
[image: 001]


[image: 001]


[image: 001]


Copyright © 2013 by Stackpole Books

Published by
STACKPOLE BOOKS
5067 Ritter Road
Mechanicsburg, PA 17055
www.stackpolebooks.com

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania 17055.

Printed in China

First edition

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kustich, Rick.

Advanced fly fishing for Great Lakes steelhead / Rick Kustich. — First edition.

pages cm

Includes index.

ISBN 978-0-8117-0792-3 (hardcover)

eISBN: 978-0-8117-4964-0

1. Steelhead fishing—Lake States. 2. Fly fishing—Lake States. I. Title.

SH687.7.K875 2013

799.1757—dc23

2012026428


To Sarah, always follow your passion . . .


CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1.  Equipment and Rigging

Rods

Single-Handed Rods

Switch Rods

Two-Handed Rods

Reels

Lines

Lines for Single-Handed Rods

Lines for Switch and Two-Handed Rods

Leaders and Tips

Leaders for Dead Drifting

Leaders for Tight-Line Presentations

Sinking-Tips and Sinking Leaders

Clothing

2.  Casting

Spey Casting

Getting Started

Forward Spey

Shooting Line

Single Spey

Double Spey

Snap T

Snake Roll

Perry Poke

Roll Cast

Practice

Adjusting to Fishing Conditions

Single-Handed Rod Tips

Dead Drift

Wet-Fly Swing

Single-Handed Spey Techniques

3.  Techniques

Dead Drift

Standard Dead-Drift Approach

Right Angle

Tight Line

Switch and Two-Handed Rods

Wet-Fly Swing

Sinking-Tip or Sinking Leader

Floating Line and Monofilament Leader

Transitioning from Dead-Drift to Swing Techniques

Working a Pool with the Wet-Fly Swing

Working a Steelhead That Shows an Interest

Dry-Fly Opportunities

Stripping Streamers

Hooking and Landing a Steelhead

4.  Strategy

Understanding Steelhead Behavior

Run Timing

Water Temperature

Water Flow

Barometric Pressure and Weather

Fishing Pressure

Wild vs. Hatchery Steelhead

Selecting a River

Proximity

Size and Character

Wild Fish

Reading Water

Identifying Holding Water

Matching Technique with Water

Finding Water

Developing a Plan for Solitude

Using Resources and Technology

Searching for a Quality Experience

Pool Rotation and Sharing the Water

Ethical Considerations

Fitness

5.  Flies

Fly Styles

Tube Flies

Spey Flies

Wet Flies and Soft-Hackles

Streamers

Leech Patterns 

Nymph Patterns

Egg Patterns

6.  Rivers and Streams

New York

Pennsylvania

Ohio

Indiana

Michigan

Wisconsin

Minnesota

Ontario

Conclusion

Index


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A book can never be completed by simply working alone. A supporting cast is essential for a comprehensive finished product. Not only have the following individuals made this book possible, but through my interactions we have forged or furthered many important relationships.

I am grateful to my true love and soul mate Karen Ford who has provided her support and caring in many ways during numerous days on the water and hours in front of the computer. My brother Jerry has been a constant source of direction since I began to fish. We have experienced many of the waters of the Great Lakes together, and some of our combined research for other writing projects has provided the source for integral text included in this book. Nick Pionessa and I have fished together for years. His expertise in casting, presentation, and fly design has provided the basis for many thoughtful discussions that have helped in forming the theories and conclusions included in the book. His masterful photography appears throughout, including the creatively prepared fly plates.

Larry Halyk has kept me in the know on Ontario and Great Lakes steelhead management for almost twenty years now both as a professional biologist and avid angler. Biologist Jon George has also provided thoughts relative to his important work with Great Lakes steelhead. Special thanks to fly-fishing industry professional Jerry Darkes, who is always there to help anytime it’s needed and to Jim Wilson for his friendship and guidance.

I am very thankful for the efforts of some of the region’s top professionals, who provided flies, photography, or knowledge. Kevin Feenstra and Mike Verhoef provided both flies and photography specific to their home regions. Bob Blumreich, Vern Burm, Charlie Dickson, Jeff Liskay, John Nagy, Geoff Schaake, Greg Senyo, Vince Tobia, and Rick Whorwood made special fly pattern contributions along with a handful of other anglers and tiers. John Fehnel, Jon Ray, Matt Sipple, and Scott Earl Smith contributed photography of their home rivers. Also, special thanks to Vince Tobia for the use of his steelhead camp over the years.


