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G.E.M. Skues, The Way of a Trout With a Fly 

 
 Trout come on to the rise for two reasons in combination--(1) because they are hungry, and (2) because there is food.
 
    

Notes:  


Make all images black background 

Trico Spinners? Baetis? Pmd spinners? 

What are soft hackles? softyParagraph.htm

Selective-trout needs perspective...is this issue overrated?

 Preface  


I started fishing when I was four at RMBL the Rocky Mountain Biological Labs near Gothic Mountain Colorado where--with help from an adult--I first held a rod in my hands. I'm 73 years old in 2021 and I still remember that day. A year or two later in New Jersey, when I found I could walk across Mr Bliss' corn field to Princeton's Lake Carnegie by myself, I met a dark-skinned woman from Trenton who taught me how to fish with extra-long bamboo poles and a variety of baits. She usually fished in the same place and I knew how to find her on weekends. 




She showed me how to run a thumbnail down the stem of a lilly pad to find the fat white wriggling larvae (maggots) that lived there that you could always use as bait when everything else was gone.  We caught sunfish, bluegills and bass, usually a small distance in from the outer edges of the lilly pad gardens. We became good friends. She always smiled and waved at me when I showed up. I loved every minute of it.




I didn't own any 16' foot poles but I did--a few years later--have a spinning rod and Mitchell 300 reel. I fished lures mostly from those days on. The Lazy Ike and the S&H Mirralure were among my favorites. I saved grass cutting money for Fred Arbogast bass lures instead of baseball cards as a young one.  When I was 12 our family spent the summer on the West Fork of the Bitterroot in Montana.  My father was writing a book. He bought Fenwick fly rods and Perrine automatic reels for him me and my cousin Jon.  We spent every day that summer fishing with dry flies. 




At the end of that first summer--only a day or two before we started driving our Rambler station wagon back to New Jersey--my cousin Jon hooked and lost a giant rainbow close to 30" inches long up against a fast-moving rip rap bank a few miles upstream from Darby. He hooked that fish on a huge Dan Bailey Mosquito tied on a big #2 hook. Until that day I regarded Jon's giant Mosquito as a transparently absurd fly. After all mosquitoes aren't that big. In the sixty years since that day I've managed to catch a respectable number of river borne Montana trout ranging all the way up to 27" inches, but never again even seen another trout at 30" inches. I've had to adjust my assumptions about what is and what isn't absurd a few times too. 




My hand has been almost married to a fly rod ever since, but I never did give up on other kinds of fishing the way so many fly fishermen do.  I make every fly I fish with but I make fly rod lures too. I don't bait fish for trout but I do sometimes bait fish for catfish, almost always with a fly rod. Fly fishing for catfish is a lot of fun too, but that's a story for later on in the book.




This book started out as a memoir of sorts.  It was all about me and my lifetime's fly tying efforts. But all about me was stilted and boring. It gave me a bit of the heebee jeebees too. An idea bubbled up. I could bring in as many other people as possible--both alive and dead--anybody with an even remotely Montana connection could be here. The keyboard started to glow. 



I like to fish. I think about fishing constantly. I make flies lures photographs software and boats. I'm doing my best to write about it now too. 




 Introduction 
  

This a book about Montana flies and fly tiers from Jack Boehme, Frans Pott, George Grant, Al Troth and others to present. But it's also a book about how we fish out West and a lot of our flies come from all over. Western fly fishermen tend to know what they like when they see it.  We're quick to adopt new ideas and new patterns no matter where they come from. East or West. Or from New Zealand or the Bahamas.   I 


 


There will be some fishing chatter too. Most of the contemporary flies will be tied by me or by fishing guide buddies of mine, both retired and still active.  But there are no self inflicted rules. At least a few of the flies here will be tied by talented tiers I know who are not now and never have been guides or fly shop owners. The book starts off as a history and ends up as an exposition of contemporary work.


 


My work will be disproportionately represented among the contemporary flies--not because of any presumed big picture importance but because I'm the author and I get to do it that way. And because my work and my friends' work is what I know best.  Bear with me.  I'll do my best to keep it interesting.

 Two Fly Fishing Worlds 

Montana and Colorado and the greater Pacific Northwest on the one hand and the Catskill/Pocono mountains of New York and Pennsylvania on the other can be seen as the seminal heartlands of two complimentary but culturally different fly fishing traditions. Eastern USA fly fishing is steeped in history and appreciation for tradition I . Western fly fishing is more about irreverent improvisational creativity and the latest greatest next best thing. I grew up in New Jersey but I learned how to fly fish in Montana. I'm a product of both worlds.



Eastern tiers I know regard a well-tied Quill Gordon dry fly as the epitome of an art form.  I too think of the Quill Gordon as the most beautiful of all flies. 

 
    
    Quill Gordon
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    Tied by my friend Thamas Littleton of Delaware
  







Ironically you will be hard pressed to find a Quill Gordon in most Montana fly shops. I asked one of the cash register engineers at a local Bozeman Montana fly shop why they didn't stock any classic Catskill dry flies.  "Nobody buys them anymore," he said.



Now that is interesting. Eastern and Western fly fishing traditions exist in parallel worlds. Western fly fishing and especially Western fly tying has been all about ingenuity and off the tip of the fingers creativity from the getgo, with even our own traditions all too often left behind in a fast moving non-stop evolution of patterns and techniques. 



"I'm convinced these fish get onto this year's new patterns by the end of the season, and the best way to start off the next year is with the latest stuff from Rene Harrop." Nelson Ishiyama told me that a few short years ago, about fishing the Henry's Fork. "And a few others tiers," he added.



So although you will indeed be hard pressed to find a Quill Gordon in a Montana fly shop Girdle Bugs, Spruce Flies, Bitch Creeks and Sofa Pillows can be hard to find too. You might hear stories about Pott flies and Picket Pins but you won't find any on sale, even though they still work now as well as they ever did. What sells best in Montana fly shops continually morphs changes and evolves. I want to help celebrate that inventive tradition.  But I also want to remind everybody about Bitch Creeks and Picket Pins too.



A bit of Montana fly tying history combined with creative irreverent latest and greatest tinkering here we come.

    

Notes:  



 I  Ornald "Shine" Greene from Mangrove Cay once asked me "Sandy. Isn't Montana is up near the Canadian border? And almost nobody lives there?  So how come half the people we meet down here in the Bahamas say they're from Montana?" Shine, for what it's worth, is the Alpha Dog male of Mangrove Cay. He is extra smart. He owns and runs a guide business and a conch bar in Moxeytown. He invests in real estate and his wife runs a clothing store in their living room. He is a big powerful man with big heart. Shine is the man.




 I  This book isn't a  history in any definitive or scholarly sense. There are debates about who first invented the Spruce Fly, the Renegade and the Simulator for instance. Another writer might try to settle those disputes.  I want to tell an easy-off-the-tongue story about Western flies. Easy-off-the-tongue means, among other things, keep it simple. To the extent disputes arise I'll mention them but I won't in any way try to settle them.  





  Early Montana Fly Fishing

 In the beginning 

I stumbled across a late 19th century photograph once showing two elaborately dressed guys "fly fishing" on the Missouri river near Fort Benton Montana in the late 1870s. They were using fishing rods that looked like long not so thin 12' to 14' foot wooden sticks.  I didn't download that photo then and now I cannot find it again. I'm still searching. I hope I find it eventually.



Beyond that ephemeral 1870s reference to Montana fly fishing I'm not aware of much written about fly fishing in Montana until the game changing creations of Jack Boehme and Frans Pott and to a lesser but still important extent Butte Montana's Wilbur Beaty in the early part of the 20th Century. Not much is available on those guys either, not in writing.  There are photographs of flies scattered here and there about the internet. The only written sources I've been able to find are a nifty series of now out of print pamphlets compiled by Butte Montana's Todd Collins but written by George Grant, and published by the Big Hole River Foundation. And Paul Schullary's American Fly Fishing, and a PDF file atl  The American Fly Fishing Museum.  I 
   Early Northwest Fly-Fising  by Blaine Hallock has been a good source too. 

    

 
    
    Near Lolo Hot Springs 1890
  
 
  
     [image: ]
  

   
    The card game scene in A River Runs Through It was at Lolo. The guys here are on bear watch while the gals fish. 
  







The history of white settlers in Montana doesn't amount to much before the end of the civil war in 1865 or so. Change from the end of the Civil War on happened blindingly fast when beaver trapping bison hunting and gold mining gave way to copper mining big time logging and large expanse cattle ranching. Norman McClean and his family moved to Montana from Iowa in 1909 when McClean was seven years old--the first year of the homestead act which brought thousands of dirt farmers to the Eastern part of the StateI. Eastern Montana dirt farming has had a profound political and spiritual influence on the Treasure State ever since, but it was a barely started industry in the early 1920s. Early Montanans West of the high plains were a rowdy extraction-oriented crowd by comparison.





One of Montana's earliest fly fishing entrepreneurs was Butte Montana's Wilbur Bugs Beaty who was reputed to have kept 20 to 30 I 
 Butte Montana women busy tying flies at his place of business: The Bug House. Beaty sold wholesale to grocery stores and hardware stores. The diagram below illustrates a patent Wilbur Beaty received in 1920 for a reel seat invention that apparently never caught on.  Wildbur did sell a lot of flies. Businesses like this don't materialize over night. Fly fishing was already a lively and ongoing concern by 1920. How far back did the popular and widespread practice of Montana fly fishing go? We don't really know but we do have some dates relating to Jack Beohme and Frans Pott, as old as 1915.  
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    Wilbur Beaty's 1920 Reel Seat Patent
  






  Jack Boehme 

Jack Boehme tied and sold flies at the Turf Bar in Missoula Montana until his death in 1956. His work included a big adult salmon fly wet fly, an early Bunyan Bug like adult salmon fly dry fly, the infamous Picket Pin and the Bloody Butcher--where the Bloody Butcher is a bit like a reddish, more salmon-colored version of the Picket Pin. Jack's prolific inventions reflected the local Northern Rocky Mountains he lived in and the materials he had close at hand.




Jack clearly knew about traditional British flies--they were already on sale throughout the State, as manufactured by Butte's Wilbur Beaty. Jack may even have known about Theodore Gordon, but Jack wasn't a bit bound by those foreign land influences. Jack used local materials like Columbian Ground Squirrel tails (the Picket Pin) deer hair and goose quills and duck feathers. Everything Jack tied was an invention.  





    


  
   [image: Jack Boehme Fly Display]
  

  
    Jack was not exactly a traditionalist
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    This one was an adult Salmon Fly Wet-fly  
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    This was the prototype Bunyan Bug, invented by Jack Boehme and elaborated on a decade later by Norman Means (aka Paul Bunyan) as the infamous Bunyan Bug. 
  







More Jack Beohme images can be publicly seen at  Spencerewert.com  and  Montana Riverboats and in person at the Visitor Center just off the interstate in Butte Montana.

    

 Frans Pott

The Frans Pott barber shop was a door or two away from Jack Boehme's Turf Bar on North Higgins in Missoula in 1915, which is interesting when you think about it. I . The following quote comes from a letter Pott's daughter Betty Thanos wrote to Mike Wilkerson--one of the last owners of the Pott Fly Company after Frans Pott's death in 1956 (the same year Jack Boehme died too). The full text of this letter can be found in the  Gallery .
    
 

"The Mite (fly) family was originated by Franz Pott and over the years the Sandy Mite and Lady Mite have been the most popular flies. The woven body with the mostly orange strip and the woven hair hackle characterized the Pott Trout Fly. Over the years he originated more designs for unique flies, naming some for fishing friends or for whimsical reasons, as the Fizzle - named for Fort Fizzle of Western Montana Indian history. In all there are 30 different patterns that have been copyrighted."
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The Sandy Mite and the Lady Mite were Pott's best selling flies.  Pott started off selling his (thickly-snelled) flies three for a dollar which made them the best selling flies in the State but also the most expensive. At least in the beginning.  Pott flies still sold well clear into the middle 1950s when--still at that price--they became some of the cheapest available.  



In my first summer fly fishing in Montana when I was 12 (1960), outside of Dan Bailey in Livingston and Don Martinez in West Yellowstone there were no fly shops.  Flies lines rods and reels were sold at hardware stores.  My first few flies included the Royal Wulff and the Humpy (Goofus Bug in those days) from Dan Bailey plus a few hand tied deer hair and grizzly hackle flies tied by my dad's friend at the virus lab in Hamilton: Bill Hoyer. Dan's flies came in a plastic box with opaque green bottom and clear plastic top. We saw Pott flies and Bunyan Bugs for sale there too, at the hardware store in Hamilton, but didn't buy them.  We thought we only wanted to fish dry flies. The Bunyan Bug was just a bit too weird for a beginner's know-it-all eyes. It wasn't until a half a lifetime later when I learned what amazingly good flies they really were.


  
      Mark Friedman's Tutorial on hair hackle weaving 
  

  
   
  
Your browser does not support the video tag.

  

   
      Mark has promised an updated, sharper video. Mark's genius here was to start off weaving with heavy cord strands so you can really see what's going on.
  




Not many tie Jack Boehme flies anymore.  Lots of people still tie woven hair hackle wet flies.  George Grant did, although he may have used a slightly different weaving technique. Henry Wombacher made hair hackle wet flies South of Dillon for many years. Wombacher did use a simpler not really woven procedure. Tom McIntyre, a fly tier and after hours card shark from Ennis made beautiful woven hair hackle flies. So does Matt Watrous from Utah and my good friend Mark Friedman from West Yellowstone. So does Randy Flynn from Sun Valley. The master of all is Todd Collins from Butte who still teaches classes a few times a year.  And so do I although I, more like Henry Wombacher, use a far simpler not at all woven technique.
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    A Pott Sticker -- as a Sandy's Might
  



I'm a compulsive experimentalist.  I'm 73 years old now in 2021. My list of failed and forgotten experiments stretches from Bozeman Montana all the way to New Jersey and back again. When I got interested in hair hackle wet flies I didn't even consider learning how to weave.  I'm an impatient tier. I like it fast and simple. Most of the time anyway.  I had an idea about jamming hair fibers up against a bead in order to make the hair fibers flare out I .  I was more than a little pleased with my first attempts. "This is easy," I told myself. My visual pleasure was nothing compared to what happened after I actually started fishing these flies.  Hair hackle wet flies are a goto category for me now.  This is a fly I have seminal confidence in.  A fly I often return to when nothing else does.  Why would that be? I have no idea and no explanation but I do now see why Pott flies were the most popular flies in the state--for so so long.



I call my hair hackle wet flies Pott Stickers;

    

   Spruce Fly 

There are so many nifty old time flies. I like looking at all of them.  The Bitch Creek, Girdle Bug and the Spruce Fly are three I still tie and fish with. The Spruce Fly turns out to be one of our oldest too. Back in 1918 the Spruce was originally called the Godfrey Badger Hackle or Godfrey Special after a Mr. Godfrey, from Seaside Oregon.

 
    
    Spruce-fly.jpg  
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    Tied by Bob Jacklin 
  




 Notes" 
--
 I  Boehme to Bailey -- Historically Important Montana Fly Tiers. George Grant. Big Hole River Foundation Box 3894 Butte, Montana 59702




 I  Writing Ink -- From Sow's Ear to Silk Purse. George Grant. Big Hole River Foundation Box 3894 Butte, Montana 59702
   Late-20s 
 
Prior to the end of the roaring 20s Montana fly fishing was mostly done with wet flies of one kind or another, with the possible exception of Jack Boehme's  Bunyan Bug like adult salmon flies. How many dry flies did  William Beaty in Butte actually sell? I don't think anyone really knows. 

The Adams is generally attributed to Michigan fly tier Leonard Halladay in 1922. How long did it take for the Adams to migrate West? That too is not an easily answered question. It is clear most early Montana fly fishing was all about wet flies. 





That began to change by the end of the decade because of innovative influences from Idaho and Upstate New York. Taylor Beartrack Williams from the Sun Valley area gave us the Renegade in 1928 or so, perhaps originally for fishing Idaho's Malad River. And perhaps as early as 1929 Lee Wulff started tying his game changing dry flies. It didn't take long for the popularity of Lee Wulff's great flies to migrate West.



The quick popularity of Wulff style dry flies out West has a lot to do with the emergence of Dan Bailey a few years later.  We'll get there soon.

 The Renegade 

The Renegade doesn't sell as well as it used to but nearly all Montana fly shops do still stock them.  My now departed buddy Tom Morgan told me he liked to fish Renegades in size 18 and 20 during Trico time. Tom referred to the Renegade as "One of my favorite flies." Tom also complained finding Renegades in small sizes was 
difficult.  I 




 
    
     The Tommygun
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   upgrade this image 

   My fly for Tom Morgan -- a small Renegade adapted for Trico time
  




I wish Tom was still here. Three or four times a month I think of something I'd like to ask him and now he's gone.  Tom got flies from everybody. He gave most of them away. The flies Tom actually fished with--not counting steelhead flies--almost all came from Al Troth.  Tom told me that more than once.  What I'd like to ask him now is what he thinks about the idea of a black and white Renegade instead of the traditional brown and white. At least at Trico time, which is when Tom used them most. Tom was an inventor at heart. There was nothing Tom liked to talk about more than hypothetical, speculative new ideas. About almost anything. I think that's one of the reasons we became such good friends. I 







 The Bunyan Bug 

Many younger fly tiers only know the Bunyan Bug because of Norman McClean's A River Runs Through It. And because of the movie. When I first started fly fishing as a twelve year old in Montana you could still buy Bunyan Bugs.  I never did.  Not until I became a middle-aged fly collector anyway. And then later still when I actually tried fishing them and was surprised to find out how good they still were.  




