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  Gearing Up
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  Sparing the Rod


  A fly fisherman’s first rod should be modest. No one should start out with an Orvis split bamboo or a Winston, even if their credit line goes along with it. A first rod should weigh the far side of a pound, be constructed of industrial electrical conduit, be as flexible as a telephone pole, and have the guides look as if they were wrapped by Helen Keller. Only then will you appreciate a good rod.


  The first rod can be purchased at a hardware store. You’ll find them in a plastic garbage can next to the Day-Glo bobber display. A really tony first rod should run about $20. Make sure it has a fairly obscure name brand, such as “Cast-O-Rama” or “Fish’n’Buddy.”


  The rod should be about as flexible as a 36-ounce Louisville Slugger; you’ll also want to select a model with a defective reel seat, providing you with the unparalleled thrill of reeling in a big trout while holding the reel in your hand, instead of having it securely attached to your rod.


  After you’ve fished with the First Rod for a couple of trips, you’ll need a pretext to get rid of it. “Accidentally” closing the trunk of your car on the tip, “dropping” it in a raging torrent, or just “forgetting” it at a pool are all acceptable excuses to go out and blow a lot of dough for a new one. After you’ve ditched your starter rod, you’ll need a new one. Before Orvis gets your MasterCard number, let’s review the different types of rods:
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  Long Rods Who doesn’t want a long rod? If you live west of Minneapolis, these things are an absolute must. A nine-and-a-half footer will sling your weight-forward line halfway to Omaha if you’ve got even the slightest tailwind, but they can also wrap eighty feet of Cortland around your neck and dig a Muddler Minnow into your temple laughing all the way. There are salmon rods up to 14 feet long, but you’re casting to fish, not Buicks.
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  However, on Eastern streams you’ll be regarded as somewhat of a vulgarian; you might as well show up on the Neversink with a Snoopy Zebco and a loaf of Wonder Bread. In the Midwest, you’ll be regarded as a pretentious exhibitionist with money to throw into the stream. A straw cowboy hat complements the long rod and telegraphs the signal to fellow fishermen that you’re from A Big Western State and you catch Big Western Fish.


  Short Rods They’re a novelty item, a conversation starter: “What is that thing, a car antenna?” Most trout go on to their reward before you can land them, due to the extreme care you have to use in order not to break the spider web diameter leader. They’re a real hoot for fishing with midges in a narrow stream, but you can only land a nine-inch brookie in slack water before the whole affair is jerked out of your hands. Those who live by the two weight die by the two weight; catching neon tetra-sized trout is fine, but the minute a Large Specimen snaps your one-pound leader you’ll be back to a six weight and barbed hooks, and need a NASA recovery team standing by.
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  Cane Rods They’re strictly for dry fishing. Fishing with them is Art, but who wants to fish with something they’re afraid to touch? Fishing with a cane rod is like playing rugby in your grandmother’s sitting room; the delicacy with which you have to pursue the sport is usually not worth the hassle. I sometimes have the sensation that I’m posing for an oil painting when I’ve used one. Graphite has the edge on durability, but proponents may argue that Babe Ruth would not use an aluminum bat. When you’re trying to jerk that two-buck fly out of the bushes across the stream, you may want something that doesn’t seem to make little whimpering noises when you haul hack on it.
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  When Bad Rods Happen to Good People


  Here are some of the things that always seem to happen with fly rods:


  THE TIP BREAKS OFF—It has been theorized that fly rods act as dowsing sticks and have an inconvenient tendency to drive themselves into the ground in search of something other than good dry fly water. The remedy is to carry them reel first rather than tip first.


  THE END SECTION COMES OFF—This usually happens when everyone is watching. You’re trying to execute a perfect double-haul, and you have neglected to put the ferrules together tightly, and as you bring the rod forward, it comes off at about 80 mph, heads into the water, and is never seen again.


  THE ROD AS A WEAPON—It’s easier than you think to get whipped in the face—it doesn’t tickle—by a buddy’s rod while you’re walking through heavy brush. It’s easier than you think to get a rod tip in your mouth when you’re walking down a narrow path behind another guy with a fly rod who stops suddenly.


  THE GUIDES FREEZE OVER—When this happens, you should probably be indoors oiling your reel, but most fly fishermen are monomaniacs and hence are out in extremely cold weather. Ice in the guides is nature’s way of telling you to go back to the car.