[image: img]

Using a boat to cover some hidden steelhead holding water.  KEVIN FEENSTRA PHOTO



Publisher Jay Nichols has been a true pleasure to work with on this project. His comments and suggestions during the process came from an angler’s perspective, which has enriched its content. I was able write the book I had in mind, deviating very little from my original outline.

My angling journey has been touched by many others through the years. More than a few have influenced my development as an angler by providing tips or information on tackle and destinations. I am grateful for all the acquaintances and friendships that ensued. Not only has this contributed importantly to my development and in many ways to this work, but has made the journey a rich one.


INTRODUCTION

In historic and geological terms, the Great Lakes are infants. Melting glaciers that began to recede only 12,000 years ago carved the earth’s surface, creating a series of deep depressions. Their formation continued slowly and was completed roughly just 2,500 years ago. The result was a chain of freshwater oceans that stretch from western Minnesota to eastern New York State.

In the years after their formation, the Great Lakes successfully evolved into fertile bodies producing and supporting a diverse mixture of life. Their rich bounty and use as a mode of transportation drew European settlers to their banks. Population centers developed and now define many of the lakes’ shorelines.

But the proximity to such a large number of inhabitants wasn’t good for the Great Lakes from an ecological perspective. As industry and populations exploded along their banks, the lakes became dumping ponds for unmitigated waste disposal. By the 1960s such shortsighted abuse had taken a deadly toll. The contamination negatively impacted the health of fish, birds, and humans. One of the largest threats was caused by excessive amounts of phosphorus entering the lakes. The resulting overabundance of algae and reduction of oxygen reduced the lakes’ carrying capacity and threatened to topple the entire ecosystem. The evidence was quite visible as fish kills often lined the lakes’ shorelines.
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The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement was instrumental in improving the health of the lakes.



Significant measures were needed to save the lakes and thankfully were realized in the form of the binational Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement in 1972, which was amended in 1978 and nine years later in 1987. The lakes showed incredible resiliency and by the mid-1980s were on their way to a recovery. While continued threats to the future of this expansive freshwater resource lurk around every corner, the rebirth has resulted in healthy fish populations throughout the entire chain.

The steelhead’s connection to the Great Lakes region came in two waves. Native to the Pacific coast, steelhead were brought to the Great Lakes region in the 1870s as the United States Fish Commission began to redistribute native species through the use of railroad cars. It is believed that fish from a tributary of the McCloud River in California were the first to arrive in the New York State hatchery at Caledonia, which holds the distinction of being the birthplace of the Great Lakes steelhead fishery. By the end of the 1800s, steelhead had been planted in all five lakes, and small pockets of self-propagating populations had developed. Written historical accounts of Great Lakes steelheading through the early to mid 1900s are sketchy, but anecdotal evidence indicates fairly strong returns of wild populations on a number of rivers.

The next wave of steelhead recruitment to the Great Lakes region hit 100 years later. The problems that had become so painfully apparent in the 1960s had left the balance of life in the lakes wildly askew. An overabundance of baitfish combined with an overall lack of predators threatened to crash the entire system. Help was enlisted from the Pacific coast in the form of chinook and coho salmon and steelhead, which were brought in in an effort to gain a sense of equilibrium. The plantings of steelhead throughout the 1970s established runs in rivers that had little or no reproduction and bolstered the possibilities of greater natural reproduction where proper water quality existed. While the chinook and coho created an incredible fishery on the lakes and chaos on the tributaries, the steelhead eventually emerged as the true king of the rivers of the Great Lakes.

Great Lakes steelhead fishing has slowly gained a reputation as one of the top fisheries in North America. Skeptics of the fishery point out that Great Lakes fish may not be “true” steelhead because they are not anadromous like their native counterparts. The debate has been contested in magazines and web sites for years. Ontario biologist Jon George has a long history studying steelhead on the Pacific coast and in the Great Lakes. His research has allowed him to conclude unequivocally that there is no anatomical difference between Pacific coast and Great Lakes steelhead.
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The Great Lakes steelhead fishery has gained a reputation as one of North America’s top destinations.