 
    
     Norman Means Bunyan Bug
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    Bunyan-bug.jpg 
  




When they filmed the movie I was an older than traditional age (41) computer science student at Montana State. I worked my way through school doing river, spring creek and Yellowstone Park trips for George Anderson's Yellowstone Angler. Back in those days Buck Anderson of the CA Ranch still let outfitters come to fish Sixteen Mile Creek two days a week. I was up on the creek a lot when they filmed the movie (the movie was filmed in multiple locations but the CA Ranch got most of the action).



On one day I was fishing up above a high railroad trestle working with three Frenchmen who either couldn't speak English or refused to anyway. It was a struggle.  I did everything with sign language. They were good fishermen too, which made me worry about a tip. 




Actors, film crews, bright lights, aluminum scaffolding and Model T Fords were all working hard overhead on the high railroad trestle as we fished down below. I became vaguely aware of someone yelling and waving. I assumed someone was trying to bad vibe us off the movie set so I pretended not to notice. But the yelling became even louder. I looked up. It was Robert Redford waving his arms and hollering "How's the fishing?" I waved back and hollered: "yyyyYYYYYYEEEEEHHHhhhaaa!"



The movie set was a blast. They had to shut the whole operation down at one point when their crew of two or three octogenarian Butteician Model T Ford mechanics left for a three day old fashioned car show in Idaho Falls.  A day or two later I got a trip from one of the Bozeman fly shops. They wanted me to take a film maker on a Madison River boat trip in order to get closeup salmon fly action video. 



The head of the hatch had been at Ennis the day before so we decided to drift from Varney Bridge down to the Eight Mile access.  No fishing rods. This was all about bugs and a huge 16mm film camera. The film maker was a totally cool guy--Peter Pilafian from Jackson Hole who was the mountain climber who filmed all the cliff wall Eiger Sanction action scenes. He was really good at what he did. The first half of the trip was uneventful. We didn't really get into the big bugs until a mile or two above the takeout.  We parked and went to work.  It was fun to watch. And now too the point of this little story. What we see and what we notice is more influenced by what we're doing than we realize. When I'm guiding fishermen my eyes do double and sometimes triple duty. I keep one eye downstream so I don't make any big log jam mistakes with the boat while the other eye scans for likely places to fish, while somehow keeping another eagle eye on my customer's line and fly. Beyond that it's hard to notice much more.




Peter didn't come to fish. I don't remember a trip where I saw so many bugs crawling flying mating and hanging from the willow bushes like bunches of grapes.  Ed Curnow drifted by and waved. Ed said they'd caught over 100 fish. That meant the fishing was good.  Ed was a cool guy and a very good guide. Ed helped me a lot when I was first getting started. He was  a generous man but a little wacky at times too.  When ever Ed reported fewer than 70 or 80 fish you knew you were in for a tough day. Because I wasn't fishing that day--or rowing once the filming started--I noticed more about Salmon Fly behavior than I ever had. The big bugs are out of their element in the water. Imitations like the Sofa Pillow, Bottle Brush or Bird's Stonefly might drift for 50 to 100 feet or more as you troll them off the side of a boat. But real ones seldom go more than 20' feet before they get gobbled. Once they are in the water it's hopeless. They cannot fly again and they will drown or get eaten. Or both. And their wings are often if not usually spread-eagled sideways out, like Bunyan Bug wings.  The real ones struggle a lot too. 



During Salmon Fly time I almost always fish an orange and gray foam adult as a bobber with a big 2" inch long Marshmallow nymph trailing 2 to 3 feet behind, attached to the bend of the big foam adult's hook. The nymph catches ten times as many fish, but that way you get to fish a nymph while still watching a dry fly.  Tying typical contemporary foam adult Salmon Flies with a pure white Widow's Web crossbar for wings--like the Bunyan Bug--makes them easier to see too. And they work just as well too.





Lee Wulff 

Lee Wulff dropped out of engineering school at Stanford in order to become an artist and fly fisherman in something like 1927.  What a cool guy.  Lee travelled to New York City to pursue a career as an advertising artist. He also liked to fish. He became friends with a Brooklyn based physicist named Dan Bailey. Lee started tying his infamous (they were not in any way traditional) dry flies early in the 1930s. If not earlier.  I was surprised and pleased to read Lee at first tied his hair winged dry flies with one upright wing rather than two wings split apart. I tie all my dry flies with one wing rather than split.  It turns out it was Dan Bailey who eventually turned the steering wheel of history towards their now more familiar split wing incarnation.




 
    
    up-ztk_2022-05-30-11.21.07_DMap_Royal-wulff.jpg  
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    up-ztk_2022-05-30-11.21.07_DMap_Royal-wulff.jpg 
  




I was surprised to read too that the most famous Wulff fly of all--the Royal Wulff--may not even have been entirely Lee Wulff's pattern. Some sources cite Q. L. Quackenbush, an early member of the Beaverkill Trout Club, as the Royal Wulff's earliest creator.   I 



What an accomplishment.  Flies designed and first tied in the late 1920s or early 1930s are still among today's best selling flies--certainly so in Montana but probably just about everywhere at this point. 

Lee Wulff worked with Dan Bailey of Livingston, MT in the 1930s. It was Dan Bailey who talked Lee into renaming the Ausable Gray, Coffin May, and Bucktail Coachman to the Grey Wulff, White Wulff, and Royal Wulff. The Blonde Wulff, Brown Wulff, and Black Wulff were three other fly patterns developed in those days. 

    


Notes:  


   Things start to roll in the 30s
 
Don Martinez started the first fly shop in West Yellowstone in 1931 or so, which later became the Pat Barne's Fly Shop and later still Bob Jacklin's Shop, still a good going concern today.  



Don Martinez' favorite flies were classic Catskill dry flies according to George Grant, but Don's career is most notably associated with his popularization of an old Ozarks bass fly which eventually became known as the Woolly Worm. The Martinez Black Nymph was an important historical milestone too. Nymphs are a vast lexicon now but they weren't at all that way in 1931. The Martinez Black Nymph caught on quickly and became quite popular. At least in West Yellowstone. The Martinez Black Nymph is an important fly. I'll talk more in a section about Matching the Behahvior.




 Woolly Worm 


When I first moved to Montana as a 27 year old with my wife, four year old daughter, dog, 3/4 ton Chevy pickup (that ran on propane) and $300 in dollars cash I earned rough-knecking on the oil rigs in Northern Colorado--I knew this was going to be good. I already knew how to fish and this was right where I wanted to be. Trouble is I was a young broad-shouldered house framer with a dark suntan and a long right arm.  And the only thing I knew how to fish were dry flies in Summer. And that's when I had to work, seven days a week in those days. I had a family to feed.





    

 
    
      change this image
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I couldn't help noticing the big fish pictures in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle. A few good fish got caught in late October and early November every year. But most of the big fish--by far--all seemed to get caught in March and April.  Good dry fly midge fishing can be had in March in Montana but I didn't know about it then. Baetis hatch in April too and then again in October, but once again I hadn't found out about them yet either. I finally realized I was an enthusiastic tourist who didn't know feces from shoe polish about Montana fly fishing. In March everybody I knew out in the subdivision wars caught fish on spinners salmon eggs and worms. Or on Woolly Worms. Which gave me an idea.




I made a quick attitude adjustment and started tying and fishing Black Woolly Worms. Like a demon. It wasn't hard.  I started catching fish, big fish, almost immediately.  I was still married to Matching the Hatch ideas in those days so I eventually started tying my Woolly Worms with the saddle hackle only up front, so they looked more like a real stonefly nymph I thought. I  But in retrospect it didn't seem to make any difference. 




On one April walk/wade near the mouth of the Gallatin Canyon with my old and now departed friend John Wilson we decided to have a contest. I think I ended up with 27 fish and John with something like 32.  

I fished one of my signature brown hackle up front only Woolly Worms all day. i'm not sure about John. I think he had a George's Brown Stone on for at least part of the day. Competing with John on anything related to fishing turned out to be a bad idea, but I didn't know that then.  We had just met.  




Even so I almost pulled it out. On a Black and Grizzly Woolly Worm I hooked a rainbow over 25" inches long. He jumped clear out of the water twice and then landed on the leader and was gone. When I told John about that fish he cocked his chin sideways, smiled and held one eye half closed as I spoke. But still. I know what I saw. One of the best fish I've ever hooked took a Woolly Worm. Damned good fly. Then and now.

 Martinez Black Nymph 

Don Martinez did have at least one other notable fly: his Martinez Black Nymph which Pat Barnes continued to tie on into the 1960s. Pat didn't stock his bins with the Martinez Black Nymph or talk about it much but he did tie them and fish with them frequently. Pat's guides in those days referred to the mysterious Black Nymph as the "Patulated Nymph." It's possible they didn't know the Martinez connection. I'll get back to the Martinez Black Nymph in a later section about Matching the Behavior.  This is a good fly.

    

 
    
    Martinez Black Nymph 
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     Actually a Patulated Nymph tied by Bill Blackburn 
  




 Muddler Minnow 


    

 
    
    Permission? Global Fly Fisher  
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      Might want to tie one myself ... this one still too thick up front
  




The original Muddler--as tied by Don Gapen himself--was apparently tied with a looser, fuzzier, sparser deer hair head and shoulders than most of the  cover variations that followed. Much as I admire if not revere Al Troth, Al popularized Muddlers spun with a tightly packed deer hair head which he carved to a smooth 3d contour with a bent double-edged razor blade.  Don Gapen's Muddlers were sparser wider and fuzzier. I personally prefer the older style.  Among other things this is primarily a wet fly--a streamer fly--that usually needs to sink in order to do its thing.  Densely-packed spun and trimmed deer hair isn't so easy to sink.

    

 
    
      Muddler from today's Dan Bailey Fly Shop 
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      A contemporary style thickly packed deer hair head on a Muddler
  







It is interesting to note however, the Muddler Minnow does make a powerful dry fly when it does ride the surface.  My dad loved to cast them upstream as a dry fly and then to watch his line as the Muddler sunk and swam, across and down after a short float.  I once saw a nifty black and white video of Joe Brooks and Dan Bailey casting Muddlers from a tin boat on the Yellowstone on an early Summer day. They cast their Muddlers into the V-shaped pockets below bank side boulders and logs and let them skim back out into the current, on the surface, before twitching and mending after it sank. 




For many years many of the best Western fishermen regarded the Muddler Minnow as the best big fish fly going. Muddlers are still sold and used today, now close to a century after their first Northeast Minnesota invention.  They don't sell as well as they once did.
 
 Dan Bailey 

It's hard to know what to say about Dan Bailey, not because there is so little to say but because there is so much. Dan was a smart as a whip New York City physicist, fly tier and fly fishing buddy of Lee Wullf's who came to Montana in 1938 and never left. He wasn't a businessman by training but he figured it out and became one anyway. Dan was known more  as a fly manufacturer and industry pioneer than pattern designer.  But he did have a few nifty creations, like the Mossback Nymph, Bi-fly and Marabou Muddler.  I try to stay away from Ken Burns like "turning points of history" analyses but Dan Bailey was, if there ever was one, a keystone turning point in Western fly fishing history. After Dan Bailey good quality modern up-to-date flies were suddenly available everywhere. A ball started rolling at that point that's still gaining momentum today.

    

 Girdle Bug

Women's girdles with rubberized elastic fabric became available in the 1920s not long after the end of the first world war. When did clever Yankee fly tiers first start to use those stretchy white rubbery strands in their creative new patterns? There is no definitive answer to that question but many sources attribute the first Girdle Bugs to Anaconda Montana tier Frank McGinnis sometime in the 1930s or 1940s.
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Was the original Girdle Bug black or brown? It's not clear but we do know it had white rubberlegs, at least if as expected it came from somebody's honey's worn out rubberized corset. Or girdle.  Somewhat like the later Woolly-Bugger the Girdle Bug is an odd fly that can be fished either as a drifted nymph or as a bank-banging streamer, usually stripped in with short repetitive pulls with the caster's line managing hand.  



When I was still married to Matching the Hatch ideology I liked to make Girdle Bugs with brown or better yet mottled or striped brown and black rubberlegs. Walter Weise has a nifty mottled brown legged extended body girdle bug I like the looks of on the   Parks Fly Shop  website. I'm not saying my old brown legged Girdle Bugs aren't good flies. They are. As is Walter's nifty fly. But the original white legged ones are good flies too even though they don't look like anything real. How do we account for that?




I've gradually and almost thoroughly given up on Matching the Hatch ideology. I now like to think more in terms of "Matching the Behavior," which is a looser term that makes it easier to explain the magic power of the Prince Nymph, Zebra Midge, Royal Wulff and the unnaturally brightly ribbed Gold Ribbed Hare's Ear. More about Matching the Behavior will follow in a later section.
  



The Girdle Bug was one of Tom Morgan's favorite flies, at least when fishing from a drifting boat. Tom liked to fish the Girdle Bug with a stripping technique he referred to as the   Morgan Twitch  . I have a good story about the Morgan Twitch.




Tom called me one day and asked if I'd be willing to drive the bus Gus out to a nearby farm pond.  Tom had a high roller he was trying to sell one his 7wt glass "Unity With the Universe" streamer rods to. Tom had been telling this guy about the Morgan Twitch and the customer wanted a demonstration before he bought the rod. Tom came along to give instructions.  I drove the bus and Tom's son Tim did the casting.




It seemed to take forever to get Tom out of the bus and into his wheelchair and to get everything ready to go.  Why I didn't film this episode with my cell phone still escapes me.  Tim tied on a Black Girdle Bug and tried his best to demonstrate the Morgan Twitch while Tom gave instructions. But it was almost impossible not to catch an annoying farm pond fish on every cast, which made the Morgan Twitch demonstration difficult.  




Tom yelled "Hold the phone!" Tom had Tim switch from a Black and White Girdle Bug to a neon bright Yellow Yummie--a Big Hole River fly that is actually a darned good fly--if and only if the bright yellow marabou it's tied with is heavily mixed with brown, somewhat like a Lyle Reynold's Special--which is similar but more of a Yuk Bug than a Girdle Bug. 




Tim immediately stopped catching fish and was able to give us a good demonstration.  The Yellow Yummie saved the day. The link above describes it all in greater detail. But in short what Tom did (or had Tim do) was to make a careful splash-free medium distance cast and then to immediately drop the rod tip all the way down to the water. While holding tight to the line Tim slowly and repeatedly raised the rod tip a fair amount and then finished each step by dropping the rod tip ever so slightly in order to dead stop the fly after each strip, so it paused motionless for a few seconds before slowly stripping again. Stripping the fly with the rod tip instead of the left hand made it easier--according to Tom--to set the hook almost instantly, thereby losing fewer good strikes.



Lots of streamer fishermen I know, including myself, often strip steamers quickly, even violently at times. The Morgan Twitch is more of a slow motion finesse move.  I use it a lot.  I was lucky. I learned it from the horse's mouth.

   Bitch Creek 

Old timey Montana flies that were once popular that don't get much attention now is a category that definitely includes the venerable Bitch Creek. Not much is known about the origins of the Bitch Creek.  George Grant spent a lot of time trying to track down the history and details and he didn't come up with much. The  prevailing speculation has the name coming from a tributary of the North Fork of the Teton--named Bitch Creek--that originates in Wyoming but quickly crosses the border into Idaho.  Its origination goes at least as far back as the '40s and possibly even older.
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I love the Bitch Creek. It has white rubberlegs combined with an orange and  black woven chenille body. Make no mistake. The Bitch Creek is a fish catching son of a gun, even if it isn't a big seller anymore.

    

 The Montana Nymph 

For perhaps completely irrational reasons the vaguely similar Montana Nymph is a fly I've never had much confidence in. I prefer my own stonefly nymph imitations and the Bitch Creek. This may not make sense. But so it is. Confidence while fishing with a favorite fly is often a happily self-fulfilling state of affairs, while lack of confidence is perhaps even more strongly self-fulfilling. I've only tied this fly a few times and always seem to reach for the Bitch Creek or one of my own Marshmallow Nymphs instead. So I don't have much to say about it. Others are free to set the record straight.
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 Griffith's Gnat 
 
"Griffith's gnat The Skinny: To this day there are brook trout rising in Michigans Au Sable River in front of George Griffiths cabin, where Trout Unlimited was founded in the 1950s. These fish can be unbelievably picky and there, as elsewhere, this midge pattern is often what fools them. Tied with barred grizzly hackle Palmered over a peacock-herl body, the fly is best in sizes 18 to 22. I cant see it on the water, but when I see a rise where I think the fly might be, I set the hook I " ...whose quote is this? Fix this.



When I'm fishing midges, while fish are actively visibly dimpling in front of me I almost always rely on small perhaps #18 or #20 brassie or other not-weighted chironomid larvae imitation. Sometimes I fish those brassies as a dropper connected to the bend of a Griffith's Gnat hook.  The Brassie still catches most of the  fish but the Griffith's Gnat makes it easier to keep track of the action.  And it always catches a few fish too. 

    

 
    
   gnat gnat plus brassie 
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   gnat gnat plus brassie 
  




    


 Prince Nymph 

The thirties were busy eventful times. The forties were war years and perhaps not so eventful in the fly fishing/fly tying context. So many new important flies appeared during thirties it's hard to catalog them all.
    

 
    
    change this...bigger white biots
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One of the most important of all was Californian Doug Prince's Black Forked Tail Nymph, which later morphed into the iconic Prince Nymph. What are the most successful Western flies of all time? The Western GOAT list may or may not include the Muddler and the Parachute Adams.  It definitely includes Lee Wulff's dry flies and Al Troth's Elk Hair Caddis.  And also the almost Marvel Comics like powers of the Prince Nymph.



