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INTRODUCTION

ow can I take my fly fishing to the next level?” That’s a question I’m often asked, and
it’s a question I hope to answer in this book. Why do we want to take our fly fishing to

the next level? Why can’t we be happy where we are? Some of us will be, but for most of us
the appeal of fly fishing is that we are constantly learning. We will never know half of what’s
involved; most of us will never even know one-quarter of it. But we enjoy, even thrive on,
making discoveries and connections and solving puzzles—and the natural world introduces a
dizzying array of variables. Our minds are in constant search of novelty and answers—it’s
hard-wired into us. Being able to satisfy our intellectual urges while being immersed in the
natural world is a combination that’s hard to beat.

Still, to be somewhat comfortable in the middle of a cacophony of moving water and having
some idea where to begin your search for a trout are prerequisites for really having fun.
Frustration is not an aspect of fly fishing we enjoy. And by frustration I don’t mean getting
your fly caught in trees. That is going to happen every time you go out. I mean feeling helpless
when faced with a moving river at your feet.

Fly-fishing schools and clinics do a decent job of teaching people how to cast, showing the
basics of the equipment you need, and demonstrating how to tie a few basic knots. If you are at
that level, a recent graduate of a fishing school with perhaps a season under your belt, I think
this book will be valuable. Those of us who depend on the fly-fishing world for our livelihood
know that one of the biggest obstacles we face is the “leaky bucket” phenomenon. In other
words, lots of people take introductory fly-fishing classes each year, but more give up after a
month or two than stick with it.

There are many reasons for dropping out of the fly-fishing world. Some people were
dragged to a class by a friend or spouse and just have no interest in it. Others find that it takes
too much of their time away from family, a job, or yard work (although I have never
understood the appeal of recreational lawn mowing). But I suspect a significant percentage of
these dropouts just don’t know how to take the next step, they never feel comfortable with a fly
rod in their hands, and thus give up.

If you don’t like fly fishing, I can’t help you. If it takes too much of your free time, I can’t
help you either. There is always something more important in life than sticking a hook in a
trout’s mouth, and you just have to prioritize fly fishing as something you do for yourself, to
recharge your batteries. But I think I can give you some ideas on how to understand what’s
going on in a trout’s world, what makes them feed (or not), and how to feel more proficient at
this addicting pastime.

Some other things I can’t help you with either: You must practice your casting. There is no
shortcut to this. You must be able to place a fly 40 feet away with a reasonable amount of
accuracy and delicacy. You must be comfortable stripping line and shooting line on your cast.
You must practice a few basic knots. I would advise you to practice your casting on a lawn or
in water that has no fish in it, and practice your knots at home where there is good light and



you are relaxed and can take some time. If you save these drills for your fishing trips, you will
be wasting a lot of your free time.

And you must get out there and fish. If you don’t have a trout stream near your house, find a
pond or lake with sunfish in it and practice casting, setting the hook, and playing and releasing
fish. If you do have a trout stream within a reasonable distance, go there as much as you can. If
you want to learn, it is better to spend eight hours on a not-so-good stream than to drive three
hours to fish for two hours. I know this is common sense, but it’s amazing how many novice
fly fishers feel they have to drive many hours to famous rivers, forgoing a nice little stream
near where they live. That nice little stream may only have small stocked trout instead of big
wild ones, but it will be the best classroom you’ll ever find.

You may decide to fish on your own. It’s the way I learned as a kid because I did not know
anyone else who fished with a fly rod. It’s satisfying but definitely the hard way to go. So if
you want to shortcut your learning, it’s best to team up with someone. Probably the best way to
shortcut your learning curve is to fish with a guide. The level of professionalism of trout guides
in North America is very high, and most guides are terrific teachers providing you establish up
front that you would rather catch fewer fish and learn some skills as opposed to catching many
fish. If a guide suspects you just want to catch a lot of fish, he or she will probably have you
repeat the same technique by rote all day long. It’s fun for fish-counters, but if you want to take
your fishing to the next level, give up on getting bragging rights.

Not everyone can afford to fish with guides all the time. In that case, one approach is to find
someone who is both a better fly fisher than you and very patient. If you don’t know the person
well, make sure you are up front with your skills and don’t try to oversell your abilities. Not
everyone appreciates fishing with a novice and, believe me, if you are not as experienced as
you make yourself out to be, your fishing buddy will know in five minutes. Additionally, if you
are lucky enough to fish with an experienced hand, do him or her a huge favor and practice
your casting before you go, and make sure you are capable of tying on your own flies and
tippets. It’s inconsiderate to expect someone to tie on your flies or fix your leader when he or
she had planned on a nice day on the water. Everyone’s time is valuable these days.

Another approach, which can sometimes be as effective as fishing with an expert, is fishing
with someone who is at the same level as you. Sure, you will both muddle through many
things, but discovering them together, or sharing discoveries, can be even more satisfying than
having someone else show you the way. Whether this works for you probably depends on the
chemistry between the two of you and the way you best learn things. Once I got over my initial
bewilderment with fly fishing and could at least muddle my way through, I met another kid in
my Boy Scout troop who was at about the same level as me. Throughout our teenage years we
learned together, and some of the lessons I learned are the most poignant in all my years of
discovery.

So what exactly will this book do for you? You can’t always fish and you can’t always
practice, and sometimes just reading or watching a video on the trout stream environment and
techniques used there fill in the hours or months when you can’t do anything else. If nothing
else, I think the book will give you new cues on what to look for in the confusing array of
currents in a river, how trout feed and what they feed on, how the game changes with the
seasons, how to develop a philosophy of fly selection, and what to do when you first hit the
river. I’ve also included some casting and rigging techniques that are beyond the basic level
taught in fly-fishing schools but are essential if you want to be more successful.



Because fly fishing is so dynamic, I also wanted to include animations and video where still
photos just will not do the job. Most of us still like to curl up with a book, but the technology is
there to offer up both still photos and moving ones, and I didn’t want to shortchange your
learning.

Above all, remember three things:

This is supposed to be fun. Sometimes fly fishing is challenging, sometimes
frustrating, but at the end of the day, if you don’t feel better than when you started,
you are missing the point. In that case you might want to reevaluate your
expectations about fly fishing and not set your sights so high.
Share what you learn with others—if they ask for advice. Don’t preach, but be free
with what you’ve discovered once you become more proficient.
Protect the resource. Trout streams cannot be totally overfished, and as long as the
habitat is intact, even a completely poisoned trout stream can be restored in a matter
of a few short years, because there are always surviving fish in the headwaters or
tributaries of a river. But if we lose the habitat to overdevelopment, poor logging
practices, roads that are not constructed properly, or global warming, no amount of
catch-and-release fishing or stocking can restore what is lost. You need to be an
advocate for both habitat protection and public access, and you have to scream loud
about anything that threatens our ability to have cold, clean waters available to
everyone.