For me it is simple. I fish for steelhead on the Pacific coast as well, and the same equipment, flies, and techniques work in the Great Lakes as well as out west, clearly demonstrating the similarity in behavioral characteristics.

The tremendous steelhead fishery that we know today did not occur by accident; however, to some degree, it started that way. It has taken years for the Great Lakes to shake the reputation of overcrowded rivers and questionable Pacific salmon angling practices—issues that still remain on a few rivers. But most fisheries are now managed to present the best legitimate opportunity for the stream and river angler. Much of this change has occurred because professional managers, fishing clubs, and conservation groups have swayed public opinion. Over the last two decades, dedicated fisheries managers and volunteers have fought to lower kill limits, increase natural reproduction, and educate anglers about catch-and-release. Some argue that there is too much reliance on hatcheries, especially on rivers that have greater potential for natural reproduction. But when managed judiciously, planted fish create or enhance watersheds with insufficient water quality for producing wild fish.

As a kid growing up on the banks of the Niagara River, I dreamed of living in a famous fishing destination. Now entering my fourth decade of fishing the Great Lakes, I feel quite fortunate that such a world-class fishery has been developed at my doorstep. When I began fly fishing the region’s streams and rivers in the late ’70s, I found very little written on the subject. This prompted my first book, Fly Fishing the Great Lakes Tributaries, a primer for fly anglers looking to experience the fishery. By the mid ’90s steelhead had moved into the top spot in the minds of most Great Lakes anglers. This was true for me as well, and my fishing effort was focused almost entirely on steelhead. My lifelong fishing partner and brother Jerry and I released Fly Fishing for Great Lakes Steelhead in 1999, which focused on the history, fish, techniques, and rivers, and earned praise as a fresh look at the fishery, helping to shape its future.

Advanced Fly Fishing for Great Lakes Steelhead in a sense represents the completion of a trilogy. The last 10 to 15 years have seen significant changes in attitudes, improvements in the fisheries, and technological advancements in equipment that require yet another treatise on the subject. My experiences during that time have opened my eyes to new and exciting approaches to Great Lakes steelhead fishing, approaches that are cataloged here in these pages.
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Progressive management in recent years has led to a high-quality fishery.



Steelhead fishing is in many ways an expression—how one approaches the sport and the fishery can speak volumes. My own philosophy has evolved over years spent in pursuit of steelhead. Quantity of the catch has given way to the quality of the experience. In fact, learning to cast and fish a fly properly has become a reward in itself—catching steelhead has become the byproduct of enjoying the mere act of fishing. I strive toward techniques that put me in constant contact with the water and that find a balance and harmony with the flow of the river.

The measure for me has become the experience. The quality is enhanced by beautiful rivers, plenty of room to fish, challenging techniques, and of course, fresh silver steelhead. The experiences found in the Great Lakes region are wide and varied. But with the proper approach, the experience can be on par with that found in the best fisheries in world.

This book isn’t intended to be the last word on Great Lakes steelheading but rather an update on how far the fishery has progressed and a look into the future. The objectives of this work are fairly simple—to present many thoughts and observations from over 30 years of experience, to provide insight aimed at increasing the quality of the fishing experience, and to discuss techniques and strategies for the Great Lakes fishery that have not been discussed in depth prior to this book.

My hope is that Advanced Fly Fishing for Great Lakes Steelhead will allow anglers to see the fishery in a different light while providing information to increase the angling experience.
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A discussion of the equipment and rigging used for steelhead fly fishing is a logical starting point for Advanced Fly Fishing for Great Lakes Steelhead. Properly rigged equipment is essential for success and enjoyment of the overall experience. Quality equipment doesn’t have to be expensive and can be found at a range of prices. The most important aspect of equipment and rigging is that it matches up with the size and volume of the water and the techniques being used.

Technological advancements can be seen in all fly-fishing equipment. Such advancement has influenced the way many anglers approach their favorite waters. The most significant change is that equipment has become lighter. Rods, reels, clothing, and even waders with reduced weight are more versatile to fish with and less fatiguing. Options for rigging have also changed dramatically in just the last few years, resulting in a nearly infinite combination of lines and sinking-tips to meet the challenges of any river.