I love the Prince Nymph not only because it is such a good fly but because it shines so brightly as a counter example to Matching the Hatch ideas.  This is not to say Matching the Hatch doesn't have a well-deserved place in the grand scheme of things. It does.  But matching the hatch is--at best--a pie slice of the overall big picture.




The Prince Nymph is a fly that can turn a good day into a great one.  And a slow day into an active one.

    


    

Notes:  


   War and Post War Years 

 Pat Barnes 

Pat Barnes bought Don Martinez' fly shop in 1943--which was almost Post War--and ran it exceptionally well until 1981 when both he and his wife Sigrid (Sig) retired to their home in Helena Montana. Pat spent the rest of his life tying flies and rowing and fishing the Missouri. Pat loved fishing, fly tying and boats. He was the first one to bring McKenzie River Boats to Montana in 1948. 



I know so many Pat Barnes stories I can't tell them all. Successful fly shop owners tend to be extroverts who have a zillion friends. My dad was one of them. Later in his life when Pat was retired and seldom ventured far from his Helena Montana home, I fished with him a few times up on the Missouri. Both times I brought one of my own boats up from Bozeman, which Pat said he liked but he still preferred his old Keith Steele boat because mine were too complicated. "Everything's adjustable," he complained. 



He loved to tell stories about how crazy my dad was. His favorite story was about the time my dad had a temper tantrum at an all you can eat beef stew buffet in West Yellowstone where late in the day they were serving beef-less stew. My dad walked up to the counter with a loud voice and complained he'd been all day fishing on the Madison and now he was fishing once again. And he didn't like getting skunked on beef. Pat always finished that story by slapping his thigh.



One of the times I fished the Missouri I stayed with Pat and Sig at their house in Helena so we could get an extra early start. We drifted a lower canyon section that included a few braided channels down near the takeout. Pat had a new gray and red marabou streamer fly he called the Scud. Pat called it a Scud because it looked like a cloud he said. 
 
    
    Barnes-Scud.jpg  
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Pat insisted on taking the oars from the getgo. He insisted I fish with his new creation the Scud too. I caught a small brown trout up against a rock wall across from the put in almost right away and then struggled for a while. At one point, when Pat wasn't looking, I put on a streamer of my own, one I called the Knucklehead Sculpin. Two or three casts later I hooked a beautiful well-developed male brown trout about 17" long. Pat was beaming from ear to ear as he reached out across the gunwale to net the fish that had--he thought--taken his new Scud. 
But when he saw the fish had a strange olive-green tinselly creation in its mouth he frowned disgustedly and said "The fishing must really be good today!"
 
   ) 
    Knuckleheak-sculpin.jpg  
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    Pittendrigh Knucklehead Sculpin 
  




    

Pat grew up in Three Forks at the beginning of the last century. Before FDR's CCC Core channelized the Madison below what is now the Gray Cliff fishing Access the Lower Madison was all channels. Pat told me ten pound fish were common. He also told me about a spring creek down near the Headwaters where he once caught a 14lb brown while on a quick trip driving back to Helena from West Yellowstone. I know that place but I won't say exactly where it is. It's all posted and private now anyway. The Lower Gallatin has lots of slow moving spring creeks that seep in way down low. Most of them look like froggy lagoons where they actually enter the river. If you know were to park a boat you can slowly wade upstream legally because of Montana's Stream Access Law. But the lower one or two hundred yards of all those creeks can be waste deep in beaver mud.  It's not an easy slog.

    

Later that day Pat showed me an ancient Raccoon crayfish cleaning and eating spot underneath a noisy interstate highway Bridge where overflow from a small spring creek/irrigation ditch flows in.  Dead crawfish bodies made a shell pile a good 4" inches high and ten feet wide. Pat said that pile of crayfish shells had been there ever since he could remember. Pat tied on a crayfish pattern and caught the following 18" inch darkly colored brown trout as I watched. Those crayfish shells all got washed away about ten years back in a high water year. The pile is already starting to regenerate.

 Pat's Flies 

The flies Pat is best remembered for where the Goofus Bug (which later became the Humpy) the Sofa Pillow and the Jughead. He also tied a PW Nymph (Pat's weighted nymph) that was similar to the older Don Martinez Black Nymph, tied with a peacock herl body instead of black yarn. Pat never claimed to have invented the Goofus Bug.  That was a Jack Horner invention. But Pat renamed it and made it one the West's most popular dry flies. Was it Jack Dennis who renamed it once again so the Goofus Bug became the Humpy? Among friends and guides who worked for him Pat like to laugh and refer to the Humpy as "A poorly tied Goofus Bug."




All the flies shown here were actually tied by Pat. Sig Barnes tied most of the flies they sold in the shop, so when Pat gave me a box of flies at the dinner table I asked how I'd ever know which of the two actually tied them. Sig smiled and said "I haven't tied a single fly since we sold the shop, except for fund raisers anyway." Pat's flies were noticeably messier than Sig's, which also gave me confidence the following were all his ties.
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When I worked at the Yellowstone Angler in the early 1990s we were told we were under no circumstances allowed to fish. Not unless the customer expressly asked us to.  Pat was at the other end of the distribution. Pat often said the most essential pieces of fishing equipment were a rod, a reel, a box of flies and a customer.  When out on the river Pat did row the boat. But the minute the anchor went down he was out of the boat, fishing like a fiend. Pat was the only guy who could get away with it. Pat did what ever he wanted when ever he wanted.  Everybody loved him for it too. Pat rowed his old Keith Steele boat "The Old Pro" right up until the end.  He died at 86 years old.



The most interesting thing I learned from Pat during those late years on the Missouri was the way he fished dry flies. Pat didn't fish Sparkle Duns or parachutes or no-hackle dry flies on the Missouri the way so many people do now. He still fished Goofus Bugs and Wulff flies but he did make them smaller and sparser than his Madison River versions, like the following Ginger Goofus.

    


 
    
    Ginger-Goofus-Bug.jpg  
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More to the point Pat intentionally cast his dry fly line with as many loops and squiggles as possible, from the end of his rod all the way out to the fly.  When a fish did strike he didn't lift his rod tip. He strip struck the line with his left hand like a Bahamas bonefish guide. And he also sharply twitched his rod tip.  But he didn't lift the rod tip. "Lifting does nothing," he said. Instead he twitched the rod sideways, parallel to the water. The combination of those two left and right hand actions made the line instantly move like a snake, all the way out to the fly. "You get a much longer drag free float this way," he told me. 



Pat accomplished his squiggle cast by intentionally shaking the rod tip as he cast and by grabbing the line with his left hand a moment before it stopped shooting through the guides, so the cast actually bounced back a bit as it slowly setting down on the water.  Pat's casts didn't splash the water.  They came to a graceful loopy termination a foot or so above the water and then dropped down quietly, loops and all. He was an old pro.




Not many of Pat's patterns are still in use today. His Sofa Pillow--once a West Yellowstone mainstay--gradually got replaced by the Bird's Stonefly. And then again by today's unsinkable foam patterns.  He was a great guy. One of the best ever.

    


Woolly Bugger

Most sources credit Pennsylvania tier Russel Blessing as the creator of the Woolly Bugger--perhaps as early as 1967. Football and baseball and basketball fans are addicted to continually editing and re-editing their top ten players of all time lists.  Is there a greatest top ten flies list? Of all time? I don't have a list like that but if I did I'm sure I'd have the Woolly Bugger in there somewhere. And I probably would not have its clear progenitor there--the Woolly Worm--even though it is still a very good fly. Swapping out the red tag butt for a wafting long marabou tail was one of the best sports trades ever made.



Most people I know make black or olive bodied Woolly Buggers with a brown black or grizzly saddle hackle wound over top. Olive Woolly Buggers look like drifting water weeds to me. So I tend to make my Buggers black and/or brown rather than olive. But that's an instinctive prejudice at work that doesn't really make sense. I admit it. So many good fish have been caught on Olive Woolly Buggers it's hard to argue against. I've had to expunge so many prejudices over the years I find myself clinging jealously to the few that still remain.



My old and now departed fly tying and fishing buddy Willy Self tied a dark Olive Woolly Bugger with a thick strand of clear "Lateral Scale" down each side of the body.  Willy called that fly his Lunch Special.  I've only regularly fished with a few people in my life who consistently out-fished me. Willy was one of them. I've watched him catch so many fish on the Lunch Special it's hard to know how to adequately say it in words. Willy died after a car crash a few months ago.  He taught me a lot about fly tying. I make black or brown bodied Lunch Specials now. I'll have to loosen up a bit and make a dark olive Buggers too. With the Lunch Special streak on each side.
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Polly Rosborough 

"In 1965 Polly self-published his first book "Tying and Fishing the Fuzzy Nymphs."  That's a quote from the great  spencerewert.com  website. So Polly, who was born in 1902 (the same year as Norman MacLean), didn't actually publish until  was over 60. He was a prolific tier in the Post War Years. The Zug Bug might have come to us a few years even earlier, but Polly was in many ways the father of USA nymph fishing.



Skip Hosfield, who knew and fished with Polly, had one of the best still surviving Polly Rosborough collections. Skip donated his collection to the AFF Museum a few years ago. I got to photograph that collection a year or two before Skip donated it. Skip's comments about Polly and his flies are interesting.


At that time (1958) I had been tying flies off and on for about twelve years, but in the Eastern or Catskill style. Polly's flies were an astonishing revelation to me. His flies were big, fuzzy, impressionistic and tied on very stout Allcocks sproat hooks. When he told me the size of the trout coming out of the Williamson River I understood why.
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Bud Lilly 

Bud Lilly was not a fly designer. He sure did have a big impact. Like Dan Bailey Bud was an extra smart guy with a science background. I  Bud also had a photographic memory, which helps a lot in a business like fly shopping. Bud was an easy going guy. He made you feel like talking to you was the most interesting thing he could possibly be doing right now. And he remembered everything you said. Forever. 



When I was a teenager we had a cabin over on the Clark's Fork of the Yellowstone, on the East side of the Park.  My dad was an academic so we got to spend two or three months there every year.  Academic life doesn't  work that way now but it did back then. We probably got over to West Yellowstone 3 or 4 times every Summer. Colin, my dad, was primarily a Pat Barnes customer but we did go over the Bud Lilly shop a few times. I must have been 15 or 16 years old. Maybe 17.



Ten years later when I was 27 or so and had just moved up to Bozeman from Southern Colorado I went down to West. Pat's shop was open but Pat was out guiding somewhere.  I wandered around town. We ate lunch at a fabulous Romanian deli that no longer exists. I wandered into Bud Lilly's fly shop. Bud looked at me and narrowed his eyes. He shook his forefinger at me and said "I know you.  You're, you're Colin Pittendrigh's son! Is it Sandy?"  Holy cow. I'd been in that store once in my life ten years earlier. Bud remembered everything.  Fun guy too.  Later in life I ran into Bud quite a few times at FFF conclaves where I went to show boats. When I had a boat shop out in Gallatin Gateway Bud either called or stopped by a few times. He hired me to make repairs on a few of the older wooden boats they still had. Just seeing that guy made you smile.  Bud was a special guy. 

 Tom Morgan Ed Curnow Carp Story 

The fishing from Tosten dam down stream for the next ten miles or so used to be spectacular back in the 1960s, and to a slightly lesser extent into the 1970s.  It can still be good fishing today but nothing like it was. Canyon Ferry dam was completed in 1954, thereby radically transforming the few miles of Missouri River downstream to Houser Dam. Canyon Ferry had a big effect on the river upstream too. The Missouri upstream from Canyon Ferry has a tendency to turn chocolate brown with silt a lot, but it wasn't quite so bad in the late 1960s and early 1970s. After the reservoir was completed schools of large lake fish liked to run upstream at different times of year, looking for places to spawn. There was and still is a Spring run of Arlee Rainbows and an odd Fall run of DeSmet rainbows that for what ever reason do spawn late. In October/November huge brown trout from the reservoir  would migrate upriver to the small dam at Tosten, where they would stack like cord wood in frothy water below that dam.



I did a double trip there with Ron Scott once in the early 1980s, from Tosten down to Deepdale, which has now been renamed as York's Island. We didn't catch a lot of fish but we did well enough to make it a successful day. We caught a bunch of fish in a plume of muddy water coming in at Turkey Creek, and then it slowed down. I hugged the bank and fished hard were ever there was some current, where ever it looked more like a trout stream than a slowly moving lake.



Right across from the takeout at Deepdale one of my guys hooked and landed a 22" inch rainbow.  I thought I was hot stuff. A few hours later, after our guys had left Ron and I had a beer at the White Beaver Bar in Tosten, which used to feature  a three hundred pound very clean pig that liked to drink beer from a galvanized tub in the middle of the bar's seating area.  They sold a lot of beer with that pig.   At the bar I retold the story of the 22" rainbow to Ron. The bar tender wandered over my way, put his elbows on the bar and said "Son. We had a 15 pound brown in here yesterday."



One other good story I remember about fishing the Missouri above Canyon Ferry 40 or more years ago came from Tom Morgan. Tom fished there a lot back in the late 1960s, at least in the Fall. Tom told me he was drifting down below Tosten one day with two guys and a tin boat when they ran into Ed Curnow, who announced he just caught two rainbows over ten pounds in the middle of a big school of carp. "They go there to eat the carp shit," Tom said Ed said.



I asked Tom if he believed that story. Tom refused to speak. He just grinned. I'd seen Tom make that mischievous ear to ear grin before. I knew what it meant.



There are big walleyes in that bit of river now. You don't catch them by banging the banks. You have to dredge the middle of the river, deep and slow with big streamers. Some guys I know from Helena caught a 14 pound walleye there a few years back. On trout gear. They grilled it and ate it. A few days later they were told it would have been an 8lb test record for fly gear.



When I told Willy Self those stories he pointed out I was doing everything wrong from the getgo. "Those are reservoir fish," Willy said. "They don't like the current. You have to fish the slack water eddies below the bends in the rivers. That's where lake fish like to hang out." 

    

Notes:  


   George Grant 
In the late 1970s the local Bozeman TU group used to put on an annual "Fly Fishing Fair" at the Gallatin County Fair Grounds. I can't remember who asked me to get involved but it might have been Dave Kumlein from the local Troutfitters fly shop. So that year it became my responsibility to organize the Fly Tying exhibitions. There was no email in those days. I wrote snail mail postal letters to a dozen or more local fly tiers, asking them to come to Bozeman to show everybody their work. Only Bing Lempke and George Grant actually showed up.  George expressed surprise when he saw me.  I used my nickname Sandy and he apparently assumed I would be a woman.



It was a real pleasure to actually meet George. He was a reserved and not in any way effusive man. He did smile a lot and was graciously helpful at every step of the way.  George did tie some of his famous nymphs but he did not demonstrate his weaving technique. He tied those flies with strands of already woven hair hackles he brought with him. He gave all those flies away to people who stopped to watch. 




He did bring some nymphs mounted in small plastic boxes which were for sale. I bought two nymphs. I can't count the number of times I kicked myself for not buying more. George also had two audio cassette tapes with him he had recorded at home, perhaps in order to be able to tell good stories without hassling with a manual typewriter.  I bought both copies.



I have since used software and the keyboard to transcribe both of those audio cassettes into text, which you can read below as George-Grant-Transcript-1.htm and George-Grant-Transcript-2.htm. I also used software to re-format the cassette audio stream into mp4 format, which I have uploaded to YouTube. I don't really have a YouTube channel yet, just a few miscellaneous resource items about George Grant and Bing Lempke. And Al Troth. I do hope to start adding my own fly tying videos to that channel eventually. Perhaps by the end of 2023.



George wrote a lot. He started off a bit awkwardly but kept at. He wrote several books, made a dozen or so audio story recordings and he wrote an on-going newsletter for years. It's fun to watch his skills develop over time. Born into Butte Montana  mining family poverty he wasn't given a good education. He was a smart determined and creative guy who could have learned anything.
Later on in the book I quote a paragrahph he wrote about the state of the Big
Hole River that is eloquent.



I could try to say more about George and his accomplishments and his life story but George does that below, in George-Grant-Transcript-1.htm.  I also have the following jpeg images of his work, displayed in the George-Grant/Gallery link in the Table of Contents (TOC) at screen top-left. 





    

Notes:  


 George Grant Audio Transcript One of Two

 George Grant's Life Story -- as told by George himself 

This is one of two George Grant audio tracks originally recorded on cassette tape. This sounds like  George reading from a manuscript previously typed out on a typewriter. It's actually more interesting in print.  This is George Grant's life story, as told by George himself. The audio cassette tapes I have, which I bought directly from George in 1982 or so, may be two the only four still known to exist.  The other two cassette tape copies are housed at the George Grant collection and Montana State University's library.  



Note: I recently exchanged a few email messages with Paul Schullery. It turns out there were perhaps as many as a dozen such audio tapes that George Grant made. An aging friend of George's in Wisconsin recently had them converted to a DVD format. It's not clear who will get them next. Perhaps the Montana State University Library perhaps the American Fly Fishing Museum and perhaps both. In the mean time I'm beginning to think this story, as a printed transcript of the original audio tape, has never been published before.  

    

The better part of the first two decades of my life had little to do with trout fishing and nothing at all to do with fly tying. I was born in Butte Montana, a rough-and-ready mining town. My early years were more seriously concerned with a hard struggle to merely survive.




