearly followed in the footsteps of his father, actually surpassing him in several respects. He became widely acknowledged as the finest fly fisher of the eighteenth century, and published his own complete reworking of The Art of Angling in 1780.

The first edition of The Art of Angling was apparently not dated, although the Bodleian Library at Oxford suggests its date as 1747. I was privileged to see a number of its treasures, including the several editions of Bowlker, during an entire summer spent on European research in 1959.

The Art of Angling was simple and direct. Its importance lay in its clearing away of the myth and debris that had obscured earlier discussions of flies and fly making, and its introduction of contemporary entomological knowledge. Bowlker’s comprehensive understanding of the life cycle of the green drake is no less than astonishing, and he clearly knew the entomological writings of Jan Swammerdam of the Netherlands, who had published a scientific tract on Ephemera vulgata in 1675.

Bowlker did not shrink from jettisoning the entire corpus of earlier British fly making, from Berners through Chetham, dismissing many old favorites as patterns of limited usefulness and proposing his own original list of thirty-odd flies dressed to imitate the principal British fly hatches.2 These patterns included surprisingly modern versions of such contemporary patterns as the Blue Dun, which Chetham had described in a version without hackle, and the somber little Iron Blue. Other old favorites codified in The Art of Angling were the Cowdung, Willow Fly, Grannom, Yellow Sally, Green Drake, Grey Drake, Black Gnat, March Brown, Whirling Blue Dun, and Welshman’s Button. The authorship of so many fly patterns that have survived for 250 years remains a rather impressive feat, and the following instructions from The Art of Angling are surprisingly modern in most respects, except for the turn of dubbing intended to mask the butts of the wings:


When you make an artificial fly, in the first place, you make the choice of a hook, of a size proportioned to the fly you intend to copy, which must be whipped onto the gut or hair, in the same manner you would whip on a worm-hook; only with this difference, that instead of fastening near the bend of the hook, you must fasten your working silk near the top of your shank, and let the silk remain; then, taking as much feather as is necessary to the wings, lay it even as you can upon the upper side of the shank, with the butts of these feathers lying downward, toward the bend of the hook, to wind it fast three or four times with the silk, and to fasten it; then, with a dubbing needle or pin, divide the wings as equally as you can; then, take your silk and cross it three or four times between the wings, bringing your silk still downwards, toward the bend of the hook; then, taking your hackle, make it fast at the bend, with the point of the hackle upwards; next, the fur or dubbing being made ready, which is to make the body of the fly, take a little bit and twist it gently around your silk, to work it upwards to the butt of the wings, and there fasten it, then, take your hackle, and rib it neatly over your dubbing, and fasten it; then, bending the wings and putting them apart, in the form you desire, bring on the butt end of your hackle towards the head and fasten it there firmly; then, taking a bit of the dubbing or fur, as near to the color of the head of the living flyes as you can, whip it twice around with the silk; and fasten it tightly, just above the wings; and so your fly is complete.

—Richard and Charles Bowlker,
The Art of Angling (1747 and 1780)



Bowlker still employed the reverse-wing tying methods evolved in earlier centuries. His bodies were slim and graceful, in the true north-country style of dressing, and sometimes ribbed with silk buttonhole twist or a hackle feather. His theories advocated the use of hackle barbules to suggest legs and leg colors, but delicately palmered fur bodies are also workable imitations of nymphs having well-defined gill structures. John Waller Hills informed us in his enchanting book called A Summer on the Test that he had served his apprenticeship on the border rivers of Cumberlandshire, with a well-thumbed copy of Bowlker, just as generations of Americans used the books of Thaddeus Norris and Ray Bergman.

The reader should note that Bowlker is first seating his hackle at its tip, in the manner that ruled British fly making until Frederic Halford published Floating Flies and How to Dress Them in 1886. Halford introduced the method of seating the hackle feather with its butt quill and winding it on edge 90 degrees to the hook shank, a fresh paradigm consciously designed to float. There were no fully developed dry flies before that minor epiphany, or before the eyed hooks perfected by Henry Hall, which were patented in 1879. Hackling forward from the bend of the hook is in the so-called “palmer” fashion, or palmer-tied. The term is borrowed from medieval religious pilgrims and clerics who carried palm fronds on their dutiful treks of fealty and penance. Winding hackles along the entire length of the hook shank was a common practice that reputedly evolved in imitating British caterpillars; such caterpillars often appeared to migrate on seasonal pilgrimages, rather like human pilgrims on medieval journeys of contrition and who were colloquially called Palmers. Imitations of the palmer worms were therefore palmer-tied, with the hackles wound along the full length of the body. The dubbing ahead of the wing is called the head of the fly, although it really suggests its pronotum, in the manner later attributed to Vincent Marinaro’s thorax-style dry flies described in A Modern Dry-Fly Code.