Rods

When it comes to fishing equipment, technology has had the greatest impact on rods. In just the last 10 to 15 years, rods for steelhead fishing have become lighter and stronger. This has allowed rod designers to produce longer rods that can be fished with one hand and streamlined two-handed rods that are a joy to use on daylong outings. Engineering advancements allow rod designers to more fully understand flex points and recovery rates in order to produce rods that are more powerful and easier to cast. The equipment available today allows anglers of varying abilities to cover the region’s largest waters as well as its tightest, brushiest rivers. I only wish that some of these rods were available 35 years ago.
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Vince Tobia battles a big steelhead in the tail of a pool. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Single-Handed Rods

Many streams and small rivers in the Great Lakes region can be covered comfortably with a single-handed rod. Length, weight, and balance are all keys to selecting the proper rod for steelhead fishing. Longer rods pick up line more efficiently and have greater line control. Longer single-handed rods also better facilitate one-handed Spey casting techniques, which can be a significant benefit on tighter rivers with little backcasting room. I believe that 10 feet is the minimum length for an effective Great Lakes steelhead rod.

Longer single-handed rods are a great advantage when dead-drifting a fly. A key element in attaining a natural drift and reducing the negative impact of drag is to limit the amount of fly line resting on the water’s surface. A longer rod reaches farther, resulting in less line on the surface. In instances when the fly is fished far enough away from the casting position that some fly line rests on the surface, the reach of a longer rod will provide easier mending and more acute line control. Today some 10½- or 11-foot rods are designed specifically for one-handed use. The extra 6 to 12 inches exponentially increases the rod’s leverage and overall effectiveness.
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Nick Pionessa uses a switch rod to cover a modest-size pool.

The advantage of a longer rod’s leverage also helps in fighting a steelhead. Longer rods allow an angler to exert more pressure during the fight. This is especially important for adding side pressure when battling a stubborn fish. The only difficulty about landing a steelhead with a longer rod is that the fish will be farther away, reducing the ability to get ahold of its tail or to net it to end the fight. But this is a small disadvantage compared to all the positive aspects of a longer rod.

Single-handed rods built for 7-weight lines are best for Great Lakes steelheading. Six-weight rods can be functional on smaller waters and 8-weights have their place on the region’s larger rivers with heavy currents. Personally I feel that a 6-weight can be too light when fighting a sizable steelhead, and an 8-weight can be a bit cumbersome to cast all day.

Faster-action single-handed rods have their advantages in windy conditions, when using a heavy tip or casting weighted flies. A faster-action rod also has an advantage in line pickup and mending. But many anglers prefer a more moderate action where the rod bends deeper into the blank. Along with delivering a smooth line with a greater tolerance for inefficiencies in the casting stroke, a medium action generally loads better in short casting situations. Also, a rod that bends more throughout its length will typically do a better job protecting against break-offs during a battle with a steelhead since the breaking strength of the tippet is cushioned over a longer and softer surface area.

Lightness and balance determine how enjoyable a rod is to fish. One that is heavy in the tip will require extra energy or force while fishing. You’ll feel discomfort from a tip-heavy rod in your wrist and forearm. A reel with the proper weight to balance the setup will reduce or eliminate arm fatigue. You can test a rig for balance by resting the midpoint of the handle on your index finger while the line is extended through the guides. A balanced rig will remain level while resting on your index finger.

Switch Rods

A switch or two-hand assist rod is designed to be cast with one or two hands. It is a style of rod that has rapidly gained popularity and has wide application for the Great Lakes steelhead fishery. Most switch rods are 10½ to 11½ feet in length and are constructed with an extended butt for two-handed casting. A good switch rod is light enough to be cast and fished with one hand but also powerful enough to cast 80 feet or longer with two-handed Spey techniques.

Versatility is the main advantage of the switch rod. The added length results in greater line control and pickup, which makes a switch rod a highly effective tool for presenting a dead-drifted fly. But it can be equally effective with change-in-direction Spey casts used in conjunction with the wet-fly swing technique. With a switch rod, you can change from single-handed to two-handed techniques on the water by making simple modifications to the rigging. This makes the switch rod a good tool for an angler who is transitioning from a single-handed rod to a two-hander and Spey techniques.

