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   If you’ve been wondering if fly fishing is as exciting as you’ve been led to believe, the answer is an enthusiastic yes. In fly fishing even the most relentless angler will find a match for his or her passion and curiosity. Here the author does battle with a brown trout on Poland’s River Bóbr. The trout, a well-known resident of an abandoned railway bridge, was so large he had incurred the nickname Stanisław. As many epic fish do, this one broke off before being landed. AREK KUBALE

   
  “Fishing is not an escape from life, but often a deeper immersion into it.”

  —Harry Middleton


 
   



  

   
  CHAPTER 1




  BUILDING THE BRIDGE


   When does any river, or book, begin?


  I started officially taking notes for this book about a year ago from the time of this writing, but the process really started fifteen years before that, when after nearly two decades of fanatical angling with spinning and baitcasting tackle, I decided to see what fishing with a fly rod was all about. By the time I got this idea to try fly fishing, I was already a serious angler who had quite a few credits under his belt. I had caught sturgeon larger than myself and knew the pleasure of fighting pike so large they could tow a canoe. Due to an obsession with bass, my left thumb was absent a patch of epidermis from roughly April through October, and year in and year out a considerable percentage of my protein came from pan-fried perch and crappie. Pluck any school notebook at random from my backpack and you’d behold it was almost entirely devoted to new catfish rigs, including some of the most elaborate paternosters the world had ever seen. But when after finishing college I bought myself a kit combo of fly rod, reel, line and flies all shrink-wrapped together in a single package, it was the first time I’d seen any fly fishing paraphernalia up close.


  So what possessed me to buy that first fly rod? It’s true that I loved to fish and was always looking for new species to chase and new techniques to learn. But it’s also true that I had fallen into a sort of fishing rut. In the months leading up to buying that fly rod I had found myself wanting more from my time on the water, but more of what exactly I couldn’t say. Challenge? Poetry? Only time and my kit combo would tell.


  Though I had the highest possible hopes for my new tool, all optimism and romance went swiftly out the window the first time I took it down to my local bass pond. Suddenly the guy who could vertical-jig for walleyes with rods in each hand could barely get his fly out of the grass at his feet and into the water. Despite nearly two decades of conventional fishing, I simply could not intuit the mechanics of the fly cast. Even worse: all the old muscle memory that had served me so well when bombing out spinner-baits or pitching jigs to docks suddenly felt like a hindrance. And so rather than a new world of fishing riches, all that first fly rod granted access to was a fresh universe of obstacles. This was definitely not at all what I signed up for. Where was the sport of grace and ease promised by the guys on TV?


  [image: Fly fishing is a transformative journey. Even water you have fished for years and know like the back of your hand will feel like a brand-new place.]

  
  And yet I persevered, digging deep into any and all of the literature I could find. But even still I had all sorts of questions, many of them dealing with language: Could something called a “streamer” also work in still water? How “dead” did a dead-drifted fly need to be to take a trout? And what on earth was a “swung” fly?


  Then there was the newbie’s obsession with rules—what was the “proper” way to fish a smallmouth bass fly? Looking back, it seems laughable that I would be concerned with these rules. After all, hadn’t I caught hundreds of smallmouth on tube jigs? Why couldn’t I simply pretend that my flies were lures and fish them that way? Why did I think of flies as these foreign objects unrelated to anything I’d fished in the past?


  My first fly rod also brought with it an entirely different physical experience of space. This 9-foot contraption was always knocking against something—it had an insatiable appetite for garage ceilings—and my fly line was always getting snagged, most often on my own two feet. And try as I might, I couldn’t seem to remember to check the space behind me for every backcast, which made for a lot of close calls with area joggers. To this day I thank my lucky stars that no one got seriously hurt.


  [image: There are many ways to enter into the world of fly fishing. For the author, the desire to fish river smallmouth more efficiently on the surface inspired the transition. The journey of taking up the fly rod after years or even decades of fishing with spinning and baitcasting tackle feels like fishing for the first time again.]


  And as if all these challenges weren’t enough, after decades of walking into tackle shops and being able to tell, with a quick glance at a given lure’s shape, material, and weight, how wide it might wobble or how fast it might sink, I now found myself staring at the offerings in fly shops with no clue what they did. Which flies were easy to cast? What were the materials in this one? How did this fly fish differently from that one? That all said, as frustrated as I sometimes felt over all the newness, there was also another, even stronger feeling poking through: the excitement of discovery. After decades of serious fishing, it was like learning the sport all over again, and that was something well worth the pain and suffering.