Tragedy was a constant companion in the form of mine disasters violent labor-management disputes that were arbitrated with bombs and guns and strikes that idled men for months and always there were long bitterly cold winters with not enough food clothing or warmth. 
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     George Grant sure did nice work
  




I have memories of World War one of an epidemic of influenza that took hundreds of lives and persistent post-war depression. My father was a sturdy Illinois farmhand semi-pro baseball player and Spanish-American War veteran who worked in the dangerous depths of Butte's copper mines to feed and clothe his family. 




He escaped the violent death that befell many but on a cold January night in 1929 I held him in my arms while the remnants of his metal laden lungs hemorrhaged out of his nose
and mouth.`




My wife's own father was killed in an underground mine accident.  These were truly hard times and death in various guises stalked the streets and entered the humble homes with great frequency. 




It is however no longer a question of who was right and who was wrong or why it had to be that way. These accounts and circumstances are included here only to acquaint the listener with the fact that my youth was spent in a region and a time of violent social change, a time that was not conducive to contemplative recreational pursuits such as childhood fishing.




if trout were mentioned at all it very likely would have been in relation to their desirability as a meat stretcher on the table rather than a discussion of the various attributes that are so highly valued today. My mother, also from a small town in Illinois was a strong resourceful resilient woman tempered with a kind heart that compelled her to feed bread crust to wild birds on cold snowy mornings when we had scarcely
enough to feed ourselves. 




She refused to succumb to the rigors of climate or the adversity of fate, persevering to within a few months of her 96th year as an expert seamstress. She plied her trade until she was 91. My maternal grandmother was a gentle French immigrant who understood and spoke seven languages sufficiently well to serve as a paid interpreter she was an accomplished self trained artist and the mother of eleven children of which my mother was the eldest. 




Perhaps somewhere in this ancestry lay the genes that were eventually to result in an individual who believes fly-tying is a useful therapeutic tool that on occasion allows the mind to retreat from a busy world, also an avocation that satisfies the creative urge of many individuals whose everyday activities may border on monotony above all a fascinating endeavor. 




That is a most vital factor in the conservation and perpetuation of wild trout for though it provides an effective means of capture it also allows the quarry to be returned
relatively unharmed to continue to exist.




Because I was a frail youngster, the runt of the litter in a family of physical stalwarts I was viewed by them with much consternation and despair. It was evident that my future did not include toiling in the mines or in doing heavy work of any kind. Realizing this my parents wisely instructed me to enroll in high school courses that would be compatible with my lack of size and strength.




I studied typing shorthand bookkeeping and elementary journalism. Upon graduation I continued my preparation in business college. I became interested in fly tying about 1928 and it has been a consuming passion ever since. Fly fishing and fly tying were things that I could do fairly well and this gave me a feeling of confidence and achievement, but even more these activities brought me in touch through books and magazines with well-educated intelligent and humane individuals who taught me that trout were beautiful courageous wild creatures and while intensely interesting to pursue they were also too important and valuable to
kill. 




At the age of eighteen I was personal secretary to the president of a small railroad that ran from Armstead Montana to Salmon Idaho. Residency in Armstead is now drowned forever at the bottom of Clark Canyon Dam was made more tenable by the close proximity of the Red Rock and Beaver Head rivers which were then renowned for their large rainbow and Eastern brook Trout, but not yet populated by the now dominant Brown which was slowly working its way up through the Jefferson. 




Later i occupied similar positions with several prominent men leaders informing and guiding the affairs of raucous immoral freewheeling Butte, a place where I was to live all my life but never really belonged except perhaps for the fact that the site was the hub of a surrounding countryside made lush and green by the world's greatest concentration of beautiful wild trout streams and possibly too because my being there was a was part of a master plan which I could not alter.  




It was exciting to be closely associated with these interesting men and bask in their reflected glory but many days spent at their elbow gave me insight into their private lives and it soon became apparent to me that success and contentment were not synonymous. 




My own life in contrast was routine and simple a source of some annoyance to my employers they said on more than one occasion young man you should try to make something of yourself but I also sensed a certain degree of Envy among them because of my unsophisticated lifestyle and the seemingly unlimited pleasure that I derived from my obsession with the outdoors. 




They of course had no way of knowing and even I was not certain of it but desire and circumstance were drawing me irresistibly toward a life so foreign to my family background my business training and the mining camp mentality that prevailed all around me that it was difficult for others to understand my motives in retrospect it is now apparent that I was simply predestined to lead an idyllic life wading fabulous western trout streams dressing artificial creations to copy the aquatic insects and deceived a large wild child that lived within them enjoying the mystique and endless variety that is part of the sport called fly-fishing but which too many of us is a passport to another world.




As time passed unknown to them but through their writings I was being instructed in basic fly-tying by Paul Young, George Herter, Roger Woolly, Major JH Hale and others.




I was being introduced to (there is a skip jump in the cassette tape here) not through something new and exciting artificial name theory and development by the early pioneers in this country.




Edward Ringwood Hewitt and John Alden Knight. I was learning the rudiments of the little known world of dry fly fishing, at least it was new to me by reading the writings of Emlyn Gill and George LaBranche my knowledge was being enhanced in the field of trout stream entomology through the works of Louis
Rhead and Peter Clausen. 




I learned about fly tying materials from Herter's fascinating and all-encompassing catalogue. The flies of Jack Boehme Bill Beaty and Franz Pott, famous Montana fly tiers of an era, were being dissected thread by thread on my fly tying bench. I looked upon these men then with awe and admiration because of their knowledge and fame. 




Today I recall them as another might recall his favorite college professors. You (sic) would seem to know everything worth knowing about fly-fishing and he presented his ideas with such convincing and final authority that even the slightest doubt seemed unthinkable. 




Herter was somewhat similar everything in his catalogue, if you believed him, was superior he also seemed to convey the idea that these wonderful products could not be obtained from any other source. His way of doing anything was better ranging from how to cook a trout to how to make insect repellent. 




I liked Louis Rhead because he called insects by names I could understand and pronounce in addition he was a consummate artist and the color plates in his book American Trout Stream Insects were and are superb to this day.  I resent his critics.




Major Hale wrote about tying classic Scottish and English salmon flight patterns and I learned much about attention to detail from him.




Paul Young was my favorite because he took time out from her busy schedule to write me detailed letters in longhand that supplied me with answers to many of my fly-tying problems and fortified my knowledge of materials. 




In 1933 a wonderful thing happened. I lost my job. I can say that now and really mean it but it is quite likely that I did not think it was so wonderful then.




in that time of deep depression you didn't look for another job because there weren't any for the next three years. June through October I lived in a small cabin rented at a fee of $5 per month, located on the bank of the Big Hole River near a place called Dewey. In the winter I returned to Butte and tied flies supplementing my income with my typewriter and temporary employment during those summers I learned a great deal about the river and I live the kind of life that many young anglers dream about but probably will never have the
opportunity to experience. 




This was the golden era of trout fishing in Montana superior to what had gone before and a time that will never be repeated in the future.




The Madison was at its peak and the big hole was probably even better although not as well-known. The quality of fishing in Montana the southwestern part at least was unsurpassed any place in the world it is quite likely that it was better than that experience today in Alaska British Columbia New Zealand Argentina or other faraway places.




My only regret is that at times I considered the mundane requirements of everyday living more important than being on the river as my knowledge of trout fishing and my flying capabilities increased I began to think seriously about becoming a full-time professional fly tier and ultimately the proprietor of my own tackle shop. 




In those days such a choice of livelihood was regarded as hovering somewhere between foolish and insane especially if you were trained and qualified to do something more traditional




Over the years my quest for a small amount of success in this field for recognition and for escape from obscurity led me into several phases of fly tying and tackle shop operations that were less than sensational.




There were disappointments diversions disillusionment and outright failures but through it all I somehow retained a dogged determination and spirit of optimism never losing that intangible attraction that even to this day draws me to the vise in Winter and to the river in Summer. As one might suspect I am poor in material things but rich in fly tying and fly fishing experience, and memories of military service, marriage and entry into the wholesale retail sporting goods business curl(sic) curtailed my time astream in later years to a certain extent but only slightly.




I retired early at the age of 61 in order to pursue my fly-tying ambitions not because I could afford to do so but because I had a working wife who supported me both literally and spiritually every inch of the way during the first four years.




After my retirement I wrote two books on fly tying. The manuscripts were sent to a number of publishers and were routinely returned with the usual rejection remarks, however at least one from one of this country's foremost publishers of sporting books for a note of optimism it said we have studied your material and discussed it unfortunately we conclude that while this is fascinating interesting provocative and perhaps groundbreaking it comes at a time when, and several reasons followed, all negative. 




Disheartened but not wanting to give up I decided to publish the books on my own. This was done in two paper packs which admittedly were amateurish and crude although I lacked artistic ability I did all the drawings and the results were pretty much as one would expect despite all this the books had a combined sale of about ten thousand copies before I allowed them to go out of print.




However what was more important they introduced my name and my methods to a large number of people I was invited to attend and demonstrate my techniques and display my flies at the Federation of fly fisherman's National Conclave at Sun Valley Idaho in 1972. This was at a time when I was about as well-known as my unorthodox fly-tying methods.  




Eventually I found myself seated at a long fly tying table alongside such notables as Art Flick, Dave Whitlock, Polly Rosebough, Doug Swisher and Carl Richards. I felt that I was out of place and I was extremely ill at ease. I was 67 years old and I had never previously tied a fly in public. Since early youth I have been afflicted with a hereditary tremor, a mild incurable disorder of the nervous system that can be masked by a self-imposed exterior calm under normal conditions, but is activated uncontrollably by stress.




This occasion was no exception. My hands trembled. I dropped tools and I broke threads, things I could do at home with my eyes closed. I could not do well at all I considered feigning illness and asking to be excused, but I did not because I wanted desperately to show to this knowledgeable audience the techniques I had developed over many long years and which I truly believed to be a revolutionary method of fly tying.  




The interest of the onlookers was intense.  They had never seen a hackle woven onto thread with strands of hair nor had they ever seen a realistic looking artificial nymph body he emerged from a short length of flat mono-filament fishing line these people all strangers to me were patient and understanding and their genuine interest enabled me to continue with ever-increasing confidence today many of them are among my very best friends and supporters the following year 1973 perhaps out of sympathy or to compensate me for the ordeal they had unwittingly inflicted on me the previous year the Federation presented me with the Wayne buzz Buszek memorial fly-tying award. This award is given each year to the fly tier who is considered to have contributed most significantly to the advancement of the art during that particular year or in some cases for achievements that have extended over a
period of many years. 




I regard this event and many others that have since occurred as a culmination of a destiny that was set in stone many years ago.




The fulfillment of which while painfully slow was nevertheless inevitable.




Remembering my early years I derive much pleasure from embryonic fly tiers whose questions and interest take me back to the days when I wrote the great fly tiers of the world many of whom took the time to reply. I quote from a letter received during the past year: "I admire a perfectionist and I place you in that category I am NOT a 24 year old person infatuated by the master but a 40 year old man who falls into that category.  Perhaps you think I am crazy in real life. I manage a jet engine shop and employ 78 people so I guess I wouldn't fall into the crazy category what has happened to me in the past four years.




I am sure happened to you many years ago I was bitten by the fly fishing and fly tying bug. The following is an excerpt from my reply you must have sensed something in my writing because at one time I was the world's super enthusiast in matters relating to fly fishing and
fly tying. 




Age and physical limitations no longer permit me to indulge in either of these activities to the extent I would like however I have not lost my enthusiasm and I sincerely doubt that I ever will. Fly fishing is a world within a world and you are most fortunate to have discovered it it is probably tried to quote the old saying fishing is a disease for which thank God there is no cure but it is true and could be extended to include fly tying as well as other aspects of fishing. 




I know a young man who graduated Cum Laude from a technical college whose entrance examinations eliminate most prospective students. He could name a starting salary with a choice of large industrial firms but he prefers to operate a sporting goods store because it keeps him in close touch with the things he loves and allows him to remain in wild trout Country. 




I know a young artist one of the best at what he does but would rather draw pictures of caddis and mayflies and illustrate articles in fishing magazine than to live in a crowded city and make better money, working on a nine-to-five
job. 




I am acquainted with many young men who would sacrifice almost anything to operate a tackle shop in trout country and while I do not encourage them knowing that all is not what it seems to be I feel that I understand them to a greater extent and most others would who can say that they are wrong. I believe that as long as we have wild trout and wild trout rivers we will have young men who are captivated by them and they will continue to enjoy a way of life that has attracted and held such a wide variety of intellects and enthusiasms down through the centuries. 




I think this is good for mankind in general and especially good for the individual who participates in it.

 George Grant Audio Transcript Two of Two

 The Don Martinez Life Story -- as told by George Grant 

This is two of two George Grant audio tracks originally recorded on cassette tape. This is the Don Martinez life story, as told by George Grant.
This story was previously published in the American Fly Fisher, Number 2, Spring 1982.  This version of the Martinez story is not a copy of the American Fly Fisher piece. This was transcribed manually, by me, directly from the audio tape, as I bought it  from George Grant in the early 1980s.



This is a story about what is known of the life of Don Martinez, a great Western fly tier who spent many summer seasons at West Yellowstone Montana. It was written by George F. Grant and was is published in the American Flyfisher, the Journal of the American Museum of Fly Fishing. Although Martinez was not a native Montanan, it has felt that he should be regarded as a Montana fly tier because the most significant years of his fly tying life were spent in Montana, and he is probably best remembered in this region.



Donald Skillman Martinez was a professional fly tier who during the years from about 1932 to 1943 spent his summers in West Yellowstone, Montana, and his winters in Los Angeles, California, prior to his residency in Los Angeles.



Not a great deal is known about him, except that his early school years were lived at Washington Green, Connecticut, and at some time thereafter he lived in Chicago and for several seasons fished in Northern Michigan on the Jordan and Boardman Rivers. It appears that he attended College in the East, but it is not known where or if he graduated. There is a brief reference to his having taken a course in Entomology under the tutelage of a doctor Needham, presumably Dr. J. G. Needham of Cornell University. But to date this cannot be verified. A letter written from Los Angeles to a friend in the East discloses a sense of humor and a clue to his family background. He writes. Skillman is my middle name, my mother's family name, a town near Princeton, New Jersey, where the first settlers of that name held forth around here.



Anyone whose name ends in "ez" is automatically Mexican. The name Martinez establishes a presumption in people's minds that I am Mexican and not likely to have done much trout fishing. If they are not poor Mexican families become old Spanish families. I fall somewhere in between being neither one or the other, all of which has nothing to do with trout fishing. That is the end of that portion of his letter.



A visitor to the Martinez residence at St. Andrew's Place in 8th street in Los Angeles about 1940 would have felt that he was being transported into another world. If he was a fly tier or a fly fisherman, he would have been enchanted. His eyes most certainly would have been drawn first to several split bamboo fly rods fully assembled and hanging by their tips from the balance above the wallpaper. A closer examination would have revealed that the rods bore such names as Leonard Paine, Loose Stoner, and so forth.



He would have noticed several long pans containing water in which were soaking various sizes of Spanish silkworm gut being made ready for tying into tapered leaders. Nylon mono-filament by this time had made its advent, but many older fishermen were reluctant to trust a newfangled product that often slipped a well-tied turtle knot on the walls. There were pictures, fish fishermen, and wildlife as well as the scenic beauty of the Yellowstone country. In all its unspoiled splendor, a closet door pressed into service as a bulletin board, displayed a varied assortment of snapshots, magazine clippings and pending orders for flies, a number of them with sample flies dangling precariously.



Perhaps most fascinating, however, was a table with an orderly array of boxes of completed flies ranging from minuscule dries to gargantuan Chenille bodied Palmer hackled wets.



Also, there were steelhead patterns on heavy hooks and standard pattern wets, but mostly there were dry flies, Quill bodied variants, spiders, bivisibles, hair winged Wullfs and more. For Martinez was a versatile artist. Despite the variance in size and style, all had the unmistakable touch of a master craftsman. By this time the visitor would surely have noticed that his nostrils were being assaulted by the penetrating fumes of paradichlorobenzene so extravagantly used in that era to Ward off attacks by Moss larvae on feathers and flies. But even the possibility of migraine would have been gladly risked in exchange for the rare privilege of being allowed to enter the sanctum of one of the world's finest fly dressers.



Seated in an old wooden deck chair in a relaxed, semi client reclined position, was Martinez himself nonchalantly feeding various materials onto a hook secured in the jaws of a most unorthodox vise. Now the visitor would have become oblivious to his surroundings while he watched entranced as deft hands worked quickly and precisely to form exquisite small dry flies. Cal Dunbar, longtime resident of West Yellowstone as a teenager growing up in Los Angeles, was a frequent visitor in Martinez home, and he describes the operation in this manner. I used to visit Don by the hour at his La home in one 1939 through 1942 and watch him tie flies.



He used a Thompson head with a Chrome shaft about 18 inches long.



The shaft had a rubber nut on the end, which he placed in a one or two inch deep typewriter ribbon tin mounted on the left arm of his chair as a sort of socket. I've seen him tie Quill dry flies, size 22 24 and so forth, and glanced at a book he was reading as he proceeded. End of Quotation Ray Bergman made this brief but interesting observation in his book, Trout Don. Martinez advocates and is the designer of a hand vise tiers who use this vise need no other tool than a pair of scissors, and they produce flies faster than tiers using any other method.



This way of tying is excellent for wet flies, streamers and tackle dry flies.



Not only that, but you can sit relaxed and comfortable in an armchair while tying, thus avoiding the fatigue attending tying flies at a vise, or you must sit at a desk, table or bench. End of quote. Many close friends, clients, and neighbors of A. Martinez in his years at West Yellowstone, are as one in crediting him with the creation of the long famous woolly worm trout fly. 