Switch rods generally range from 5-weights up to 8. I prefer a 7- or an 8-weight for two-handed casting techniques, although the lightness of a 6-weight has its advantages when using it as a single-handed rod for an extended period. A reel that balances the rig is even more important with a switch rod than with a one-hander since the extra length of the switch will make fishing with it more fatiguing if it is tip heavy.

Switch rods match up well with smaller rivers and more intimate water. From a two-handed casting perspective, my preference is to use a switch rod on water where 60- to 70-foot casts can cover most or all of the river’s width. I have found the switch rod to be ideal for the wet-fly swing on smaller rivers since it can be rigged to handle short casts as well as long ones. On smaller streams and rivers, a full two-handed rod may be too cumbersome.

Switch rods are generally rigged with a shorter head line for maximum efficiency and versatility. A shorter head creates a smaller D loop when Spey casting and allows for use in tighter areas such as a brushy shoreline behind the casting position.

A disadvantage of the switch rod is that some may be a little too unwieldy to cast with a single hand all day. Also, the casting distance with two-handed Spey techniques will generally not be as great as with a full two-hander, and the casting technique will require more precision with a switch rod.

The switch or two-hand assist rod has totally changed my perspective on smaller rivers. Since taking to Spey fishing almost exclusively for Great Lakes steelhead, I had abandoned some of the smaller rivers that I had so enjoyed with a single-handed rod. Now I have rediscovered some of this water using the switch and Spey casting techniques. A good number of the streams and rivers in the Great Lakes fall into the small to medium-size category and are perfect candidates for switch rods.
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Nick Pionessa forms a D loop for another cast. Switch rods are perfect for fishing smaller streams and rivers.



Two-Handed Rods

If I were to point to one item that has increased my enjoyment, challenge, and overall experience with respect to the Great Lakes steelhead fishery, it is the two-handed rod. I started using a two-hander about 17 years ago, but only in the last 12 have I changed my approach to Great Lakes steelheading because of the two-handed rod.

Popularity of the two-hander has surged in the region, which is something that my brother and I predicted in Fly Fishing for Great Lakes Steelhead. Each year hundreds of participants attend Spey gatherings held on some of the best rivers in the region, and I witness more two-handers on the water every season.

On my first trip to British Columbia in the mid ’90s, most steelhead anglers that I saw fished with single-handed rods. In recent years that trend has changed entirely, and almost all now wield two-handers. Because of the smaller average size of Great Lakes rivers, I wouldn’t expect two-handers and Spey fishing to reach that same level of popularity, but one day this past season on an Ontario river I ran into six other anglers, all of whom were casting two-handers.
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Two-handed rods from 12 to 14 feet work well on medium-size to larger rivers. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



There are two main reasons for my love of fishing with a two-handed rod. First is the tactical advantage. Most of the two-handers that I use in the Great Lakes region are 12 to 14 feet in length—they act as long levers, reducing strain on the body and increasing the ability to control line. The second reason is simply the sheer joy of casting and fishing a two-handed rod. I use a variety of Spey casts to efficiently complete the change of direction required for fishing the wet-fly swing. The cast is an art form in itself, balancing the power of the rod with the timing and delicacy of proper hand movement.

The true captivation of two-handed rods and Spey fishing for me doesn’t lie in just the casting but also in the fishing. When Spey fishing, I feel an intimate link to the water. Since the line and leader touching the water’s surface assist in loading the rod for the forward stroke, the Spey caster is almost always in connection with the river. With depth and current flow impacting every cast, one develops a keen awareness of the water. But ultimately the Spey approach is about rhythm and systematically covering the water in a near-effortless manner.

Rod technology has created lighter, powerful rods in the 12- to 14-foot range good for Great Lakes fishing. Spey casting itself has gone through a bit of a renaissance with a movement toward lines with shorter heads that carry and shoot running line through the guides as opposed to the more traditional longer belly lines. The shorter heads make it easier to use lighter two-handers under 13 feet. The shorter heads also create a more versatile tool capable of easily handling heavy sinking-tips and weighted flies.