  For those first few weeks of actual fishing with a fly rod I caught very little, but then I started to have small successes. I managed to cast a popper far enough away from my canoe that a largemouth couldn’t object to eating it. I finally caught and landed a smallmouth bass on a dead-drifted grasshopper pattern in complex currents. One evening I went out and caught as many pike as I ever had with a spinner bait, and all on a simple, flashy minnow imitation I had tied myself. It was the fishing experience I’d been hoping for, and then some. I started to fish less and less with my spinning rod and more and more with my fly rod. I loved how fly fishing made even familiar water feel new. I loved the intense focus it required. What were once easy presentations now had to be carefully plotted out: How, given the wind and all the obstacles to my backcast, could I get my fly to end up there? Friends and family became concerned when I started bringing my fly rod into the most unusual fishing situations (“Doesn’t Dave know we’re fishing walleye today?”). I enjoyed finding original solutions to all the new problems fly fishing presented, as well as the sense of accomplishment it gave. Every fish mattered. Even catching a single bluegill—a fish I had long taken for granted—was a triumph, a cause for celebration.


  [image: Any fish that eats will eat a fly. During a recent trip to the Himalayas of northern India, the author took this excellent golden mahseer on an olive sculpin imitation—a fly originally designed for early-season smallmouth bass in Michigan. Fish are fish no matter where they are found or how they are fished to, so if you already possess a knowledge of how they behave, your journey toward competence with a fly rod will be that much easier.]


  [image: The bridge between conventional fishing and fly fishing is not as long as you might think. The behavior of fish and the movement of water doesn’t change—only your tackle and the finer points of presentation do. AREK KUBALE]

  
  And as I’ve grown with the sport, learning new techniques and fishing far and wide—from the glacial rivers of the Himalayas to the brawling freestoners of inner Labrador to the remote streams of southern Patagonia—I started to realize that there was more in common between conventional fishing and fly fishing than I’d been led to believe. The introductory fly-fishing books I’d read in my early days largely took a start-from-scratch approach, and I started to wonder if there wasn’t some way of building a better bridge between conventional fishing and fly fishing. Did the two sports really have to be treated so differently? Was there a way to build on the conventional angler’s existing skill and knowledge base so as to make the fly fishing learning curve less daunting?


  Now, some fifteen years later, the answer to that last question is a resounding yes. Conventional anglers bring to the table a deep understanding of fish, cover, structure, current, food stuffs, wind, and nylon and fluorocarbon lines. Upon reflection I’ve come to realize that many of the obstacles I confronted when transitioning from conventional fishing to fly fishing were psychological, and even the real physical obstacles I met with didn’t need to be so daunting. And this feeling of being daunted is an important point. I’ve watched plenty of conventional anglers just as curious about fly fishing as I was give up early due to unnecessary confusion and frustration.


  And so I decided to write this book now, at what I feel is a sweet spot in my understanding of fishing: When I pick up a fly rod, it feels like the most natural thing in the world. But at the same time I still have a gin-clear memory of how awkward it felt when I was first getting started, the lack of confidence when I had no idea if my cast would land in front of that feeding trout or in a tree branch, the anxiety of walking into a fly shop not knowing the name of the thing I was looking for. In short, I decided to write this book while I could still sympathize with the transitional angler’s unique frustration of feeling suddenly incompetent performing an activity they once had great facility in. Because I can affirm that the magic and excitement of fly fishing is real, and the hard work of learning new skill sets is worth it. So can April Vokey and Chris Willen.


  Fly fishing educator and ambassador April Vokey was a conventional angler in the Pacific Northwest for years before becoming interested in the fly rod, and it wasn’t because she was bored with catching steelhead on conventional tackle. What lured April in was the casting. “I was ready for a method that would provide me some sort of challenge to fill the time when the winter steelhead weren’t biting, which was often,” she explained. “Casting a fly rod looked like something I could work on to pass those long intervals between fish.” Her lucky break came in the form of an old Shakespeare 8-weight fly rod that a friend had found while cleaning out her grandfather’s garage. The problem was that April had no reel and no line and no idea what the next step to gearing up would look like. She made a trip to a fly-fishing trade show, but that didn’t turn out as planned. A lot of the guys she tried to talk to were unable to put themselves in April’s position as they talked about lines and rods with lots of jargon she didn’t understand. “They didn’t realize they were intimidating the hell out of me,” she recalls.