Colonel Joseph D. Bates, in his book Streamers and Bucktails, expresses the opinion that creation should be left to the deity and the more modest word origination should be applied to fly patterns. In this particular case, I would go a step further and suggest that a more fitting word would be adaptation or variation. There is no doubt in my mind that the pattern we know today and have known for over 40 years was first conceived by Don Martinez, but that in so doing he merely altered a very old concept to bring the woolly worm into being.



Ray Bergman, writing in the same book previously quoted, reported Martinez as saying, this is probably the most popular number that was ever commercialized. It was not original with me, but was derived from a very old Missouri bass fly of somewhat similar design.



I was merely the first to make them commercially as a trout fly or to be more accurate, trout lure the forerunner of the woolly worm. Regardless of whether this later variation was first tied in Montana or Missouri was the Palmer. And the antiquity of this type of trout fly construction is well established by Courtney Williams in his book Troutflies, a Discussion and a Dictionary, 1931, wherein he wrote, According to Ronald's, all farmers represent and hairy caterpillars, such as those of the Tiger, Irman and Fox moth, which are better known to most of us as Wooly bears. The Palmer is almost the oldest British fly, and Isaac Walton refers to it in the complete angler as follows. Mr. Barker commands several sorts of Palmered, not only those ribbed with silver and gold, but others that have their bodies all made with black or some with red and a red hackle.



The name Palmer may seem a curious one.



In the days of the Crusades, it was a term used for warriors who had returned from the Holy Land, since it was the custom amongst them to bring back branches of palm. The flies subsequently took their name from the caterpillars they are supposed to represent because of their nomadic habits. This is the end of the quotation from Courtney Williams' book.



The proper method of constructing the woolly worm, despite its apparent simplicity, has always been a controversial topic among fly tiers. One of the discussions centers around whether the Palmer hackle should be applied so the filaments lean toward the eye or the bend. Another is whether the hackle should be tied in near the shoulder or at the tail. There is little question, but the hacker can be made more secure and durable if the quilt is reinforced by binding it down with a thread wire or tinsel ribbing, but which is better or whether it should be done at all is often contested.



Some early Martinez patterns, possessed by the American Museum of Fly Fishing, have the hackle filaments facing forward in the direction of the eye.



A pattern tied by him and shown in a color plate in Fortune magazine May 1946, also shows the hackle leaning forward. It is evident, too, that the Quill was tied in by the butt and wound forward, as there is a diminishing of filament length from bend to eye. The fly was reinforced with a narrow, flat gold tinsel ribbing, the most popular pattern, very likely the original one has a thick black chenille body. Palmered with a grizzly hackle tiers, who made these flies from Martinez, say that the tinsel rib was standard.



The short red floss or wool tag has always been considered part of the original pattern, but it is often omitted by modern fly tiers.



I had often heard that Martinez tied Wooly worms without the aid of a vise while he talked to and waited on customers and he's West Yellowstone shop. Mrs. Ray Cervacious, First Lady of West Yellowstone fly fishers, who tied flies for dawn and later was a business associate, had many opportunities to observe him, and this is what she wrote me. Dawn did tie while waiting on customers. He held the hook by the eye in his left hand and wrapped the material with his right hand.



But he did this only on large woolly worms that he could get a good hold on and only on rush orders. The metamorphosis of Don Martinez as a tier and user of dry flies is very interesting. When he came to West Yellowstone about 1932 or 1000 1933, and opened a small shop in a corner of the old Totem Cafe, he was probably the first fly tier to bring with him to that little rural community, possibly even to the state of Montana. A real knowledge of how to properly tie and fish dry flies.



Although he is best remembered because of the Wooly worm, there is little question but that at the outset his real love was for Quill bodied, sparsely hackle dry flies and that he tied them so well that they compared favorably with those produced by the Darbys, Rube, Cross and other Eastern experts.


One gets the feeling, too, that his ability to tie such flies was a source of great pride and satisfaction to him. After several years of trying to educate Western fly fishermen to appreciate the superiority of lightly dressed flies, he reluctantly resigned himself to the facts of life. Western dry fly fishermen, ignorant as they were of the niceties of the floating fly, believed then, as they do now, that the important qualities of a dry fly were float ability, visibility, and durability, perhaps with small streams and spring creeks. Accepted in a letter to Preston Jennings, February 1939, Martinez expressed his feelings in this manner for my own use and for a limited number of my customers.



I prefer a fly with a scanty hackle.



However, in order to please the majority of people I work for, it is necessary to make a pretty bulky fly in the samples I am sending you separately. The hackle is a bit longer and more of it than I like, but in order to induce people to use my stuff at all, I have to make them this way. There is no profit in making flies that will never be used.




By 1953 he had capitulated completely and was now tying what he called rough water dry flies with bodies made from caribou hair. They were, by his own admission, more shaggy and bulky than the rat-faced MacDougall and the irresistible after which they were fashioned. His radical withdrawal from previously held opinion is apparent in a letter to Field and Stream 1953 in which he said, I guess every dry fly user has quietly gone nuts trying to keep his fly floating in fast water. Usually the best rise takes place at sundown or thereafter.



By then the line is soggy the wrist and hand are tired, and it's murder trying to get the fly to float.



Well, anyway, I made up some flies with clip caribou hair bodies along the lines of the Irresistible, but made the bodies oversized so that the air held in the spongy hair offset the weight of the hook and made a positive floater. Of course, a fly with a bulky body looked clumsy, and I didn't think they'd work on large, smart fish in clear, shallow water. I thought they'd be worthless in the fire hole and in Flat Creek at Jackson, Wyoming, in the past, we all will use 16s and 18s very lightly dressed.



These bulky flies not only worked fully as well as the slim bodied affairs we'd always used in the past, but they worked even better. Martinez was never an imitationist in the generally accepted use of the words.



In fact, he had an aversion to what he termed Louis Rheadish flies. He did. However, in keeping with the thinking of most of our renowned dry fly dressers, try to produce artificials that had some resemblance to the Naturals that were hatching on the waters he fished. Unlike most of the tiers in the early part of this century, it is possible that he did have some formal education in the study of aquatic insects. In one of his letters to Jennings, he said, One of the many regrets I have is the fact that I dozed through a course in immunology under Dr.



Needham, I took it with the vague idea that it might help my trout fishing, which it probably would have if I had studied harder. A thorough reading of other letters in this fascinating exchange of ideas between these two men leads one to believe that Martin Penis was modest and self effacing in his assessment of himself and that he knew a great deal more about trout stream entomology than he professed to know one of his clients.as a frequent visitor in Martinez home, and he describes the operation in this manner. I used to visit Don by the hour at his La home in.....the tape cuts short here.  

   Sixties and Seventies through the Nineties 

Back to flies again. So far we've raced through fifty years of Western fly tying from 1915 to the end of the 1950s.
A lot happened then and so too in the next thirty years--from the 1970's through to the turn of the century.  



I'll do my best to zoom through these years with a narrative that isn't too long and arduous. This is the beginning of the contemporary era. Most readers will already be familiar with the important flies of this time. Most readers won't need me to tell them what a great fly the Copper John the Zebra Midge or the Clouser are. They already know. I'll mention most of them anyway but I will try to pick up the pace a bit. The fun stuff is yet to come, when we see what Montana guides and outfitters plus a few talented tiers are actually making today.




 Swischer Richards and  Craig Mathews' Sparkle Dun 

I mentioned the Swisher Richards flies already, in an earlier section. Their work really opened things up. 
The Swisher/Richards Compara Dun was a cool fly but perhaps a bit hard to keep afloat in some Western contexts. This is an old story.  Don Martinez struggled with the conflict between his love for classic Catskill patterns and the bushy Wulff flies that were starting to sell so well out West. That was a big freestone river conflict.



A similar tension began to be all over again in the Western smooth water contexts.
When the Henry's Fork the Madison in the Park and the Firehole started to carve out a niche for something a bit less intimidating than a Humpy the Swisher/Richards flies looked like just the ticket. But maybe they still needed a bit more floatation horse power.  In the late 1980s Craig Matthews of West Yellowstone first started tying his ground breaking Sparkle Duns, which were a lot like a Compara Dun with a hefty Zelon tail that might even look like a trailing nymphal shuck. What a great fly. This is one of my favorite dry flies. This one put money in my pocket when I was guiding on the spring creeks over near Livingston Montana.




 Rene Harrop 

Any chronicle of Western fly tying has to pay tribute to Rene Harrop. Rene is one of great fly tiers in any context. Late in Tom Morgan's life Tom put together a small commercial project which consisted of a beautifully built dovetailed hardwood box with a brass hinged lid, with a manually pressed and printed book inside, hand made by Tom's talented wife Gerri Carlson. The box included a series of Tom's most cherished flies. The book contained Tom stories about those flies.  Craig Mathews and Rene Harrop tied the actual flies. Both are, to say the least, outstanding tiers.  Rene's work in particular was a sight to behold. I have never seen such beautifully proportioned flies. Ever. In the smaller sizes any minor sizing anomaly in any part of a fly makes a proportionately bigger difference. Rene's flies--the ones he tied to go with Tom and Gerri's little box and book--were astonishingly beautiful. And all so perfectly proportioned.



Rene has invented so many flies it's impossible to list them all. His marketing genius was to never sit tight. Every year Rene seems to come out with slightly new slightly updated versions of last year's crop. Everybody wants them. Including me.




 Bing Lempke 

In an earlier section about George Grant I told the story of me organizing the fly tying exhibitions at the Gallatin County Fairgrounds one year, all under the umbrella of the local Trout Unlimited club. I invited a bunch of fly tiers but only George Grant and Bing Lempke came. Bing was a working man and I was a carpenter in those days. We hit it off right away. Bing didn't invent any flies that many other people tied but he was fun to be around and he did tie some spectacularly unusual flies. He was a bit of a showman too. Bing fished with a glass rod and a Perrine Automatic reel on the Henry's Fork at a time when everybody else was jumping onto the expensive reels and graphite rods movement.



Bing started off by tying a variety of standard flies that day, He didn't tie any of his signature grasshoppers that day but he did end  the day tying a few of his fancy extended body Green Drakes, which he used almost exclusively on the Henry's Fork. When he was maybe halfway through the first Green Drake an annoying know-it-all teenager walked up to Bihg's glass display counter and said "Nobody has to go to that much trouble just to catch a fish!"

I wanted to say "Why you snotty little son of a bitch" but I didn't. I was representing Trout Unlimited and I knew I had to keep my cool. I did walk up to that young man with my hand on my hips and said "This man is an artist. If you don't know that and cannot see it you  might not want to speak so freely about what you know so little."  It wasn't so much what I said but how I said it. The teenager walked backwards two or three steps with extra-wide eyes and disappeared. With Bing Lempke I had made a friend for life. I used to run into Bing at fly tying shows where I had gone in order to display boats.  Bing always made a point of coming over to say hello and he always laughed as he at least made a reference to the day I sent the snotty teenager off and running.

 
    
     Bing Lempke Green-Drake
  
 
  
     [image: Green-Drake.jpg]
  

   
    Just watching Bing tie made you smile
  




    


 The Stimulator 

On an earlier page I promised to mention any fly inventor controversies I was aware of, but not necessarily to settle them.  With the Stimulator I up the ante. I'm going to dodge the controversy almost entirely. There is debate about who first invented this great fly. In this case I won't say anything about who or what. I've invented (in my mind anyway) a long list of oddball flies. But almost every one can be seen as an elaboration on earlier works. That's how it is for all of us. We are were we are today because of all of us.



So perhaps the inventor doesn't really matter.  We all love this graceful, high floating easy-to-see dry fly that works both as an all-purpose attractor and as generic stonefly adult, in all imaginable sizes and colors. 


It's worth mentioning too that although the Stimulator is the current 2022 state of the art for floating not foam-bodied stonefly adults, it can also be seen as a smooth step-by-step evolution from the Picket Pin to the Dan Bailey Bi-Fly to Pat Barnes's Sofa Pillow.  And then on to today' Stimulator, with one significant side fork a few years back for Cal Bird's great Stonefly. Which I still tie and admire.

 Grasshopper Fishing 

The big hopper trend shift in this period was of course foam. My dad loved the Joe's Hopper and was late to make the move to foam. I tried to get to be more reasonable but he was so married to his career late in life he didn't fish much anymore, and when he did fish he wanted it to be the way it always had been. Which for him meant Joe's Hoppers.  When he did retire and my folks finally moved to Bozeman it wasn't so hard to catch his attention anymore. I gave my dad a hand full of foam hoppers. He eventually caught a big one were Thompson spring creek empties into the East Gallatin. Joe's Hoppers were history from that moment on.



One of the things I made in those days--that nobody else was back then, in the early 1990s--was absolutely giant hoppers.  Some of the guides at the Yellowstone Angler laughed a little at first.  But not for long.  We do have giant locust like hoppers in Montana, as long as man's thumb. When guiding on the spring creeks I liked to catch them occasionally, pinch the head a bit and then toss it in the water. They never went more than ten feet before they got gobbled. I remember guiding a party of four at DePuy's one day with Paul Rice. The hatch was basically over for the day, a time when most people think they have to switch to tiny black beetles or 3/4" inch long LeTort hoppers. I had my guy put on a giant fat 2" inch long yellow foam hopper. A big rainbow hit so hard my guy panicked and pulled too hard on the rod. And broke it off. Paul said it sounded like a brick hitting the water. 




 
    
    2016-12-09_Bobber-hopper.jpg  
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     This one is a about 2-1/2" inches long
  




I still tie my own hopper designs but I don't think it matters much. The industry has pretty much settled on the Chubby Chernoble now. They are good flies. You can even buy big ones now too, although none of them quite as big as the ones I tie. I like Chubbies.  I make them. I do have a few modifications that make them a little faster and easier to tie. I'll try to get some video plugged in here eventually. One of the best things about Chubbies are the big bushy unnaturally white wings sticking straight up. You can see them from a half a mile away and the fish still bite. It does make you wonder what the fish see up on the surface. Is it just a characteristic outline with familiar leg-like dimples? The Chubby is a good fly. A ton of them get sold every year.




 Hopper Dropper rises up to the surface 

One of the reasons I tied such big hoppers was my discovery of the Hopper Dropper rig.  I learned about Hopper Droppers from my guiding colleague Chuck Tuschmidt. Actually from one of his steady customers from Ottawa. Chuck was busy that day so his customer (I can't remember his name) got me instead of Chuck. We had a good day at DePuy's. That guy at one point rigged himself up with a deer hair hopper and a small not weighted black Woolly Worm. He proceeded to catch quite a few fish that way. I asked him about it. "Chuckie showed me this last year," he said. Damn that son of a gun I thought. Why didn't he (Chuckie) tell me about this too? We do have to keep some secrets I guess. 




You can't float much weight with deer hair so I immediately started making mine as foam hoppers. Then I could use use weighted Woolly Buggers below.  Foam was pretty new then.  I did make big foam hoppers. In the years since I have only a few times fished with a red plastic bobber. I didn't much like it when I did. I use a foam hopper dropper rig instead. The hoppers don't catch many fish but the few they do catch are often the biggest fish of the day.  Chubbies work fine for hopper dropper rigs too. That's one reason they are so popular. I don't fish that way as much as I once did.  A big foam hopper will put fish down.  You get at most two drifts with a giant hopper. If they haven't taken by then they won't.  If you fish two wet flies without any bobber mechanism at all you can stay in one spot a lot longer.  I like that a lot, now that I'm older. 




 Clouser Bob Clouser 1987 Pennsylvania 

Wikipedia:

I believe that this pattern is the most important and effective underwater fly developed in the past 20 years. During the past three years I have been able to catch 63 species of fish in fresh and saltwaters around the world with this pattern!

Lefty Kreh 1994 in The Professionals' Favorite Flies[4]

I've been a big fan of relatively sparsely tied bucktail and synthetic fiber streamers more or less forever. I wrote a piece in Fly Tyer in something like 1985  called "Fast Sinking Streamers." About the same time Bob Clouser invented the Clouser Minnow. Part of his genius was somehow knowing how important the color chartreuse was. It took me a decade after he invented the Clouser to  finally realized the same.  His fly too, I think, will gradually make its way into the Hall of Fame ranks, among flies that will last forever. If it hasn't already.



Chartreuse--like blue--is interesting to me because it's impossible to pigeon hole either of those colors into an even remotely Matching the Hatch argument.




 Zebra Midge 

The Zebra Midge was originated by Ted Wellings, a guide on the Colorado River at Lee's Ferry Arizona in 1996, or so the story 

The Zebra Midge is one of my favorite flies because, somewhat like the Prince Nymph, its exaggerated high contrast appearance makes it at least somewhat not realistic, like a bright shining counter example to Matching the Hatch. It sure is a good fly.  I use Zebra Midges at midge time but I `also them, and slightly more soft hackle versions of the Zebra Midge at Blue Winged Olive Time. One of the cool things about fly fishing is its complexity. Simplicity has its place in the grand scheme of things too. But complexity keeps it interesting. There are so many flies and variations of flies a guy can use to catch fish. There is always something new to turn to. And there are required stand byes too. like the Zebra Midge.




 Bead Heads take off 

I'm not sure I Have much to say about bead heads, which is interesting in itself because they are big medicine. Bead heads have probably been around forever but it wasn't until the late 1980s they really began to become popular. Now they are dominant. They get fished everywhere, from small beadies on the spring creeks to slightly bigger ones on the tail waters to really heavy ones with Czech Nymphers. 



I tie a zillion bead heads. The Three Dollar Dip is hard to beat. It's one of my favorite flies. I even like to tie blue Dips. There is no such thing as a blue nymph. But blue flies sure do work well. 