A two-handed rod is designed with a more distinct lower grip and a longer upper grip when compared with a switch rod and is made for full-time use with two-handed casting. For modern Spey casting, the bottom hand controls the cast more than the upper. Most casters place the dominant hand on the top grip, but learning to cast with either hand up is a useful skill for Spey fishing in windy conditions and in tight areas. A two-handed rod may appear cumbersome at first, but with practice it becomes a graceful and very effective tool.
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A beautiful sight—a big bend in the rod caused by a heavy steelhead. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



The length of the two-hander provides the ultimate line control. Mending is replaced by simple manipulation where the movement of the rod tip easily changes the position of the line, resulting in full control over the speed of the fly. Acute presentation can be attained in a wide variety of fishing conditions. Two-handed rods facilitate long, efficient casts that allow for wider coverage of a pool and keep the fly in the water longer. When covering a pool with the wet-fly swing, an angler using a two-handed rod simply has an advantage in presentation and being able to cover more water with less effort.
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You can cast efficiently with two-handed rods and effectively cover medium-size to larger rivers. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Two-handed rods match up best with the region’s medium-size to larger rivers, generally those with a width of approximately 70 feet or greater. A good number of rivers throughout the Great Lakes meet these criteria, and the better ones are developing an increasing following of Spey fishers. Rivers with lower fishing pressure accommodate two-handers best because they provide plenty of room to work a pool. On more crowded rivers, finding Spey fishing water may take more thought and strategy. But another advantage of a two-hander, especially on rivers with heavy fishing pressure, is that you can cover water that other anglers simply can’t reach.

A balanced rig is important for each type of fly rod, and this is especially true of a two-hander. The balance point is where your rod hand is positioned while fishing, which is usually halfway to two-thirds up on the upper handle. Test the balance by resting the rod and reel on your index finger with the line running through the guides as if fishing. It is more common for a rod to be tip heavy than butt heavy. It may take a substantial reel to balance some two-handed rods, especially longer models. In some cases additional weight may be added to the butt of the rod. Adjustable reel seats that allow for flexibility in positioning the reel may be the solution in the future. There is a movement in Spey fishing toward shorter, lighter rods, which has made the process of balancing much easier. A tip-heavy rod can be extremely fatiguing to the wrist and forearm and negatively impact the fishing experience.

Reels

The reel is the key to a balanced fishing rig, and the first consideration when selecting a reel is its weight. While advancements in technology allow for the production of lighter reels, one that is too light, especially for a switch or two-handed rod, will be a detriment. Consider the backing, fly line, and line running through the guides too when testing for balance.

The next consideration is capacity. The spool must be able to handle the entire fly line. The thicker diameter of a Spey line can fill a spool quickly. With the variety of Spey line designs, it is difficult for a manufacturer to provide accurate details of line capacity; think carefully about the line capacity for your rig. Most reel manufacturers produce a Spey model that will accommodate a range of lines. You should be able to exchange spools easily to quickly change fly lines for various conditions or techniques.

The most important mechanical aspect of the reel is the drag system. Drag systems have advanced a long way in recent years, and there are a number of high-quality reels available with sealed drags at a wide range of prices. From my perspective, the key is smoothness. There should be little to no startup inertia when a steelhead begins a run and takes line from the reel. Steelhead are known for their quick start to begin a run. Any stickiness in the drag can result in a broken tippet or the hook being pulled from the fish’s mouth.
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Balance and capacity are two important characteristics of a proper reel. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



I prefer an adjustable drag system that has a wide range of settings. I generally keep my drag set at light tension so that it is easy for a fish to take line. It seems as though when a steelhead is allowed to run freely, it tires quicker, and the chance for a successful landing is increased. This is especially true when you are using a lighter tippet. A lighter drag setting also allows for a more exciting fight. Some anglers prefer reels without adjustable disk drags that just have a simple light spring tension for steelhead fishing.
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A smooth drag with very low startup inertia is essential for fighting a steelhead.