  [image: What started as a casual interest in casting became an all-consuming passion for April Vokey. Here she prepares to launch a steelhead pattern on an ocean tributary in British Columbia. ADRIENNE COMEAU]

  
  [image: Fly fishing has taken April Vokey all over the world, from the Amazon rain forests to inner Mongolia. Here, April grapples with a hard-earned steppe-country taimen. ANDREW BURR]


  But April didn’t give up. She found some VHS tapes and started to study casting in front of the TV. Surprisingly, casting was much easier than April expected. “I literally sat on the edge of my bed watching the tape while mimicking the instructor’s hands. Within a few days I was double-hauling. I thought I was doing it entirely wrong because it came so easy.”


  I asked April what advice she would give to anglers looking to remove obstacles and shorten the learning curve of moving from lure to fly. “In the beginning,” she said, “I think I was probably more concerned with my casting than the fishing itself. I didn’t give myself enough credit as an accomplished angler and so I doubted myself immensely. After I figured out that once my fly was in the water, all I needed to do was simply rely on my water-reading skills, everything seemed to come together. Once my fly hit the water, I told myself, ‘Just treat it like a spoon. You know this hole.’”


  While April transitioned from conventional fishing to fly fishing through steelhead, Chris Willen came to fly fishing through his infatuation with muskie. In high school he was already a committed conventional-tackle muskie angler who chased big toothy fish on the lakes of northern Illinois whenever time permitted. When it didn’t he fished at night and went to work on scant rest or none at all. When he befriended a fly-fishing classmate who spent summers chasing warmwater species on the brawling freestone rivers of northern Wisconsin, a whole new world of opportunity opened.


  [image: Chris Willen has guided countless anglers to their first and best muskie on the fly.]


  “You should come up north and fish with me,” his friend told him over the phone. “I just started chasing muskies on the fly and I’m having a little success.”


  [image: While almost unheard of ten years ago, hunting muskies with large, articulated flies is one of the fastest-growing subcultures in fly fishing.]

  
  Being exclusively a baitcasting angler, Chris had no idea what to expect from fly fishing. “I thought about fly fishing like a lot of people do,” he told me. “And what I knew about it, or thought I knew about it, didn’t interest me. I had no desire to put on a vest, wear a tweed hat, and smoke a cigar. That was the impression I had of the sport at the time.”


  As it turned out, the world of fly fishing in the Northwoods of Wisconsin didn’t require any rarefied garments or pedigreed tobacco. Chris’s friend showed him the basics of fly casting and they started doing pretty well on muskies. “Going from never having cast a fly rod to throwing an 11-weight with a 400-grain line wasn’t easy,” Chris told me. “It was about a month and a half of fishing just about every day before I got honed in on the casting. But after that it was just second nature.”


  Chris fell in love with the flies and how they moved, the casting, and most of all fighting a fish on a fly rod. “Hand-to-hand combat with a muskie was just more fun than fishing an extra-heavy baitcasting rod with a big heavy reel.”


  That was many years ago. These days Chris guides the summer and fall season on the northern Wisconsin rivers before heading south for the winter to ply the year-round fisheries of Tennessee. Despite the fact that Chris has caught hundreds of muskies on the fly, guided clients to many more, and has appeared in many of the top fly-fishing publications, he still doesn’t think of himself as a fly angler. “I tell people even to this day, I’m not a fly fisherman, I’m a muskie fisherman. I just happen to fish with a fly rod now.”


  HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


  If you’re standing in the bookstore reading this intro, you might be wondering why you’d buy a book of this sort in the age of the Internet. I’ll put it simply: the very thing that makes the web such a great resource for experienced anglers—the abundance of highly technical information, the variety of perspectives, the debate over which piece of gear or which presentation strategy is most effective for a given situation—is exactly what makes it a poor first encounter for those on the outside of the sport looking for a doorway in. That‘s because the one thing a beginner of any enterprise lacks, be it skiing or cooking or fly fishing, is the ability to stitch disparate pieces of information together into a coherent practice. It’s the difference between throwing a few stepping stones at random into a river and hoping they end up close enough to lead you across, and building a sturdy bridge that allows you to get from point A to point B and beyond. As someone who spent his own early years of fly fishing with only the most jerry-rigged understanding of the sport, I can assure you that there is a better way. This book is my best attempt to show that way, to build that bridge.


  That said, it’s true that there are several things that the Internet—and in particular video—does much better than text and still images. For that reason, instead of endless casting and knot-tying photo sequences, we’ll occasionally direct the reader to some of the excellent video resources that the Orvis company offers through its website.