There are unmistakable echoes of Bowlker in the modern fly-making practices found throughout the United Kingdom, and in the sparsely dressed style of Theodore Gordon and the Catskill School. Bowlker’s insistence on copying the size, configuration, and color of natural flies is surprisingly modern, although none of his dressings is a conscious imitation of a nymphal prototype. The success and subsequent influence of the Bowlker patterns and fly-making methods are quite clear, and the historic Irish dressings from the collection of the late Richard Harris of Dublin, which had apparently been dressed by an unknown Irish artisan from Gort in the latter years of the eighteenth century, are clearly superb examples in the classic flymaking paradigm of the popular Bowlker School.

Thomas Best added a little handbook called A Concise Treatise on the Art of Angling to the literature of fly fishing in 1787. It resembled most of its antecedents, in a collage of veiled borrowings and fullblown excerpts from the works of earlier authors. But his observations on flies and fly making, as well as the forty-seven patterns he prescribed, are apparently as original as the patterns described by Cotton and Chetham. Best provided approximate dates of emergence for the natural prototypes of his forty-seven patterns, beginning with early March and lasting through the fly fisher’s season until late September. His lexicon of fly patterns included four dressings without wings, which were recommended for deployment between full-blown hatches, and Best suggested that his simple dressings were imitations of aquatic insects in their developing stages.

But he stopped short of calling them nymphs.

There are other surprises in Best and his little Art of Angling, like his observations on the felicities and lessons of the streamside distractions celebrated in Walton. He added telling footnotes on British aquatic insects. His fishing methods also employed what he called “Signs of the Change of Weather from the Animal Creation,” and he explored things other than the mere visual preludes to precipitation and storms in these remarks:


So long as swallows fly aloft after winged prey, we think ourselves sure of a serene sky, but as they skim near the ground, or over the dark surface of the water, we judge that rain is not far off, and our observations do seldom fail. In the year of 1775, a drought of three months’ continuance broke up at the summer solstice; the day before the rain came upon us, the swallows flew very near the ground, which they had never done before in such felicitous weather.

 In the mountainous country of Derbyshire, in the region which goes by the name of the Peak, its inhabitants observe that if sheep wind up to the hills in the morning to their pastures, and feed near the tops, the weather, though it be cloudy and drizzling, which is very frequently the case, in those parts, clear away by degrees, and will terminate in a good day; but if sheep feed in the river bottoms, rain will likely continue and increase. Dogs become sleepy and stupid before a rain, and show that their stomachs are out of order, by refusing their food and eating of grasses, that sort of which is hence called dog’s grass; this is soon cast up afterwards, and with it, the foulness that has offended their stomachs. The waterfowl will dive and wash themselves more than ordinary; and even the fish in the rivers are affected, because as all anglers agree, they will never bite freely when a rain is depending.

 Flies, on the contrary, may grow particularly troublesome, and seem more hungry than usual; while toads are found, in the evening, crawling about roads and beaten paths, where they seldom appear but are restless with approaching change. Before any considerable quantity of rain is to fall, most living creatures are affected, in such sort, as in some way become sensible of its approach, and of the access of something new, to the surface of the earth, and of the atmosphere. Moles seem to work a bit harder than ordinary, and throw up more earth and sometimes come forth, as the worms do so also; ants are observed to stir about, to bustle more than usually, for some time, but return to their burrows before the rain falls. Many sorts of insects and flies are more stirring and busy than ordinary. The bees are ever, on such occasions, at their fullest employ; but betake themselves all to their hive, if not far for them to reach, before a storm arises. Common fleshflies become bold and greedy; the snails, frogs, and toads, all appear disturbed and uneasy. Fishes grow sullen and qualmish by the water, while its flow has become more turbid than before.