Sometimes having the ability to tighten the drag is critical. When the room to fight a steelhead is limited because you can’t follow it downriver or there is an obstruction in the water such as a logjam, you can’t allow the fish to run too far. Placing the drag at the tightest setting forces the fish to fight for each inch of line that it takes from the reel. This can help tire the fish, even in a confined area. Of course, this approach requires a heavy tippet. On one particular tailout that I regularly fish on one of my home rivers, the water directly downstream is so fast and heavy that it is nearly impossible and extremely dangerous to follow a steelhead. But rigged with a strong tippet and tight drag, I can usually keep any fish I hook in the pool.
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A classic reel was used to land this bright steelhead. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Lines

An understanding of line tapers and weights is essential for balancing a fly rod and for you to choose a line that works best for the type and size of the water you are fishing. The options of line tapers on the market for both single-handed and two-handed rods can be overwhelming. When choosing a taper, keep in mind the main objective of the line given the rigging and presentation. Also, it is always best to cast a line on the rod you intend to use it with, if possible, since the performance of a line can vary dramatically from rod to rod.

Lines for Single-Handed Rods

Myriad fly lines are available on the market for single-handed rods. For steelhead fishing in the Great Lakes region, two basic designs work well, depending on the water and the technique.

For fishing egg patterns, nymphs, and small wet flies with a dead-drift technique, a line that can easily turn over an indicator, weight on the leader, and possibly a weighted fly works best. A floating line with a short, aggressive front taper will satisfy this requirement, and most are marketed under names such as nymph taper or indicator taper. Dead-drift lines are usually designed with a high-riding tip and typically have a high-visibility color in the front 5 to 10 feet.

Generally, the entire head of the line will range from 40 to 60 feet. While these lines are designed to be fished at a fairly short range, it is helpful to have a longer head and rear taper for mending and line control. The ability to maintain acute control over the line allows for longer dead-drift presentations and easier line pickup. Some of this capability is lost with a shorter head when the running line extends past the tip of the rod. The thin diameter of the running line does not have sufficient mass to maintain control over the rest of the line.

Fishing larger flies with the wet-fly swing or waking dry flies works best with an entirely different line configuration. These lines are generally marketed under the designation of a steelhead taper. This design has a long overall head of over 60 feet and a long back taper for mending and overall line control. Steelhead tapers are designed to make it easier to pick up line at the end of the swing and to hold a significant amount of line in the air for ultimate casting distance. And while the front taper isn’t as aggressive as a nymph or indicator line, it is short enough to easily turn over big flies and sinking leaders. New technology that allows lines to ride high on the surface makes it much easier to pick the line up off the water.

Standard 10- to 15-foot sinking-tip lines have a significant application in Great Lakes steelheading. Tips with sink rates of 3 to 8 inches per second are effective at placing the fly in the steelhead strike zone. The style of line designed for interchangeable tips makes perfect sense for anglers swinging flies with a single-handed rod. It eliminates the need to carry a variety of full sinking-tip lines on extra spools or reels. A sinking-tip of 12 to 15 feet is looped to the floating portion of the line. This style of line is versatile: tips of varying sink rates can easily be exchanged to meet the current speed and depth of the water being fished.

When it comes to fishing small to medium-size rivers with a single-handed rod, I have had good success with lines designed to cast heavy or wind-resistant flies. This type of line is extremely versatile as it can be combined with a long leader and weighted fly for swinging as well as a sinking leader and unweighted fly. This style of line will also handle weight on the leader and an indicator. Generally this style of line will have a 40- to 45-foot head with a thick front taper and be capable of shooting considerable line for longer casts.
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Lines with longer heads are a good match for a single-handed rod and the wet-fly swing.
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Fish on! I’m battling an acrobatic early-season steelhead. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Lines for Switch and Two-Handed Rods

One of the most complicated aspects of Spey fishing with a switch or two-handed rod is selecting a line. So confusing are the choices that I think it discourages some anglers from using a two-handed rod before they even try to fish with one.

Rod length, the size and speed of the water being fished, casting conditions, and personal casting style all factor into proper line type. The choices are wide and varied and have evolved over the years, but this evolution has accelerated recently due to the growing interest in Spey fishing. Historically, Spey lines were designed much like a double taper and cast with a slow, methodic stroke. Modern lines are designed on the same principles as a weight-forward line and are cast in a manner that shoots the running line for casting distance. The head length, taper, and weight are the key characteristics to consider when selecting a line.

Almost all weight-forward-type lines for switch and two-handed rods are floating lines, but many are designed with a loop for interchangeable tips. For steelhead fishing in the Great Lakes, you will need to loop a sinking-tip or sinking leader onto a floating head.