 Soft Hackles 

Speaking of bead heads I mentioned to Sylvester Nemes once--at a fly tying demo at the Bozeman Angler--that his flies had made a huge impact on Montana fly shops: there were soft hackle wet flies for sale in every store in the state. "But most of the soft hackles you find in the stores are beadheads," I pointed out. "Do you ever tie your flies as beadheads?" I asked.



Syl peered up at me over the tops of his half frame magnifiers and asked "Why don't you just get a spinning rod. No really," he said. Get an ultra light spinning outfit. You'll be much happier."  I almost laughed. I thought he was putting me on and that kind of humor is right up my alley. But it turned out he was dead serious. Phew. 





 
    Cumberland
 

 
  [image: Bluedoo]
 



I'm still a big fan of Syl's flies. They're all so beautifully
proportioned with carefully chosen color schemes and clean, sharp, accurate wraps.
It's impossible not to smile when you see the real thing up close.




Subtle color differences are extremely important to Syl. What look
like slight body color and hackle variations on the same pattern to me 
represent different flies with different names to Syl, for fishing in different habitats on different rivers.




I visited Syl at his house once. A mutual friend took me over to visit.
I wanted to hit Syl up for a chance to photograph his flies. That part of
the visit never quite worked out. But it was a wonderful day just the same.
We spent the afternoon opening fly boxes and talking about flies. His
fly collection was astounding. He had thousands of flies tucked neatly
away in dozens of labeled boxes. Each fly had a name, penned onto a slip of
paper for each bin in the box, all with names like Pemberton, Watchet,
Green Tail, Yellow Spider, etc.

 

Syl had been an advertising copy writer before he retired. He was an astonishingly talented photographer. The walls of his house were covered with Ansel Adams quality black and white prints with black blacks white whites and a long range of grays in between. He had photographs of landscapes and city sidewalk scenes. Like many disciplines the  photography community includes all types. Some are technically near perfect while others are perhaps less sharp but clearly display a more artistic eye. Syl had both.

 

Syl's flies were a sight to behold. My approach to wet flies isn't so disciplined. I don't think about small
wet flies by name so much as by color and shape category. And I don't really
distinguish between wet flies and small nymphs either.
I tend to think more in terms of color schemes layered onto Hare's Ears, Pheasant Tails,
Serendipities, Rock Worms and "Soft Hackles." My soft hackle patterns usually
have a bead, sometimes behind the hackle and sometimes in front, married to
a few basic body types and that's about it.

 

Soft hackle wet flies sell like hot cakes all over the State of Montana. Now and for a long time to come I suspect.

 


 Serendipity Three Dollar Dip and Blue Flies 

A California guy named Ross Merigold apparently invented the Serendipidy 1987 or so, primarily for fishing the  Madison River.
I first fished a Serendipity, a blue one as it turned out, on an April rainbow spawning expedition to the Gray Reef section of the North Platte with a friend I have since lost touch with: Wayne, a systems administrator from Fort Collins. Wayne and I would occasionally meet in Wyoming to fish for a few days. Wayne would drive North for Colorado and I would drive South from Montana.



When I got to the Gray Reef dam a little before noon I felt like turning around and driving home.  Gray Reef is too close to Fort Collins and Denver. It was April and already way more crowded than anything going in Montana at that time of year. I found Wayne in a busy parking lot and we loaded up my boat. This was going to be a two day camping trip.  The minute we started fishing I forgot all about the crowds.  In April when the rainbows are finishing up this year's spawn there are a zillion big heavy shouldered rainbows to catch. Why is Montana so famous? This was outrageous. Wayne had me fishing with a light almost violet blue Serendipity, which I fished a few feet behind a heavier spark plug fly. 




I asked Wayne about the blue color. I'd never seen a blue fly before. Wayne looked at me for a while without saying anything, as if he was making a calculation. "Oh the blue is nothing. A buddy of mine ties them. He's color blind."  I knew right away I was being smoked. I remember stuff like that. I've been fishing blue flies for twenty years now.  Ever since.



One of my favorites is a blue Three Dollar Dip, which is a fly first developed by some of Craig Mathews' guides.
I have a blue fly too i call the Blue Doo. Blue is good stuff. There might be a pseudo-scientific explanation like "The short wave length of blue light penetrates deeper into the water column and still appears as blue without fading to gray."  And maybe not. Maybe just knowing blue is big medicine--for what ever reason--is enough. It is. 

    


 Gary LaFontaine 
Gary LaFontaine--a graduate of University of Montana--was was a great writer and speaker who made a lot of Western Fishermen smile.  I attended one of his presentations at Dave Kumleine's Troutfitters
 I  shop in Bozeman, at its original location in the old Red Barn building that is now a Cajun Restaurant. Gary was fun to listen to not only because he had a lot to say but because it seemed impossible for him to contain his enthusiasm about fishing and fly tying. Gary was perhaps the all time champion of "fly fishing as a complex puzzle that had to be unbroken."



I'm still not convinced about the great puzzle theme but he sure was fun to
listen to. Gary's one lasting fly was his Sparkle Caddis, whose shiny, puffy,
semi-transparent abdomen was meant to simulate the idea of a gas-filled and partially eclosed
exoskelaton, surrounding a hatching or emerging caddis fly. Cool fly.

 
    
     Sparkle Caddis  
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   make a better image
  





    

 George Anderson 
George Anderson is one of the West's coolest guys, and one of the best fishermen to ever hold a fly rod. 

George's slide show can be exhausting.  George is a top-nothch photographer but it takes himn all afternoon long to show all the big fish pictures he has. I worked for George during the only two years he competed in the Jackon Hole One Fly Contest.  George won both years with  second place a half a mile behind.  George is built like a tree stump but he is a fast agile and athletic man.  Watching Goege Ski or race motor cycles was sight to behold. George was a good boss too who treated his guys well. And also a hell of fly tyer.




When I worked at the Yellowstone Angler we sometimes made jokes about the George''s Brown Stone but only as a way to tease our favorite boss.  We all used this fly and it made good tip money for us too. Al Troth loved the George's Brown Stone too. And used it too.  Al's catalogue offered versions of the George's Brown Stone with and without white rubberlegs.  




As a Yellowstone River Guide I and all the guys I worked with liked the rubberleg version best. I love this fly.  I usually tie the George's Brown Stone and the venerable Bitch Creek together because my body weaving skills are weak. And once I get my weaving fingers going I usually want to finish off a full year's supply all at once.




 
    
      George's Brown Stone  without rubberlegs, as tied by Al Troth
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   make a better image -- Jamies fly with white rubberlegs
  




George's son Jamie runs the store now.  I stopped in to chat chat with Jamie not too long ago. Jamie gave me the following rubberleg version of his dad's fly but he did take time to trim the legs back a bit with scissors first. 
 
    
      George's Brown Stone with rubberlegs 
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   make a better image -- Jamies fly with white rubberlegs
  





    

 Irrigation Takes Its Toll 

I feel uncomfortable being the bearer of bad news. I'd much rather talk about what makes me smile, like good new fly designs from all over the world. There are some issues we have to face up to. Center pivot irrigation systems, irrigation ditches and ever more powerful diesel water pumps have dramatically began to degrade the lower reaches of our most treasured rivers, all over the West and not just in Montana. The Jefferson River in particular has suffered terribly. The Jefferson used to be a semi-secret treasure trove of big fish, used only by locals because it's just a bit too far from all the major tourist destination towns. The Jefferson still has a bit of good fishing up high, closer to Twin Bridges, in the early season. Down near Cardwell what used to be a brown trout Riviera is now a silted carp land that gets too warm for trout to survive in August. Below the canyon where the Lewis and Clark Caverns are it's even worse.  I don't know what else to say other than activism and conservation have to become a part of our lives. 




I mention this here in the Seventies through Turn of the Century section because the yearly degradation of our rivers first became undeniable that long ago. Every year it gets a little worse than the year before. 




Dare I mention the forbidden words "Climate Change" or even, god forbid "Global Warming?" Minimum in stream flows need to become a primary focus somehow. Let's try to stand our ground and put up a good fight. We need it badly. 

........work this George Grant quote in: 
 
The largest fish I ever took from the Big Hole was a hen brown having a length of 27" inches, girth of thirteen and a weight of seven pounds. it was taken on an Optic Bucktail with a light brown hair wing and an orange wool body.



The riffle from which this fish was taken, just above Glen where the power line crosses the river, was considered to be one of the finest, but now is just a long lifeless silt bottomed backwater formed by an irrigation diversion dam.
The river itself is now dying as a trout stream, just like the wild birds and wildlife that have preceded it.

Notes:  



 I  I briefly met Gary once, after a presentation he
gave in the late 1970s at the Troutfitters shop in Bozeman. I showed Gary one
of my "Flat Caddis" parachute dry flies.  Gary said "Write to me! I can help
you get that published." I wanted to but didn't for some reason. And then, a
few years later he was gone.

   Tom Morgan 

One of my old Computer Science instructors at Montana State--Ray Babcock--called me instead of sending email. Ray said some guy who lived in a wheel chair needed help with voice recognition software. Ray said the wheel chair guy had something to do with fly fishing and he thought I might be better suited to helping him. "Have you ever heard of a guy named Tom Morgan?" Ray asked me. 




I went out to Tom and Gerri's place a few days later. I had actually met Tom once before, at a wedding out in Gallatin Gateway. Tom was already in a wheel chair then. I remember asking myself "Would I want to live like that?" Tom had multiple sclerosis so badly he couldn't move his hands. He could talk and eat. And tell jokes. And think. He continued to live a good life mostly because of his incredible wife Gerri. And because he had a rich life including a thriving business with three or four loyal employees. Tom's business still lives on today as Tom Morgan Rodsmith's thanks to Joel Doub and Matt Barber who bought Tom's business a few months before Tom suddenly, unexpectedly passed away.




Tom and I became friends almost right away. Tom was an inventor at heart and so was I, although I was a boat builder, fly tier photographer and computer programmer. And what Tom really needed was an electrical engineer.  Tom had ancient voice recognition software installed on an aging Windows XP computer.  He could surf the internet and he could even make telephone calls, but he needed a human hand to come into his room to flip a switch so he could switch from Firefox (his browser of choice) to the phone. And versa visa.  




We spent countless hours working on it. I tried to get a friend who was a masters degree student in EE to design and build a gizmo. Tom said no. "That guy will move to California and I'll be shit out of luck if it ever stops working!"  Tom was right. I wish I could say I figured it out but it was Tom who found the solution, after many more countless hours on the phone with software and digital gadget people in California. After that Tom said he hated to see me go. "Would you like to take a look at our website?" he asked.  




The website was a mess. I was more of a backend unix/linux server guy but I figured it out.  I never charged Tom a cent the whole time. Not for almost a decade. That was one of my smarter moves. Tom was a cool guy but he was a bit of a compulsive haggler when it came to prices, about almost anything. Because I never charged him Tom felt a bit guilty. He gave me rods instead of money.  I have quite a few.  Gerri became a good friend too. Gerri  still is a good friend.  



It turns out Tom wasn't just a rod designer. He imagined designed and had machine tools built for his business. There was a complex high speed router he designed in his head and had built that included an adjustable tapered in-feed mechanism, for accurately roughing out bamboo strips prior to more accurate hand planing. 





He had a draftsman friend in Alberta who helped with the blueprints. Tom imagined designed and manufactured his now famous and widely used bamboo Hand Mill too, which is a hand plane with micrometer adjustments  and carbide cutters for tapering bamboo strips down to dimensions measured by thousandths of an inch. Tom was also a fly tier. For a while anyway.

 
    
    Bill Blackburn setting up a Morgan Hand Mill.  Bill used to be Tom's main bamboo rod guy. Bill has his own business now, at  Blackburn Bamboo Rods
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    Tom designed this gadget in his head, at a time when he couldn't move his hands anymore. Tom could work with software using voice commands.  He became very good at it.
  







Tom told me he eventually gave up fly tying because it was too hard to achieve perfection--which was always a goal for him--and all he really wanted to was to design and build rods anyway. Tom showed me about a dozen Thunder Creek Minnows he had tied. Most of them looked like experimental flies but a few of them were remarkably handsome flies. "When I fished I always chose the most beautiful fly in my box," Tom said. "So by the time I quit fishing all I had left of my own were ugly flies." 




Tom made me promise never to publish photos of any of his ugly flies. Only the few shown here at the Gallery link (look at the bottom of the TOC table of contents, as screen to left) would be allowed. Tom said he solved his frustrating tying problem by buying flies from Al Troth. When Al got sick and eventually hospitalized with Parkinson's disease Tom and Gerri went to visit Al in the hospital, which wasn't easily done because of Tom's wheel chair limitations. Tom was a cool guy. I miss him dearly.

    

Notes:  


Tom Morgan grew up in Ennis Mt.  Tom spent most of his early life guiding fly fishermen, until he eventually bought the Winston Rod Company from Doug Merrick in San Francisco, in 1973.  Tom moved the Winston operation to Twin Bridges, where it still is today. After Tom sold Winston to its current owners he started another small rod-making company called Tom Morgan Rodsmiths. Tom developed multiple sclerosis in the early 1990s but still continued to produce rods until his death a few years ago, at the age of 76. 
 Winston Rod Company History 

    

 The Tom Morgan Skiff -- an aside 

I'm a boat builder and so too it turns out, was Tom Morgan.

Tom wanted to show me one of the few remaining examples of his boat: the Morganser. I don't think any more than two or three were ever made. A young friend of Tom's up in Helena still had one so we made an expedition from Bozeman. Gerri and I shared the driving duties for Gus, an old white diesel bus equipped with a wheel chair lift for Tom.  We visited a printing press museum Gerri was interested in, had a picnic and then went boat oogling.  When we got there, unbeknownst to Tom or me, his friend had a Morgan Morganser and one of my boats, a Montana River-boats' Buffalo Boat, a slightly smaller but conceptually similar design.  Tom was impressed. I on the other hand, couldn't stop grinning for several days.  



Tom was a smart cookie. 
Tom's design was at least loosely based on the Peter Mac pram shown below.  But Tom did make a lot of changes. Tom had two oarlock positions and a sliding rower's seat, so the rower would face one way when fishing with only one passenger, and then face the other way when rowing with two passengers. Tom also had a clever system of stiff but bendable aluminum strips that stretched from side to side when the boat had it's cover on, so it wouldn't cave in downward when it started to snow.  I use that system on all my boats now, except I use ash strips instead of aluminum.



I can't remember the owner's name but he did speak highly of both boats.  That was a magically fun day.

 
    
    Tommy's skiff  -- the Morganser
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     Tom designed most of this boat himself. He had the few that were actually made assembled and welded together at Midwest Welding in Bozeman.
  




 
    
    The Surprise Buffalo Boat
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    Finding this boat so well cared for and sitting--unexpectedly--next to Tom's boat was a real surprise. And a proud pleasure too.
  




 
    
    Peter Mac Pram
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    Peter Mac is a Canadian boat designer who had a brief partnership with Tom.
  




 
    
    Tom and Gerri, smiling at the boats 
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     We didn't stay long.  It was getting late and we still had a two hour drive back to Bozeman.
  




    

Notes:  


   Al Troth 

Al Troth's career was a pleasure to behold. Most sources cite his Elk Hair Caddis as developed by Al in 1957, in Pennsylvania before he moved West and settled in Dillon Montana.


Al's career may be more closely associated with the 70s 80s and 90s when he and his son Eric fished and hunted and guided on the Beaverhead. My wife Adele was one of Eric's English teachers at Montana State.  In those years Al came to Bozeman almost every year to buy two one quart cans of McCloskey's Marine Spar Varnish at the Paint Pot on East main Street. Al preferred that varnish to the head cements available in his day.  He used it little by little from a small square-cornered glass jar with a black plastic lid with an embedded brush.  He kept the bottom half of that jar filled with hardened plastic of some kind so there was never more than a 3/4" inch of liquid varnish in the bottle at any given time. He did thin it regularly with paint thinner too.

 
    
    2016-03-11_Al-troth-elk-hair.jpg  
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While in Bozeman Al almost always gave an all day fly tying seminar at Dave Kumlein's Troutfitters Orvis Shop. I attended a few of those all day sessions. I wish I'd gone to them all. One of those years Dave used an 8-track video camera and microphone to record Al in action.  I got my DVD copy from Tom Morgan. A year or two after Al died Martha Troth called Tom and said she was sending some video she had. Tom asked me to make a few copies. Several dozen copies actually. The following video is, as of December 2021, still not edited.  It's just raw non-stop video. I hope to find time to edit eventually. 





  
       
  


  
  





    


I didn't know Al Eric and Martha well but I did stay at their place once.  Martha was, among other things, a stunningly good cook. I ran into Al every now and then at fly tying conventions too where I sometimes went to show boats. Al was friendly generous man and he always called me by my first name. I wish I could wind the clock back now in order to spend more time with him.



Al's most successful fly was the Elk Hair Caddis. I have no doubt it will still be an important fly a century from now. He was a prolific designer who stressed durability and functionality at every step. Al was a bit of a mass production guy too. When tying Elk Hair Caddis he used a plastic four dozen carton of empty 22 caliber rifle shells to hold individually sized clumps of deer hair. One smack of that plastic rack neatly stacked all 48 clumps at once.  Then he snipped the tops off all the same distance from the top edge of the 22 shells and they were ready to go. Did he use 22 longs or long rifle?  I didn't think to ask.