  YOU BECOME A ROD COLLECTOR—This is an untreatable mental illness, like Hummel figurine collecting. Generally speaking, it’s okay to have four or five rods, but some people have to have every single one that is manufactured every year, or worse, several of the same kind of rod. These people become fly-rod survivalists, hunkered down in their bunkers with a 200-year supply of fly rods.
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  Weight Watchers


  Rods and lines are rated by “weight,” like motor oil and how you look in a swimming suit. Here is a handy table to help you determine what weight rod and line to use:


  
    • 11 ft., 8 weight—Salmon, Yankee Class nuclear submarines


    • 9½ ft., 7 weight—Steelhead, large tires, submerged fishermen under 200 pounds


    • 9 ft., 6 weight—Browns you’ll never land in a million years, smaller tires


    •8 ft., 5 weight—Normal-sized trout, boots, your lost six-pack


    • 7½ ft., 4 weight—Stunted trout, anemic brookies, chubs, branches


    • 7 ft., 3 weight—May get your fly and leader back to you, assuming there’s no wind


    • 6½ ft., 2 weight—Breaks when you talk over 60 decibels


    • 6 ft., 1 weight—Breaks if you think the wrong thoughts about it
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  Reel Life


  Two schools of thought dominate the selection of a reel.


  School A—the disposable-income school—says that skimping on a reel is next to folly, that a good reel is indispensable for wrestling in the lunkers and keeping your line in decent repair.


  School B—the thrifty school—points out that a fly reel is a glorified line storage compartment with no true utility, like a spinning reel. The line just sits there until you strip it out, and then you usually end up stripping the line back in when you’re landing a fish. So what’s the point? The point is that a big fish will leave you standing there with a handful of greasy screws, nuts and springs as you bid adieu to your fish, line, leader, and fly.


  When you are landing a fish, you will note that very little reeling is actually done; the line is always wound up around your hand in coils—or incomprehensible curlicues within the reel itself while a fish is pushing the outside of the drag specifications. Little rivulets of sweat trickle down your brow as you attempt to untangle the mess inside your reel, and just as you’re about to haul out the knife and cut the snarl apart, the fish spares you the trouble.


  The appearance of a fly reel is thankfully different from the latest fad in spinning-reel design, which is to make the reel look like a 35mm Nikon camera. On new spinning reels, you’ll find all sorts of numerical charts regarding line weights and spool capacities, switches and levers—everything but a lens. Fly reels all basically look the same—like they could double as kitchen-drain covers.
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  Unreel Things


  The easiest way to mark yourself as a total and complete rube is to fall for the siren song of the automatic reel. They are only socially acceptable if you have one arm. They are especially constructed to go on the end of a $14-dollar rod and pull in sunnies and crappies, which frequently find themselves chewing on the rod tip about three-tenths of a second after inhaling the fly.


  Complete wimps purchase “reel mitts,” which are a kind of sleeping bag for reels. Banging your reel on the rocks gives it character; it shows you go fishing all the time, and a reel mitt makes you look like a candy-ass who’s afraid to get fish slime on your hands.
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  Hell on Reels


  Wha are some of the things that can go wrong with a reel while you’re fishing?


  THEY FALL OFF THE REEL SEAT—Invariably occurs when you’re trying to land a 21-inch rainbow. Some rods have a disconcerting design flaw that magically unscrews the reel-seat nuts just when the fish is making a final run.


  THE LEADER BECOMES ENMESHED IN THE GEARS—This isn’t as bad as when it happens on a closed-face reel (when that happens you should throw it into the water for the fish to get a good laugh, because you’ll never be able to repair it). It always happens 30 minutes before sunset, when the trout are taking the hatch like piranhas would take Elsie the Borden Cow.


  THE LINE IS TIED INTO A KING-HELL KNOT—This happens as a big honker is making a desperate run, the reel is screaming bloody murder, you’re thinking you’re going to get your picture in the newspaper if you ever land the sucker, and suddenly: The Big Knot. A nanosecond later, you’re standing there with limp line and the task of taking 45 minutes to untie the Gordian Knot.


  THE SPOOL WON’T CLICK IN—It happens on less expensive, more complicated reels, and there doesn’t seem to be any rational explanation, but the bugger just won’t snap on. A claw hammer applied at the point of distress may get you back in business.


  Getting the Boot


  There are two types of boots: those that permit the frigid waters of the stream


  

  

  

  

  Vested Interests
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  Playing It Close to the Vest
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  Net Work
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