  This next message is for anglers wary of the prospect of catching fewer fish than before: I wouldn’t have written this book if I didn’t feel that fly fishing is a tremendously effective way to fish. Having been on both sides of the fishing aisle, I don’t believe that a competent fly angler has any sort of disadvantage when pitted up against a conventional angler when approaching water accessible to the fly rod and fly line—generally the first ten feet of the water column. This might not have been true fifteen years ago, but recent innovations in rods, lines, and, more importantly, flies, have made the fly angler an efficient hunter. Armed with a fly rod, you can catch fish just as well as the next guy or gal, whether that be early-season open-water lake trout looking for flashy baitfish, river carp keyed into ripe falling mulberries, northern pike slashing poppers or brown trout sipping mayflies.


  [image: The pike’s wide range, pointed aggression and voracious appetite make it a perfect fish for the new fly angler to learn with. Here Ontario guide Ryan Biro lifts a fearless post-spawn specimen that took a Deceiver fished extra fast.]

  
  [image: Trout, especially brown trout, represent one of the great challenges in freshwater fishing. Each one is an accomplishment, regardless of what method is used to take it. This Michigan fish ate an early morning streamer swung across the face of a fallen tree.]

  
  When all is said and done, this book comes down to shortening the time between the moment you first pick up a fly rod and the moment it’s bent to the cork beneath the weight of a good fish. It will eliminate some of the frustration of learning a new sport and also help you enjoy the ride, the bumps and bruises as well as the triumphs and epiphanies. This book is designed to make the transition and early stages of development easier. And while this book speaks specifically to spinning and baitcast anglers as the title suggests, many beginning fly anglers who have already embarked on their fishing journey will find useful information herein, no matter where they live or what kinds of water they live near. We are blessed with a lot of water in the United States. You might live near the great striper reservoirs of the south Atlantic, the smallmouth bass streams of the rural Midwest, the brown trout superhighways of Arkansas, or the largemouth lakes of the South. Maybe you swing spoons for anadromous fish in the Pacific Northwest or like to soak a ball of corn for carp. Whatever your favorite fish or fishery, the information in this book will help you learn to fish it with a fly rod.


  [image: Wherever you live and whatever you fish for, there’s a place in fly fishing for you. While fly fishing has traditionally been associated with trout, the modern fly angler has endless options to choose from, from warmwater to coldwater to saltwater species. Here Labrador guide Keir Lamar strips a streamer in search of landlocked Atlantic salmon, locally referred to as ouananiche.]


  Last but not least, while this book aims to celebrate the sport, it also comes with a warning: You will end up fishing more. More creatively, more attentively, more deliberately. Disregarding total days and hours on the water, the one thing that attracts and unites fly anglers—and those hoping to learn the sport—is a desire to get more from their experience on the water. This book is the next step to taking you there.


   
 “Calling fishing a hobby is like calling brain surgery a job.”

 —Paul Schullery


   [image: image]

   The cultural differences between fly fishing and conventional fishing are sometimes exaggerated. Here the author wakes up early to prepare the johnboat for a day of muskie fishing in northern Wisconsin. With a big net, two-stroke outboard, and trolling motor, the only difference between muskie fly fishing and conventional fishing is the rod and flies.


  “Angling is extremely time consuming. That’s sort of the whole point.”

  —Tom McGuane


  

  
   
  CHAPTER 2




  MAJOR DIFFERENCES


   Part of what makes the transition from conventional fishing to fly fishing challenging is the many unknowns you encounter along the way. But knowing what obstacles to expect, and why, will alleviate frustration and get you catching fish faster. And that’s the impetus behind the next two chapters. Here, we’ll undertake a general overview of some of the major differences between fly fishing and conventional fishing, including tackle, presentation, mechanics, and, of course, the many ways that flies and lures are different.


  When it comes to fly tackle, there’s a perception of the sport as being expensive. The southern writer Harry Middleton once characterized fly fishing as standing in a bucket of ice water casting $100 bills into the fireplace. While this might have been partially true thirty years ago (it’s the writer’s prerogative to exaggerate), the good news is that the fly-fishing gear landscape has changed quite a bit in the interim. While you can still find ways to spend a lot of money on fly fishing if you so choose, the fact is that recent innovations in manufacturing, coupled with an increase in competition among rod, reel, and line makers, means that fly-fishing gear has never been more affordable—or better—than it is today.