The length of the head varies widely and generally includes the sinking section looped onto a floating head. You can use head lengths as short as 30 feet on a switch rod and heads as long as 70 to 80 feet on full two-handers.

I prefer longer heads when fishing bigger rivers. A long head requires less stripping of running line at the end of the swing to begin the next cast. This makes a longer head more efficient and a bit less tiring to cast.

The line with a longer head requires better casting mechanics than shorter lines, and most anglers find the longer head more cumbersome when handling heavy tips and weighted flies. Most midlength to longer heads that are useful in the Great Lakes are 50 to 65 feet long and are designed with a smooth progressive taper that promotes line speed and casting distance with the capacity to cover over 100 feet of river.

The line with a longer head is my choice for covering bigger rivers when using a floating line or an interchangeable tip version with sinking-tip rates up to a type 8 and either unweighted or slightly weighted flies. The longer head also influences casting style. Wider, broader movements of the rod are required to set up and make the cast, and your hand positions need to be higher to leverage the rod.
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An above-average Great Lakes fish. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Lines with shorter heads play a large role in Great Lakes steelhead fishing because of their versatility. A shorter head matches the size of many of the region’s rivers. The most popular style of the shorter heads is the Skagit line. The line derives its name from a steelhead river in the state of Washington where the line style was developed. Early in my Spey fishing experience in the Great Lakes, I independently drew a similar conclusion—that a short, aggressive taper worked well for handling heavy tips and weighted flies. Back before Skagit lines were on the market, I used an overlined pike taper to meet the same objectives.

All Skagit lines have a loop on the front end for easily changing sinking-tips. Some Skagit lines are designed with a loop at the end of the rear taper and are looped to the running line section for a relatively easy exchange of heads. Others are seamlessly fused to the running line. The floating portion of the head is generally 20 to 32 feet plus another 8 to 15 feet of tip section. This typically creates a total head in the range of 30 to 45 feet. Each manufacturer’s Skagit heads vary in length by grain weight.

Skagit tapers are approximately twice the diameter of a mid to long belly line built for the same rod. This larger diameter creates a significant amount of mass capable of easily handling heavy sinking-tips and heavily weighted flies. Also, the thicker diameter makes it easier to bring the tip and weighted fly to the surface at the end of the swing. These qualities make the Skagit taper a top choice when fishing deep, swift water.
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I used a Skagit head rig to catch this male steelhead in a fast tailout. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



The Skagit setup is also perfect for streams and rivers where the casting position is backed up near brush or steep gorge walls. Since the Skagit is shorter than a mid or long belly line, it creates a smaller D loop, which in turn requires less room behind the casting position. The compact design of Skagit lines for switch or even single-handed rods results in an even smaller D loop and is ideal for the tight casting situations that are common in the Great Lakes region.

Another advantage of the Skagit line is that it is relative easy to cast. The weight and bulk of the taper load the rod quickly, and the shorter head requires less precise casting mechanics than longer heads. Its casting ease often makes the Skagit my choice on windy days since I can handle a wide range of casts with this style of line, especially when casting with my off hand. The short head is also an advantage when fishing water that requires deep wading.

The Skagit setup requires its own modifications to the basic Spey cast. Heavy tips and weighted flies need a nearly continuous motion or sustained anchor point throughout to keep everything at the surface to effectively complete the cast. The Skagit line is generally matched with shorter rods, and the forward casting stroke is slower and more deliberate than that of other casting styles. With the weight of the head attached to thin running line, the Skagit setup can be cast great distances. But it is its ability to fish well close in and cover a wide range of conditions and situations that makes this taper a very important one for Great Lakes steelheading.


[image: img]

Lines with longer bellies work well with lighter tips and lightly weighted flies. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO
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The continuous motion and moving anchor of a Skagit cast. NICK PIONESSA PHOTO



Another style of the short-head Spey line is the Scandinavian or Scandi head. A Scandi head has a much longer and smoother front taper than a Skagit head. This style of line is designed to generate significant line speed and is capable of being cast incredible distances. Most Scandinavian heads are designed with a loop on the front end for an easy exchange of heads and leaders. Some are also designed with a
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