 Al was a stubbornly determined perfectionist too. At one of his seminars he told us the story of a Japanese collector who ordered a box of flies accompanied by an additional $100 USA dollars which the collector said he included because he wanted Al to take extra time to make unusually high quality flies.  Al said he refunded the $100 dollars because for every fly he ever tied he did his level best to make a perfect fly. So he filled that order by picking flies out of his wholesale bins. Which were all the same he said.


 Al did believe in the idea of a perfect fly. He told us the best way to learn how to tie any given new pattern was to tie it for three or four days straight. In Al's case that meant tying 7 or 8 hours a day. Once Al had a pattern he liked he didn't often change it much. There were exceptions of course.  One of Tom Morgan's favorite flies was the the Troth Deer Hair Hopper. According to Tom Al didn't originally tie that pattern with red goose biot kicker legs. Tom asked him to one year when ordering several dozen hoppers--with red goose biot kicker legs.  Tom said the Al's Hair Hopper had red kicker legs from that time on. For everybody.




 
    
    2019-06-22-16.33.29ZSDMap_Als-hair-hopper.jpg  
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Notes:  


   The Cell Phone Years 

 Rise of Synthetics 
 The rise of synthetic fly tying materials is often associated with the late great John Betts whose best work bloomed a bit earlier than the cell phone years. John paved the way. One of my best dry fly ideas I  is based on his work. The fruits of that ground breaking work started to happen after the millennium. Fly shops in Bozeman now carry rack after rack of synthetic fibers dubbings foams sheet materials and fuzzes. Synthetic materials are cheap and easily repeated. Store owners can restock synthetic materials when ever they want. Synthetic materials were going to happen anyway. John Betts or no John Betts. 




Companies like Metz and Whiting have done a good--no fabulous job supplying us with better-than-ever-before rooster hackles and with their corresponding hen feathers. But materials like Red Fox, Arctic Fox, Fox Squirrel, Badger skins, Show Shoe Rabbit's Foot and Wood Duck feathers are increasingly difficult for fly shops to find. The quality of natural materials varies wildly too while synthetics are always available and always the same. Top of the line rooster necks, although eminently available, often cost over $100 bucks now. Many of our good young tiers are are still trying to make the rent while Senyo Laser Dub costs less than three bucks.



Perhaps the worst part about natural materials are moth infestations, or worse yet carnivorous beetles. I now keep my natural materials in zip lock bags with packages of desiccant to keep it dry, and with flea collars meant for dogs.  Flea collars aren't cheap but infestations can be ruinous.  The three part combination of zip lock bag, chunks of flea collar and desiccant works well enough.  It is a bit fussy to keep it all organized but the alternative is worse.  Synthetics are easier.  You don't even need to put them away.



Synthetic fly tying materials are definitely on the rise. One of Bozeman's relatively new fly shops, The Bozeman Fly Supply, has a Wednesday Night tying gathering populated by a good mixture of tiers including a few old farts but mostly by enthusiastic young tiers in their 20s and 30s. It's often hard to find a natural material there on Wedne`sday nights. The times they are a change'n.




 Big bushy all synthetic streamers 

One of the things I occasionally see when the youngsters are tying are  absolutely giant streamers. Some of them like two handed 10" inch long tiger shark Game Changers. Four and five and six inch long streamers are common. When I was tying 5" inch Roadkill Streamers in the 1980s people smiled and looked at me like I had a screw loose. They might have been right. Big long streamers--of all shapes and colors--are common now. Among the young tiers anyway. 



Among streamers the big trend now is toward all synthetic fibers sculpted into nicely tapered minnow shapes groomed and trimmed and often adorned with glued-on dome eyes, sometimes with slanted magic marker striping along the sides. They are handsome and effective minnows made with cheap, easily acquired materials. Many of today's tiers make those sculpted synthetic fibers a bit too dense  for my tastes. I like my streamers sparse, so they're easier to cast and faster to sink. But that's a subjective taste preference. The new tiers could tie that way too. The minor beef I do have with synthetic hair streamers is their tendency to turn into a tangled mess of multi-colored dread locks after they have been used a few times, and especially so after they've caught a few fish. Old fashioned Joe Brooks and Keith Fulsher style Blondes and Thunder Creeks never do that. Among natural materials buck tails do remain both cheap and available. Hallelujah, heavenly father buck tail.




 Guides and Bobber Fishing 

There is so much cool stuff going on in fly tying now. There are also a few trends I'm not so fond of, even though I've been a part of it to some extent. I was an early adopter of foam Hopper Dropper Rigs. I fished them a lot for  many years, mostly in the 1990s and in the first decade or so since the turn of the century.  How I fish changes constantly. I fished Woolly Worms for two or three years straight at one point. And then went on a ten year binge of fur strip streamer fishing. Then I got into spring creek flies in a ten year way. Now I'm getting a bit sick of hopper droppers. They do have their limitations.



Hopper Dropper rigs (which most guys do with a Chubby these days) are great for trolling off the side of a boat on guide trips with clients who aren't Olympic quality fishermen. But in any no-boat wading situation a big hopper does have a tendency to put fish down. You only get two shots at any given hold and then you have to move on. When I was younger I liked to fish and move quickly.  Now I need to slow down a bit. Whether I like it or not.



Even less appealing are the flat out bobber rigs that are so common today, especially so with guided trips. The guiding business has changed considerably. Independent outfitters have their own customers, many of whom come every year. It takes a half a lifetime to gather a flock of happy customers who come again and again  because they like fishing with you in particular. Most repeat customers are good fishermen too. They're the ones who make an outfitter's life rewarding. Guides, on the other hand, have to work for outfitters, usually for the fly shops who book the actual trips. Guides cannot book their own trips.




Guides have to work with who ever comes into the shop. For better or for worse the fly fishing community is changing. There are still plenty of highly skilled fishermen out there who think of fly rodding as at least part of their personal identity. But today's clientele, more so than ever before, now includes groups of young professional people who go to places like Big Sky to do one day of white water rafting, a day or two of hiking in the Park, then zip-lining for one day and then "Hey, let's try fly fishing!"  Those customers are not so easy for guides to deal with.  Fish in the net are what makes tips and happy fly shop employers happen. The most reliable way to make that come to pass, with enthusiastic, energetic young people who don't know much about fly fishing, is to use a bobber rig. 



I've done it. I'm no saint. On reservoirs in late fall a bobber rig (or a big foam hopper dropper) is the best way to catch fish from the bank. Wind helps a lot too. On a reservoir on a windy day the waves jig the fly hanging down below the bobber. It's fun. I try to do it at least once every two or three years.  I've even used bobbers on the river. If you want to know what the boundaries are you have to try everything. At least once. I have fished bobber rigs and now I don't. I'm getting diverted. My purpose here is not to ban bobber fishing. It's part of the landscape now. Oddly it is perhaps most common to see bobber rigs for guided trips on the big tail water rivers. If I'm going to fish nymphs I do still, occasionally, use a Hopper Dropper rig, although not with frequency I once did. I mostly fish two bead heads with a long leader, with the point fly lighter than the other. At this point I don't even own any bobbers. They aren't part of my repertoire.  



 
 Czech Nymphing  

Czech nymphing is new and growing, particularly so among younger fly fishermen. I've been a BB fisherman for 40 years now. It's almost the same thing. Czech nymphs have weight built into the fly so you can fish short and deep with a long supple leader. I've heard it is a technique developed in Eastern Europe for fishing competitions where weight on the leader is not allowed.



In my book almost anything is allowed.  I just choose not to sometimes. I have no reservations at all about weight on the leader. That's how I fish most of the time. Dry fly fishing is great but for Montana locals who fish all year long, good dry fly days are a minority experience. For native Montanans nymphs wet flies and streamers are the mainstays. 




Instead of BBs I sometimes use a sparkplug fly. Among other things BBs cannot a catch fish while sparkplugs can.  A sparkplug rig is a bit like the mirror image of a hopper dropper rig. A big heavy sparsely tied skull cracker gets you down there fast, but you still get to fish with a small unweighted or only lightly weighted wet fly behind that. BB fishing and sparkplug fishing are a lot like Czech Nymphing. In both cases you use a long leader and fish short, so you can probe the bottom. Actually it's worth pointing out sparkplug flies do not have to be all that big or heavy. Sometimes all you want is to get a small fly down there a few feet. A small sparkplug does that nicely. And catches a few fish too, in the process.

 
    
    Sparkplug  
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     This is an extra-heavy sparkplug but they don't have to be. One fly gets you down there.  The trailing fly wafts with currents.  On wind storm days I sometimes put the sparkplug on the end, as the trailing fly. But the small lightly weighted fly out at the point usually works best. I never put the sparkplug on a dropper.  I mainline the rig, with the point tippet knotted to the bend of the sparkplug.  The point fly always catches many more fish.  But the sparkplug often--if not usually--catches the one or two biggest of the day.
  







When I was a teenager back at Henryville on the Brodheads you were supposed to fill out the log book for every day you fished. I don't think I ever did. I didn't have anything against it but I usually fished until I dropped. Among the few times I did glance through the log book there it quickly became clear there were two club members who routinely caught many more fish than everybody else. Or claimed they did anyway. One of those two guys was a relatively short, wide as a tree stump guy who was a tradesman of some kind. I don't think I ever saw that guy without a short stubby cigar in his mouth.  He ran a successful plumbing business I think. He tied his own flies which were all relatively large wet flies and nymphs that were extra extra heavy. I visited with him one day while he fished. He wore waders but he tried to keep his feet not too far into the water and he never made a cast longer than 35 feet. Usually shorter.  He caught fish right out in front of him. All day long, usually  in deep runs the bamboo rod guys passed right by.  Was that Czech Nymphing? I'm not sure what Czech Nymphing is.  I'll have to ask Zac Sexton. I'm primarily a BB and sparkplug fisherman.





  
    Briar-Pipe-Fishing/index.htm
  
     Armchair and Briar Pipe Fishing 
Two of the biggest book swells in the Post War period were Eastern fishing culture events. They did have a big effect out West too. Vincent Marinaro published  A Modern Dry Fly Code in 1950. Ernie Schwiebert published Matching the Hatch five years later. Like the Baby Boomer years that swell is still rolling on. But perhaps waning a bit now at the end of a spectacularly long run.




A few years after my introduction to dry fly fishing as a twelve year old on the West Fork of the bitterroot in Montana my dad became dean of graduate school at Princeton. Almost right away he discovered he had an architecture student, in the graduate school, named Ernie Schwiebert.  It didn't take long. I was a freshman in high school. Colin, my dad, became a member of the Henryville Club on the Broadheads in Pennsylvania. We both went fishing with Ernie. Me not as many times as my dad but I did get to fish with Ernie on several occasions. I have a signed second edition copy of Matching the Hatch addressed to me with "Sandy. An embryonic devotee of the long rod and the fragile fly." 




To say I became an Ernie Schwiebert fan would be an understatement. Mr Schwiebert really was a good fisherman fly tier and casting master. Earnie was a fun guy too with a slightly kinky sense of humor. One night after dinner at the Henryville Club Ernie and I stayed up 'til almost midnight smoking cigarettes and tying flies. Ernie didn't use a bobbin. He cut the right length of thread to make a fly and just left it hanging there in between steps.




I wanted to be like this man. He wrote books and tied flies and he'd caught huge fish all over the world. But in the years that followed I found his book increasingly hard to actually use. Matching the hatch includes dozens of traditional Catskill mayfly dressings.  But from my point of view they were all the same fly with minor size and color variations. Some were olive. Some were gray. Some had claret ribbing. They were beautiful flies but for me they didn't look much like a real mayfly. 




Worse yet those classic sparsely dressed Catskill dry flies were not much fun to use on the fast moving and dangerous to wade Clark's Fork of the Yellowstone in Wyoming, where my dad and I and three school teachers from Powell Wyoming built a log cabin. My dad and I could float those flies on the Lamar occasionally, back in early Sixties when we encountered a mid-Summer late morning mayfly hatch. But most of the time they didn't seem to work any better on those Cutthroats than our Goofus Bugs. They were a lot harder to keep afloat too. I was a bit perplexed. What we liked best in those days was high altitude meadow fishing with grasshoppers anyway. We did have a lot learn yet.




A Modern Dry Fly Code had a big effect on me too. I loved the idea you could read about fishing in New Jersey and think about it all as if it was a complicated puzzle. And then drive out West and catch lots of fish.  But it never really worked out that way. Marinaro's criss-cross hackles were hard to tie and not at all durable. After catching one or two fish the hackle fibers weren't criss-crossed anymore.  Durability gradually became a big theme for me. When I read Marinaro's In The Ring Of The Rise, when Marinaro claimed it was important to criss-cross the front two forward-facing leg fibers on an aquatic diptera (vaguely a housefly) imitation, I knew I needed to change directions a bit.




Trout Streams by Paul Needham (Cornel 1940) had a big effect on me then too. In fact that one still does. Even now. The big Needham take-away was learning trout--statistically anyway--seldom eat adult mayflies or adult caddis. Their diet is--as a percentage of the total diet--almost entirely nymphs.




A few years after reading Schwiebert and Marinaro Doug Swisher and Carl Richards published Selective Trout, in 1971. But when Selective Trout first came out I was living in a tipi at 8200 feet in the Sangre De Christos in Southern Colorado, driving a 1948 two and a half ton flatbed truck and building another log cabin. This one for me and my new family.  I built that cabin with a chainsaw a sledge hammer and a box of spikes. And with that truck. It was a fun time but it was also the only five year stretch in my life I didn't fish. I did have some pretty good elk hunting there but I didn't fish. Not much anyway. I didn't get to read the Swisher/Richards book until almost ten years later--after we left Colorado and moved up to Montana. 



A few years later yet, as soon as I started fishing the Henry's Fork, Henry's Lake Outlet and the Spring Creeks in both the Gallatin and Paradise (Yellowstone) Valleys, I started to have a resurgence of respect for armchair fishing analysis--in particular for the Swisher/Richards flies. I do like those flies. All you had to do was look at them to know you were on to something good. The Swisher/Richards flies weren't much good for the Clark's Fork of the Yellowstone either. But they weren't meant to be. They were meant for waters more like the Henry's Fork, the Missouri or Armstrong Spring Creek, which I was just then starting to learn about.
The Swisher/Richards flies perched on the water a lot more like a real mayfly than their traditional Catskill counterparts. I liked them a lot.



If I jump ahead another ten years after that, when I became a spring creek guide working DePuy Spring Creek, Nelson's Spring Creek and Armstrong Spring Creek the Swisher/Richards flies made a lot of good tip money for me too. They still make me smile. 



   

 Theodore Gordon's view from the armchair 


There are so many of us who only get a few days on the water during the season and must enjoy most of our sport by proxy. For many years I had at least two months with the trout, but this season my opportunities have been few and far between. The evening after the arrival of the fishing Gazette is marked with a white stone, and I feel supremely grateful to those who write of their sport, particularly when the scene of action is pictured and one gets a glimpse of some skilled work with dry fly. 
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     Matching the Behavior 

 The Predatory Big Picture 

Predatory fish find their prey with olfactory cues, by vibration cues using their lateral line and by visual appearance. Predatory fish, somewhat like hawks falcons and eagles, have sophisticated, highly-evolved eyes that help them find their meals. 



Evolution is a warfare that works both ways however. Because vision is a fundamental and indispensable tool for recognizing prey among fresh water predators, prey species have evolved counter measures to fight against predatory visual systems.  The primary tool prey species use is camouflage.  



Fishermen are predators too. Bait and lure fishermen exploit olfactory and lateral line smell and vibration  cues that may or may not be outside the scope of fly fishing. Our discussion here relates only to visual system warfares waged between aquatic predators and their prey. 




Early 17th and 18th Century English flies with names like Cow Dung, Professor, Wickam's Fancy and McGinty followed a few oft-repeated structural patterns with creative but semi-random color themes layered on top. Wings were tied parallel to the shank in some cases or at right angles to the shank in others, lashed on over various yarns flosses tinsels and feather fibers.  Color choices didn't bear much correlation to imitating real aquatic insects with many such flies. A century or so later fly tying in in both England and the USA gradually began to focus more sharply on imitatation with the works of Alfred Ronalds, George Marryat, Louis Rhead, Theadore Gordon and even with the Salmon Fly fancies of Western USA tiers like Jack Boehme and Norman Means.




USA fly tying took a dramatic turn in the 1950s with the game changing works of Vincent Marinaro and Earnie Schweibert--A Modern Dry Fly Code and Matching the Hatch.  Almost over night and even to this early 21st Century day most tiers confidently assume the best flies visually mimic the minnows, crustaceans and insects they imitate--as seen by the human eye.




But what about the fish's eye?  A lot has been written about the conical Snell's Window above the fish's eyes that grants visual access to the world above the water's surface, which otherwise appears as a mirror of the stream bottom below.  Snell's Window merits further discussion in a later dry fly context. Right now I want to focus on wet flies: on the minnows, nymphs, larvae and crustaceans that represent the great bulk of a cold-water fish's diet.  




In their predominantly sub-surface food world what trout do see--or do their best to see--are ephemeral prey-like outlines amidst a chaotic stream bed background, hidden from easy view by elaborate visual pattern camouflages produced by the long and never ending processes of evolution. The natural world is a dangerous place. Everything alive--save only the world's topmost predators--has to worry about getting eaten.  No one is spared. Even eaters get eaten. Camouflage is nature's best and most effective armor.  Camouflage is ubiquitous. Camouflage is the rule of the natural world day.
 How Camouflage Works

Hugh Cott's seminal 500 page 1940s classic "Adaptive Coloration in Animals"  explains and catalogues the world of camouflage in exhaustive fine grained detail.  From a big picture layman's perspective camouflage can be crudely digested into three main categories:


  	 Counter Shading 

  	 Background Mimicking

  	 Disruptive Coloration




 Counter Shading 

Terrestrial and aquatic animals both have a tendency to be darkly shaded underneath when viewed in any environment where light shines down from above. The dorsal (top) portions of top-lighted creatures tend to be brightly illuminated and light while the ventral (bottom) portions are are shaded and dark.  Shading enhances and exaggerates the natural 3D appearance of depth and contouring.  Shading makes animals stand out. Shading makes prey species easier for predators to see and to notice. Visible shading makes prey animals more likely to be eaten by foraging predators.