—Thomas Best, Art of Angling (1787)



Arnold Gingrich was particularly fond of Best, for his habit of theatrical asides, and his sprinklings of poetic potsherds through his prose, and for such happy things as fishing portents in the weather. Gingrich tells us that a fishing companion in Iceland once predicted the plentiful grilse of its Straumfjardara would remain dour until its dairy cattle were up and happily grazing, and that common aphorism of countryfolk has often proved true. I once heard this same observation from a veteran cowboy on a ranch owned by my mother’s family in Colorado. Such old-timers fished often and they knew weather. My subsequent fishing in Iceland, with its great flocks of sheep and dairy cattle, has corroborated this bit of folk wisdom on such famous Borgafjordur salmon rivers as the Thorsa, Nordura, and Haffjardara.

Shropshire was not the only British riverine muse. Yorkshire is also known for its unique, slimbodied, and sparsely hackled wet flies in our time, so-called spider dressings of partridge and darkly mottled black grouse and snipe, while the style popular on the rivers of Hampshire and Wiltshire featured generous divided wings of pointer-quill feather sections and heavily hackled dressings, although the bodies were slim. Regional styles from both northern England and Scotland displayed similar proportions and silhouettes, with slim wings suggestive of emerging mayflies, more than a century ago. One may find examples in the frontispiece of The Way of a Trout with a Fly, which demonstrated the discrete fly-dressing styles of the Tummel and Usk, and the upright-winged wets of the Tweed and Clyde.

John Waller Hills expressed a grudging admiration for Bowlker and The Art of Angling when his little book, A History of Fly Fishing for Trout, appeared in 1921. Hills held the uncompromising position that virtually the entire eighteenth century might be dismissed for its drought of substantive fishing books, other than Bowlker and The Art of Angling. Fly fishers have seemingly agreed, given the fact that The Art of Angling, with multiple reprintings and editions, had dominated the century that followed.

But the coming century produced a veritable spate of important fishing books. It witnessed the rise of the Scientific School, which introduced entomology and the refraction of light, and a number of other disciplines, to the literature of angling. The revolution began at its threshold, when George Scotcher published the little Fly Fisher’s Legacy at Chepstow in 1800. Scotcher failed to identify his aquatic hatches with proper taxonomic names, but his modest handbook was the first to depict British fly life in color. Nothing was mentioned of nymphs and larvae, although there was reference to a wet fly taken while still floating. It was an observation that was more celebrated at midcentury, when such tactics were explored at greater length in the work of George Philip Rigney Pulman, and perhaps awarded more prominence than they actually deserved.

George Bainbridge published the Fly-Fisher’s Guide at Liverpool in 1816. His natural flies were not identified with contemporary Latin nomenclature, but Bainbridge had prepared a sound little manual on British fly hatches, and also had them illustrated in color. William Carroll accomplished the same task for the Scottish Lowlands, when an Edinburgh publisher issued The Angler’s Vade Mecum in 1818. It also included color plates of natural flies, although their draftsmanship proved less than exemplary, and in technical terms, the book remains of marginal importance.

There was a third manuscript of importance from Spain, prepared by Luis Pena in 1825. Pena was a skilled fly dresser from Leon, and the manuscript for El Documento de Astorga had apparently been in his possession until his death. The earlier work of Juan de Bergara was clearly his paradigm, but Pena’s work was a bit more elaborately conceived and embellished. It was the second work devoted entirely to fly hatches and fly making, and it appeared eleven years before Alfred Ronalds and The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology. It seems unlikely that Pena and his little fly-making book were known in the United Kingdom, since it was little known elsewhere, until the French fishing writer, Louis Carrère, included the fishing works of both Bergara and Pena when his book, Techniques Modernes de la Mouche Noyée, appeared in 1957.

Ronalds became our next substantive milepost.

He published a remarkable little manuscript called The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology in 1836, which consummated the marriage between the disciplines of fly fishing and the probity of science. It was the first attempt at matching the hatch. Ronalds remains one of the most important benchmarks in the entire literature of angling, and after a number of books had merely tiptoed at the periphery of serious entomology, his little manuscript was the first to fully embrace the scientific method. The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology was completely original, and its illustrations and fly patterns were based on his firsthand collection of aquatic hatches and stomach necropsies, and observations made from a small fishing hut, perched over his beat on the Blythe, near Creswell in Staffordshire.