  WHAT TO BUY FIRST


  When budgeting for fly fishing, by far your first consideration should be your fly line. This fact usually comes as a surprise to spinning and baitcast anglers. In conventional fishing—the term we’ll use throughout this book to describe spinning and bait casting—your line is largely something that “gets out of the way” during the casting process. Not so with the fly line, which plays such an essential role in the casting process that it’s better conceived of as a casting apparatus in the same way the fly rod is. You might think of the fly line as something of a gatekeeper to casting and presentation ability: No matter how great your rod or how advanced your skills, a poor-quality or old and damaged fly line will lower the ceiling of what’s possible. Conversely, a quality fly line on a low-end rod can still provide plenty of capability. Simply put, your fly line is incredibly important. If you spend more money on your first fly line than your first fly reel, it only means you have your priorities straight.


  There are a lot of different fly lines out there—hundreds, in fact—and in the hands of an experienced angler, it’s true that different lines will open the door to different casting and presentation possibilities. If you continue on your fly fishing journey, you may one day find yourself fishing some of these lines. That said, there’s only one best way to get started, and that’s with a floating line with what we’ll call a “conventional taper.” While it’s true that fly lines also come in intermediate and sinking configurations and in a variety of tapers, a floating line with a conventional taper has the broadest range of on-the-water applications and is easiest for beginners to handle from a line-management point of view.


  Let’s talk more about taper. The word taper refers to the shape of a fly line and where it carries its mass. Probably the best way to think about taper is as a whip. If you’ve ever cracked a whip, you know that one of the ways it differs from any other strip of leather is that it’s thick at the base and thins gradually through to the tip; it’s this gradual thinning that allows energy to transfer from your arm through the whip with power and efficiency when you crack it. Try performing the same motion with a piece of rope of uniform width and you won’t get nearly the same effect. A fly line operates the same way.


  [image: The ability to throw a tight loop is a sign of a seasoned angler in control of his or her cast. Here Tim Landwehr of Tight Lines Fly Fishing delivers a baitfish imitation to the back of a shallow feeding flat. MICHAEL LESCHISIN]

  
  Now there are a lot of different tapers out there, and these tapers allow us to accomplish different things. The diagram below shows two different tapers, a conventional weight-forward taper (top) and an aggressive weight-forward taper (bottom). While the aggressive taper will help you turn over large, wind-resistant flies more easily, it also has a number of disadvantages. First, these lines are difficult to mend with, since the rear taper is essentially nonexistent. This means they are not the best choice for moving water. Next, aggressive tapers make loop control—and therefore precision casting—difficult, since there’s no rear taper to gradually transfer energy throughout the cast. Lastly, these types of aggressive lines cannot be picked up and put down at long distances, as you can do with a floating line with a conventional taper. The ability to pick up and put down a fly delicately at distance is one of the great advantages of fly fishing: If just after your fly lands, you see a fish boil 10 feet away, you can pick up the line and put it back down in the next spot with efficiency and ease with a single false cast. Though there is a time and place for aggressive weight-forward tapers, and we’ll discuss them in the pages of this book, I strongly recommend learning to cast and fish with a conventional weight-forward taper first, and adding other tapers for specialty flies and circumstances down the road.


  Lines, like rods, are measured in “weights.” A 5-weight fly line pairs well with a 5-weight rod, a 6-weight line with a 6-weight fly rod, and so on. That said, some lines are designed to be a half a line weight heavy in order to provide more “feel” for the faster, which is to say stiffer, rods that are marketed aggressively today. Thus, in reality, some 5-weight lines are really 5.5-weight lines. It’s therefore important to carefully read through the specs of a line you’re unfamiliar with before committing to buy. Better yet, ask your fly shop if you can cast a line on your own rod before making a purchase. They will likely have a few reels rigged up with different lines and will allow you to vet them in the parking lot. When it comes down to it, it’s very important to find the line weight that loads the rod in a way that feels most agreeable to you and your individual casting stroke. Since every physique is different, what feels right to one angler from a casting point of view might not feel right to another. Fly fishing is definitely not the place to make concessions on comfort: There will be too many casting strokes in the day for that. And so when buying a rod or matching a line to a rod, what feels correct and comfortable to you is far more important than what’s stated in the marketing copy, or what your friend swears by.


  [image: In general, we can divide the lines in the above diagram into two different sections: the head and the running line. The running line is not involved in the casting process and functions similarly to backing: It’s there if you need it. Early in your fly-fishing practice, you’ll most often be working with 20 to 40 feet of fly line outside of your rod.]


  [image: Whether you’ve attached a monofilament leader to a floating fly line or a sink tip to a Skagit head, fly fishing is full of loop-to-loop connections. Master your perfection loops and use them often.]


  BACKING AND LEADER


  In the fishing you’ve done up to now, the word “line” referred to monofilament or fluorocarbon and was the only thing there was: You attached your line to the reel, filled the reel with it, and then tied your lure or live bait to the end. But in fly fishing the fly line is only one part of the equation. Fly line doesn’t attach directly to the reel, and it doesn’t attach directly to the fly. For that, we’ve got backing and a leader.


  “Backing” is usually some form of braided Dacron in the 20- or 30-pound range. Much as its name suggests, backing quite literally “backs up” your fly line. Since a fly line is only 90 or so feet long, you’ll need something else with which to fight a fish that’s strong enough to pull all of your fly line out of your reel. In fact, whenever someone tells you that a given fish “took me into my backing,” they are referring to fish that put up a particularly heroic fight. That said, in a majority of fish-fighting situations, backing is there only for insurance purposes—but that doesn’t make backing any less essential. Even if you’re just fishing bluegills, you should never go without backing, since it also serves the important function of giving the spool of the fly reel greater diameter. This means your fly line will not be as tightly packed around the bare spool. Fly lines, like the fishing lines you’ve known in the past, possess memory, and tightly coiled line does not cast or mend well.

  
  
Orvis Animation Link: Want to learn the best knot for connecting your backing to your fly reel? Take a look at this arbor knot animation: http://howtoflyfish.orvis.com/fly-fishing-knots/arbor-knot-animation.


  When it comes to attaching your backing to your fly line, you can create a trim, elegant connection with an Albright knot: http://howtoflyfish.orvis.com/fly-fishing-knots/albright-knot-animation.


  Last but not least, the most common way to connect your fly line to your leader is with a loop-to-loop connection: http://howtoflyfish.orvis.com/fly-fishing-knots/loop-loop-connection-animation.

  

  
  The leader and tippet. While backing connects your fly line to the reel, it’s your leader, a tapered length of monofilament or fluorocarbon, that connects your fly line to the fly. But “leader,” like “line,” is another one of those confusing words that exists both in conventional fishing and fly fishing but has different meanings in each. In conventional fishing “leader” refers to something extra that attaches to the hook and separates the line proper from your lure or bait. These leaders usually have some special function—a wire leader protects against pike teeth, and a soft length of Dacron replaces the stiff mono of a catfish leader. In fly fishing, however, the leader is essential, since there’s no way to attach that thick piece of plastic to a hook eye, and no fish that would eat it if you could.


  Take a look at a leader in your hand and you’ll see that it is tapered, just like fly line, and for the same reason—it continues the transfer of energy from the cast forward, all the way from the end of the fly line to the fly. If you go to the local fly shop and check out their offerings, you will find generally three types of leaders: “regular” leaders that have no extra qualifiers, followed by power/heavy tapers (sometimes called “bass” or “saltwater” tapers), and delicate/presentation tapers (which are used exclusively for dry-fly fishing for trout). Simply put, a power taper is a leader with a stronger butt and midsection, which can be useful when casting heavier flies or more wind-resistance flies—say, if you were casting a foam grasshopper with a nymph dropper. A presentation taper, on the other hand, gets thinner faster throughout its length, which means that the transfer of energy is dampened, resulting in a slower, more delicate end to the cast—perfect for when you want your dry fly to light down like a feather on slow, clear water.


  [image: Backing is important, but too much backing will result in an overspooled reel. In fly fishing, an overspooled reel creates unwanted friction between the fly line and the reel, and this friction can make the spool hard to turn in either direction. This means you’ll have a hard time bringing fish in, and if a fish makes a sudden run, a sticky spool also runs the risk of busted tippet.]

  
  The last 2–3 feet of leader is referred to as the “tippet,” which we might think of as the presentation portion of the leader—it’s the part of the leader that we finally tie our fly to. Of all the elements we just discussed, tippet is the thing that fly anglers modify and replace regularly on the water, depending on what fly they are throwing and how they want to present it. We’ll talk more about tippet in the coming chapters.


  THE FLY REEL


  For most beginning anglers, the fly reel—a relatively simple contraption compared to spinning and baitcasting reels—will be the least important part of their purchase. Its most fundamental difference between spinning and baitcasting reels is not in the way it’s used, but rather in the way it’s not used—the fly reel is in no way involved in the casting process. This is in stark contrast to conventional fishing. On a bait caster your spool spins, and with a spinning reel your bail opens, but when it comes to the fly cast, all line to be cast is stripped off the reel before the casting process begins. It doesn’t matter how powerful your casting stroke is: No more line is coming off of the reel. What you’ve stripped off is what you can cast.