His little observatory was octagonal in plan, with three windows placed four feet above the water. The middle window overlooked a deep run at midstream, while the others offered a close view of a circling backwater, at the mouth of a small carrier. Ronalds was entirely aware of the fact that fish cannot hear sounds originated and transmitted through the atmosphere, putting to rest old wives’ tales about talking and frightening the fish.

Fishing colleagues refused to believe him, so Ronalds arranged an experiment at his streamside observatory. Ronalds and the local clergyman both watched a trout holding in shallow water, while a third colleague stood behind the fishing house, where it could not see the muzzle flash as a shotgun was discharged. The first report triggered no response, which amazed the trio of investigators. There was no response to the second barrel.

His thorough facility with the entomological disciplines of his time is a surprise, given the relative ignorance that still surrounded such subjects after Waterloo, and his understanding of the physics of refraction is little short of astonishing. The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology was first to explain a trout’s cone of vision and relate the physics of refraction and light to streamside tactics, with a brace of elegantly conceived and executed wash drawings. Ronalds was the first to correlate the major fly hatches of Staffordshire with their correct Latin nomenclature. His feat was all the more remarkable because his use of proper taxonomic names occurred thirty-five years before the English mayfly expert, A. E. Eaton, published “A Monograph on the Ephemeridae” in 1871. The color plates of these fly hatches and their suggested imitations are even more remarkable as the skill of Ronalds is a match for the overpraised copperplate lithography found at midcentury, in the salmon-fishing collectible that Frederick Tolfrey called Jones’ Guide to Norway.

Ronalds was born at Highbury in the north of London, less than five miles north of Saint Paul’s Cathedral, on July 10, 1802. He was the eleventh child of twelve siblings. Little is known of his parents, but father Francis Ronalds died in 1806, when the fishing writer was four years old. While the family struggled to survive after the loss of its father, they somehow managed decent schooling for Alfred Ronalds. The boy had demonstrated a distinct aptitude for drawing, and was apprenticed as an engraver and lithographer at the age of fifteen.

The young lithographer emigrated north to Staffordshire, pinioned between the grim factory cities of Birmingham and Stoke-on-Trent in 1830, and decided to begin his career in the English Midlands. Ronalds quickly found work and prospered, and within a year, a young Draycote woman, Margaret Bond, had caught his eye. They married at Tixall, on April 11, 1831.

The union produced eight children, but the second child died in infancy. The remaining siblings all survived to live long and productive lives. There had been some boyhood fishing in London, since Highbury lay within walking distance of the Lea and its early impoundments. The river had been the subject of The Compleat Angler, and the lithographer’s apprentice had enjoyed the fishery, although few trout remained in its urban reaches. Staffordshire was largely drained by the Trent, which rises above Stoke-on-Trent, and flows southeast until it circles north past Derby, en route to join the North Sea near Hull.

The little Blythe is a tributary of the Trent, and is born in the hill country east of Stoke-on-Trent, before winding southward with the Manifold and Doveto join the Trent below Uttoxeter. Ronalds became enchanted with the Blythe, worked to achieve expertise as a dedicated trout fisher and fly dresser, and dutifully began to collect and identify its fly hatches. He became so engrossed with the Blythe that he spent uncounted hours in the little fishing hut near Cress-well. Ronalds was also devoted to his wife and family, but fly fishing had become more than a mere pastime after the modest success of The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology. The family moved to a foothill farmstead near Dolgelly, in the Cambrian Hills of northwestern Wales. Although he once listed his occupation as a dairy farmer in 1840, Ronalds had also trained his daughter, Maria Ronalds, in the disciplines of fly dressing, and soon, they were both involved at Dolgelly in the commercial production of trout and salmon flies.

Six years later, the Ronalds clan was apparently living in Brecon, where Ronalds described himself as a purveyor of fishing tackle and trout flies. They relocated the following year to Cwmbach, where, unfortunately, conjugal fortune deserted them. Margaret Ronalds died at Cwmbach on August 27, 1847, succumbing to postnatal complications following the birth of their eighth child.

Ronalds was grief-stricken, and became determined to abandon the United Kingdom altogether. The family decided on emigration to the British colonies of the Antipodes. He shipped his lithographic and printing machinery to Melbourne, and followed aboard the Lord Hungerford with his children in November
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Note

Please also consult the original Nymphs (1973) for other valuable references.
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