  Another major difference is that the fly reel is in no way involved in the presentation process—even when you might be aggressively fishing large baitfish imitations. This is in stark contrast to conventional fishing, where it’s largely the reel that pulls the lure through the water, with the rod imparting occasional enticing flourishes. In fly fishing, all we have are our hands for manipulating the fly, speeding it up, slowing it down, making it pop, and making it swerve. We’ll speak more on the way we use our line hand and rod hand in just a moment.


  If your fly reel has no backing or line, you’ll need to either spool it up yourself or have someone at your local fly shop do it. If you spool up at home, you’ll notice another mechanical difference between conventional reels and fly reels. Modern baitcasting and spinning reels have automated level-wind features, which is to say that a mechanism you don’t have to control makes sure your line is evenly distributed on the reel—back and forth in the case of a baitcasting reel and up and down in the case of the spinning reel. The fly reel doesn’t come pre-equipped with such technology: You must provide it yourself in the form of your fingers. Whatever you do, don’t overspool your reel. Overspooling causes friction between the fly line and the reel housing and is a sure way to accidentally bust your tippet when fighting a good fish.


  [image: Captain Austin Adduci of Grab Your Fly Charters stands on the bow of a Great Lakes flats skiff and scans the water for cruising carp. He doesn’t know whether he’ll have to make a 30- or 60-foot cast, so he’s erred on the side of caution and taken quite a bit of working line off the reel. When he spots a fish, he’ll quickly begin the casting process, feeding the line at his feet into the cast until he has enough distance to intercept his quarry with a precisely placed fly.]

  
  [image: Got wind? The answer is more line speed.]


  So if it doesn’t help cast and doesn’t help retrieve, what does a fly reel do? The fly reel’s primary jobs when it comes to most freshwater fly-fishing applications are 1) to store line that you are not currently working with and 2) to fight certain fish. Note I said certain fish. In most cases you will fight fish “hand-to-hand” or “off-the-reel” by stripping line in with your line hand and using your rod hand as a sort of primitive drag system—the harder you squeeze the line against the cork, the tighter this primitive drag system. But when fighting powerful, marathon battlers like steelhead, salmon, and


  [image: Steelhead and salmon are two fish you will definitely want to fight on the reel. Here Andrew Bosway does battle with a Lake Michigan steelhead who ate an egg pattern dead-drifted through a deep, snaggy run.]


  THE LINE HAND AND THE ROD HAND


  

  [image: In this image the index and middle fingers of the rod hand hold the line in place right where the line hand can find it. These two fingers function as the rod’s first guide as well as a bail.]


  MEET THE FLY ROD


  

  

  

  [image: Whatever your watercraft, take a few minutes before a day’s fishing to clear the space around your feet: Fly line can and will catch on anything and everything. Here, angler, guide, and world-renown visual artist Bob White benefits from a simple piece of plywood laid across the bottom of the boat. Fly anglers fishing from the bank will want to pay attention to any brush or brambles at their feet. When you consider all the things a fly line can catch on, it’s no wonder that wading is so popular: Water doesn’t snag.]


  [image: Even when having difficulty with large fish, resist the urge to gain extra leverage by grabbing the rod blank above the cork. It’s the surest way to a broken fly rod.]


  [image: While they didn’t get their own chapter in this book, walleye make great quarry for the fly rod early in the year when they are shallow as well as during low-light periods all throughout the summer. While these fish took subsurface patterns, walleyes are also caught on the surface during certain mayfly emergences and when mousing for brown trout on cool-water rivers with mixed populations of fish. ERIC CHRISTENSEN]


  

  
  

  

  



  

  

  

  

[image: This headwaters brown trout ate a size-16 Adams. It put up quite a fight on a 3-weight in fast current. AREK KUBALE]


  

  

   [image: image]


  

  

  

  [image: Broken water means oxygenated water, and nothing is quite as oxygenated as a plunge pool below a waterfall. Whether fishing warm-, cool-, or coldwater rivers, the first slow water immediately following broken water is a prime place to focus your efforts.]

  
  

  [image: A 5-weight is a well-rounded trout rod that serves most of the wading angler’s needs.]


  

  [image: Landlocked Atlantic salmon are closely related to brown trout. This one took a dead-drifted caddis and put its angler’s fish fighting skills to the test. A 6-weight rod provided the right combination of delicacy for presenting the dry fly and power for fighting such a strong fish.]

  
  

  

  [image: While there will be slow days as you learn this new craft of fly fishing, there will also be days when you can do no wrong. At the time the above picture was taken, salmon smolt were leaving an Alaskan river in waves while arctic char staged at the rivermouth to intercept them. What resulted was a perfect storm of fishing—fish after fish until no angler in the boat had the energy to make another cast. An 8-weight rod and a sink-tip line helped cut through open-water wind.]

  
  [image: While the conventions differ slightly by manufacturer, all the specs you need to know about a given rod are written right on the blank.]


  

  [image: Rods in the 8-to-11-weight range have the backbone to handle sudden surges from powerful fish like pike.]

  
  

  

  THE TYPES OF WATER YOU FISH


  

  [image: Fly fishing opens doors to skinny water fishing that would be difficult or impossible to fish with conventional tackle. This high mountain stream in Southern Poland just begs for a floating line and dry fly.]


  

  

  [image: Fishing small water less than a rod’s length in width requires faith, patience, and, of course, a floating line.]


  

  [image: Even if you’ve been fishing stream trout with a spinning rod for some time, taking up the fly rod will open new water to you. The long riffle pictured never got more than 8 inches deep, and yet dozens of trout were taken on a dry fly between the angler’s position and the upstream bend.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: This winter steelhead must have seen upwards of 20 driftboats rowing overhead during the course of the day. That didn’t mean it couldn’t be caught; it simply needed a more strategic and deliberate approach.]


  [image: Fishing pressured water involves a new set of calibrations. Understanding your competition is also important. What is the average angler likely to be throwing on your homewater at a given time of year? A size-8 Chernobyl Ant? If so, try something smaller and more subtle, like a size-12 Letort Hopper. Flies aside, you’ll need a different mind-set when fishing pressured water. But by working patiently and with confidence, you’ll be able to turn an overly busy day into quite a fishy one. Downsizing his streamer during a Saturday “canoe hatch” helped guide Brian Kozminski score a nice brown trout for his client.]
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Got wind? The answer is more line speed
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The pike's wide range, pointed aggression and voracious appetite make it a
perfect fish for the new fly angler to learn with. Here Ontario guide Ryan Biro
lifts a fearless post-spawn specimen that took a Deceiver fished extra fast.
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Even when having difficuity with large fish, resistthe urge to gain extra leverage
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Whatever your watercraft, take a few minutes before a day's fishing to clear the space around your feet: Fly line can and will catch on anything
and everything. Here, angler, guide, and world-renown visual artist Bob White benefits from a simple piece of plywood laid across the bottom
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Wherever you live and whatever you fish for, there's a place in fly fishing for
you. While fiy fishing has traditionally been associated with trout, the modern
fly angler has endless options to choose from, from warmwater to coldwater to
saltwater species. Here Labrador guide Keir Lamar strips a streamer in search
of landlocked Atlantic salmon, locally referred to as ouananiche.
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Fishing small water less than a rod's length in width requires faith, patience.
and, of course, a floating line
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Any fish that eats will eat a fly. During a recent tiip to the Himalayas of
northern India, the author took this excellent golden mahseer on an olive
sculpin imitation—a fly originally designed for early-season smallmouth bass in
Michigan. Fish are fish no matter where they are found or how they are fished
to, 50 if you already possess a knowledge of how they behave, your journey
toward competence with a fly rod will be that much easier.
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Fly fishing is a transformative journey. Even water you have fished for years and
know like the back of your hand will feel like a brand-new place.
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In general, we can divide the lines in the above diagram into two different
sections: the head and the running line. The running line s not involved in the
casting process and functions similarly to backing: It's there if you need it. Early
your fiy-fishing practice, you'll most often be working with 20 to 40 feet of fly
line outside of your rod.
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Whether you've attached a monofilament leader to a floating fly line or a sink
tip to a Skagit head, fly fishing is full of loop-to-loop connections. Master your
perfection loops and use them often.
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Fly fishing has taken April Vokey all over the world, from the Amazon rain
forests to inner Mongolia. Here, April grapples with a hard-eamed steppe-
‘country taimen. ANGREW BURR
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Steelhead and salmon are two fish you will definitely want to fight on the reel
Here Andrew Bosway does battle with a Lake Michigan steelhead who ate an
egg pattern dead-drifted through a deep, snaggy run.
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