Evolution's response--among prey species that suffer from contour-enhanced shading--has been to gradually and methodically select slightly counter-shaded prey as survivors. Minnows that appear darker on their backs and lighter on their bellies when viewed in your hand appear flat-lighted, not shaded and relatively contour-less when suspended in the water column.  Counter shading makes minnows harder for predators to see.





Minnows also tend to have shiny reflective scaling which mirrors their surroundings. Flat lighted counter shaded minnows suspended over a cobble stone background tend to look like cobblestones. Counter shaded minnows can be almost impossible to see.

 Background Mimicking 

Suspended minnows usually employ counter shading as their best adapted camouflage while bottom dwelling creatures like sculpins and bottom crawling nymphs, like the impressively-large Drunela Nymphs more often employ mottled bottom-matching colors instead of counter shading.  Background mimicking among bottom-dwelling creatures dramatically increases their rates of survival. Background mimicking dramatically increases the chance foraging predators will go hungry. 

 Disruptive Coloration 

Many terrestrial and aquatic animals exhibit high contrast and boldly displayed blotching or striping as a way to hide and obscure their real overall shape.  High contrast boldly striped or blotched visual patterns on prey fishes are more common in coral reef habitats than in fresh water. Examples of disruptive fresh water coloring do exist. Many fresh water Perches exhibit bold vertical striping. Young salmonids often display rows of vertically oriented striping on their sides--sometime referred to as parr marks--that help at least somewhat in obscuring the vaguely cigar-shaped outline or silhouette of the minnow.

 How does camouflage relate to fly tying?

You might be thinking "Uh oh. Here we go again. He's trying to make fishing part of a graduate degree in complexity now!" But no. It isn't so.  We fishermen have indeed been missing a key part of the overall aquatic landscape all these years. The inescapable implications of camouflage however, make it all a lot simpler in the long run.  Bear with me.  I'll get there soon enough.



In his 2003 book How Fish Work fisheries biologist Thomas Sholseth, in a chapater about the importance of light in understanding fish behavior, emphatically suggests outline recognition is a mechanism piscivorous predators use as a counter measure to the evolving and ever more sophisticated camouflage exhibited by their aquatic prey. That's a bit of a mouthful. Sholseth's chapter is a bit hard to follow but I do think that's the gist of it.




In other words prey species like Sculpins have evolved mottled stream bottom colorings because it works. Camouflage  disguises their presence. Camouflage confuses the predator's prey recognition mechanisms. So in an evolutionary tit for tat response predators have evolved auxiliary outline recognition capacities--in order to break those camouflages--that may involve 'outline enhancement,' perhaps even utilizing polarized light. Perhaps even using polarized UV light.  I  




This back and forth evolutionary appearance warfare is not yet well understood.  Deciphering exactly now outline recognition works is an active and lively area of research.  Outline recognition using polarized UV light has been demonstrated in cuttlefish. Do vertebrate fishes use the same mechanisms? From a fisherman's perspective it doesn't really matter how outline recognition works.  What does matter is that it happens.  "Amodal outline recognition capacities" are almost universally assumed to be used by predators, both terrestrial and aquatic, as a means for breaking camouflage defenses. 




Thomas Sholseth strongly infers high contrast flies and lures are the best way for fishermen to leverage predator outline recognition.  This not only begins to make sense, it intuitively suggests rather obvious arguments explaining why unnaturally high contrast flies like the Prince Nymph the Zebra Midge and various high contrast minnows were heretofore so inexplicably effective.  Contrast has moxey.




Is the corollary true? If Matching the Hatch implies meticulously Matching the Camouflage a strong case can be made Matching the Hatch is counterproductive, at least in the nymph-wetfly-streamer context. But what about dry flies? "What about a Pale Morning Dun hatch," you might ask. "If I use a big bushy Stimulator in the middle of a size #16 - #18 Ephemerella hatch I won't do well. So Matching the Hatch does matter," you might argue.



I agree. But dry flies are a subject I'd like to postpone until a later section. In the meantime we're talking here about anything and everything food-like that lives below the surface of the water.

 
    
    The Martinez Black Nymph   
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    Black is Beautiful 
  







If Sholseth and other fisheries biology professionals are on target--if contrast and outline recognition are important tools predators use to break through camouflage defenses--then high contrast absolutely is a better choice than Matching the Hatch. The best attractors, moreover, are not necessarily flies with the brightest flashiest colors. The best attractors are flies that create the most contrast with their backgrounds. That's why jet black leeches, black Woolly Buggers and black streamers of all kinds are so effective. The blackest blacks absorb all the available colors and appear as an outline against a chaotic stream-bed background no matter what. White or homogeneously chartreuse streamers do much the same. I often find Blacks and Whites to be more effective than multi-colored bright flashy streamers. Almost always in fact.

 
    
    Blackmailer 
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  It's a Snellie
  




    


Bright bright colors often work well in the early season when water levels are high and the currents are a bit off color. But I also find the brightest flies are equally counterproductive late in the season when water levels are low and clear. Dull tan or brown nymphs seem to work better in low clear water conditions.  High contrast blacks and whites do too. High contrast blacks and whites work well all year long. Early and late,  in high off color waters and in late season low clear waters.



How many times has the Prince Nymph saved the day for you? Other than the Prince Nymph's outline it's coloration details don't look like anything real. It is a high contrast fly. So is the semi-magic Zebra Midge. So too are the wide tinsel bands on a traditional British style Gold Ribbed Hare's Ear. 




Are Match the Hatch enthusiasts who substitute thin gold wire ribbing for the more traditional wide-banded tinsel ribbing on a British-style Gold Ribbed Hare's Ear damaging the effectiveness of their lures? Are they making their flies harder for fish to see? I think so. So does Thomas Sholseth.




Do terms like Matching the Hatch sometimes infer a little more than they should?  What about Matching the Behavior?--which is both a looser term and another way of saying "Go with what works and don't worry so much about why."



Flies like Don Martinez' Black Nymph have fallen out of fashion because they're a round peg in the square holes created by Matching the Hatch ideology. But the Martinez Black Nymph is a powerful fly--a fly that fits right into the rounder holes of high contrast outline recognition. I need to tie some more Black Nymphs. Now. Pat Barnes liked that fly a lot. Who's to argue with that?




Camouflage pervades the aquatic environment.  Everything alive below the surface of the water is fair game as food.  Everybody eats everybody. Every creature does its best to stay safe and uneaten.  Camouflage is natural selection's safety tool of choice. Camouflage is so universally effective it's not surprising predators have learned how to cheat the system. Breaking camouflage is how predators survive.

    

Notes:  
 I  Polarized light is ubiquitous in aquatic environments. Light gets instantly and thoroughly polarized by the mirror-like surface of the water. It makes sense to think aquatic creatures would evolve to make use of it. It makes no sense at all think they wouldn't. 


 I  The idea that peacock herl has special fish catching powers has been around for a long time. Sholseth says peacock herl "reflects polarized light like crazy." He also mentions polarized UV light a few times, but does not sufficiently elaborate.  All light in aquatic  contexts--at least in the first few feet below the surface--is highly polarized, by its interaction with the water's surface. 
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     Dry Flies and Hatches 

Camouflage and camouflage breaking are dominant and defining themes among aquatic creatures, at least during the great bulk of their lives--when they are still aquatic.  Among aquatic insects whose life cycle includes one or more final instars as flying adults, water column and stream bottom camouflages are no longer much of a factor. Aquatic insects typically live for only a few days once they leave the their watery environment. 



So if camouflage does not play a big role in the dry fly story perhaps accurate, detail-oriented imitation does, at least in the active, ongoing hatch context so many dry fly fishermen seek out and value so greatly. 

 Snell's Window 

Snell's Window is a good starting point. Because of the way light shining down from above is sharply refracted by the shiny flat surface of the water any lens or viewpoint looking up from below, like the eyes of a fish, sees the underside of the surface as a mirror image of what ever is below, all except for a circular viewport directly above the fish's eyes. You can think of this viewport as a cone-shaped window starting as a point at the fish's eyes that radiates upward at approximately 97 degrees.  If a fish is resting in the water column looking up, everything above looks like a mirror of the bottom below except for a transparent, circular, unobstructed view of all that is above, approximately the same distance wide as the fish's distance down from the surface. 



Vincent Marinaro speculated the tips of a Mayfly's wings would be the first thing a fish sees as a drifting Mayfly first begins to appear at the outside edges of the Snell's Window--above that fish's eyes. Doug Swisher and Carl Richards concurred. From  Selective Trout:  "As a mayfly dun floats in the current it will be almost invisible until it floats into the (Snell's) Window. The first part of a mayfly that a trout can see clearly is the tips of the wings. We believe that this triggers the first part of the rise."




Perhaps it's a minor point but Marinaro, Swisher and Richards are missing part of the story here. 




Long before any Mayfly appears visually in the Snell's Window it or anything else that floats on the surface creates characteristic dimple patterns in the surface mirror above. Others may have mentioned dimple distortions in the mirror but Marinaro and Swisher/Richards missed this issue. The beginning of most rise responces starts long before the fly's visual appearance in the Window.  Fish notice those characteristic dimples in the mirror and expectantly position themselves to intercept and gobble what appears to be an arriving morsel. Sometimes a fish might change its mind and "refuse" at the last moment--when the expected food item finally appears in the window.  We've all seen that happen a thousand times. But it's important to see last minute refusals as part of a response pattern that started seconds before, when only a telltale dimple in the mirrored surface was drifting above. 




I've seen this too many times to count.  I have watched brown trout fighting and competing with each other to intercept incoming Pale Morning Duns in 12" inches of water or less, which implies a Snell's Window approximately one foot in diameter. I've seen them dart upstream racing each other trying to get to an incoming mayfly before the other, with their swimming fin race starting from four to six feet away. I've seen rainbows in the Missouri lying in 36" inches of water rise slowly, vertically up to to intercept an incoming mayfly, starting from 12' feet away, far before it was possible for them to see anything in "the window."




Wild actively feeding never-been-caught-before fish seldom refuse anything, real or artificial.  Wild fish can be hard to catch but only during dormant hours, of which there are many in a trout's typical day.  
 I 



Fish do learn to be cautious after they've been caught and released a few times. Exactly what triggers those last second refusals is a 64 thousand dollar question. Perhaps the fish noticed an unfamiliar and threatening hook shape hanging down below.  Perhaps the fly was dragging across the surface unnaturally because of a tight leader pulling against the current. Perhaps the refused fly was the wrong size shape or color. Now we're getting down to brass tacks.




Exaggerated size and profile anomalies like a bushy #10 Royal Wulff or a Sofa Pillow drifted down to a rising fish in the middle of a #20 Baetis hatch are instantaneous show stoppers.  There is little question about that. But now much more like the real thing does a fly have to be?

In a later section about spring creek fishing I'll talk at greater length about a "change flies" strategy I learned from the guides I worked with--and who mentored me--at the Yellowstone Angler back in the early 1990s. 

The key point of the "change flies" technique was not to change to some particular fly or shape, but to change to anything different, of approximately the right size and color, from what just got refused. If a regularly rising fish refuses your Klinkhammer-style Pale Morning Dun switch to a Rene Harrop Cripple or a spent wing pattern or even to a soft hackle wet fly.  I spent countless hours watching rising fish on Paradise Valley Montana spring creeks. Regularly rising fish are exposed to a parade of drifting insects in on or near the surface film.  Some are drowned and dead. Some rest proudly upright on the surface with wings clasped together so they appear as one. Some have their wings spread apart. Others are still trapped and struggling to emerge from their enclosing nymphal skins. Some have one wing up and the other down. Spring creek and fussy tailwater fish regularly refuse drifting artificials. But almost never refuse anything real. Size does matter, a lot,  but I find it hard to believe minor profile details matter much because there is no such thing as a standard profile.





Size does clearly matter, at least in the case of a thick, ongoing mayfly hatch. That was my experience as a fisherman and as a guide, and almost everybody else's too. Has anyone ever argued fly size was not important? Color at this point in the discussion might matter too. Perhaps it does. But if so not nearly as much as size. 





How important is color?  I'm not really sure. When ever a customer ran out of Pale Morning Dun patterns, on the spring creeks, I put on a Blue Winged Olive and he or she never missed a beat. A March Brown might not be a good Pale Morning Dun substitute but a March Brown is a substantially bigger Mayfly.  Too big matters a lot more than too small. When frequent refusals do happen it's clear something seemed wrong to the suspicious fish, but it isn't entirely clear exactly what it is that puts them off. 




As a late-in-life birding enthusiast--like my greatly admired friend and currently reigning Dean of all Montana fishing guides George Kelly--I've noticed birds perched on a high branch or a power line are hard to see as much more than a silhouette. If you want to photograph a back-lighted bird you have to over-expose a full three stops at least, and then fight with image editing software to bring a badly over-exposed background into submission. Mayflies and/or Caddis riding in an even more brightly back-lighted Snell's Window would be even harder to see as anything more than a dark, fuzzy, relatively featureless silhouette.

 Ray Bergman 

From the Sunshine and Shadow  of Trout by Ray Bergman: 

" Under certain circumstances and on clear days trout cannot evaluate either size, color or shape of objects on the surface of the water." And then again one or two sentences later: "Let us hold a a fly directly between the sun and our eye. What happens? Color vanishes, shape is obscured, size becomes an uncertain quantity. "



 The Pale Morning Dun Story 

Another argument against color as an important determining factor includes the Rocky Mountain States Pale Morning Dun story. If color really mattered the Pale Morning Dun story would need some serious editing.
 
    
    Male Pale Morning Dun -- aka the PMD  
  
 
  
     [image: DSC_2541_01_Male-pmd.jpg]
  

   
    Pmd males are smaller than the females, more yellow than olive and they are hyper-active.  They seldom drift more than 12" inches before they fly off the water's surface. This one has no tail fibers. This turns out to be fairly common. Do they sometimes break off during the eclosion process?
  




 
    
    Female Pale Morning Dun   
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   The females are larger and far more lethargic than the males, often drifting 20' feet or more before flying off to the willow bushes where they perch quietly for the balance of the day--at least until mating time.
  







Most PMD fishermen use small yellow dry flies or emergers. Yellow is interesting because only the male PMDs are yellow and they do leave the habitat almost the instant they hit the surface. I   Male PMDs wiggle furiously and spin left and right as they drift, but seldom float for more than 12 to 24" inches on the surface before they fly off. After that they're away from the water for the rest of the day. Male PMDs are highly active and they do fly over the water all day long so they're the ones you see. But once airborne they are never in contact with the water again. Not until after mating time anyway. The slightly larger and substantially more lethargic olive colored females are the ones that ride the surface for 20' feet or more. You never see the females after they fly. They go straight to the willow bushes and perch there motionlessly until mating time arrives. Nobody fishes olive PMDs and yet they're the ones the fish are gobbling off the surface. Yes males get eaten too but far fewer because they fly off so quickly. Upright adult males are not there on the surface long enough to get eaten as frequently as the slower moving females. 

 The Big Picture 

As mentioned earlier, if you run out of PMD patterns in the middle of a hatch you can switch to smaller grayer Blue Winged Olive imitations and never miss a beat. Mimicking dry fly color does not hurt your chances, but it is not at all clear how much it helps. Matching the Hatch is important to some degree. But only during a hatch and too big seems to matter a lot more than too small. Royal Wulffs do not work well at all. That is true.  But a large variety of shapes colorings and sizes ranging from a bit too big to a bit too small do work.  They work well too. It's also worth pointing out small not-weighted soft hackle wet flies can be absolutely deadly during a PMD hatch. As a guide I can't remember a single customer who came wanting or expecting to fish with soft hackle wet flies during a PMD hatch. But I often put them on when it seemed time to change flies. Soft hackle wet flies are a goto fly for me during a hatch, especially so during Fall Baetis.





Fly size and vaguely the right color is easy to get right for any given hatch situation. But real hatches are relatively rare. Most of the time we fishermen have to deal with coaxing reluctant fish fish rather than eager ones. When there is a hatch, and when the fish dimpling all around us are still hard to catch, what is really going on?  In the Western USA States there has been a gradual fly design evolution toward mayfly and caddis dry flies that perch closer and more parallel to the water's surface.  Rene Harrop no hackle duns, parachute patterns and Sparkle Duns now sell  better than traditional high-riding Catskill dressings. The differences are real I think, but small. 




Fishermen tend to focus with laser intensity on their drifting flies. Fishing makes it hard to soak in the bigger picture. A spring creek guide has a bit more time on his hands than his clients. In between netting fish and changing flies I couldn't help notice real flies seldom get refused.  Real flies do  occasionally get refused, but rarely and only on the most heavily and intensely fished  waters.  I have seen a fish "compound refuse" a real mayfly once or twice, on Nelson's Spring Creek and at Depuy Spring Creek in the Yellowstone River Valley for instance   I . But for the most part real mayflies get eaten, almost every time. Perhaps the answer is there right in front of us--like the Emperor's new clothes.  Real mayflies look a lot like mayflies while our feathery hooks do not.  It doesn't take me long to know whether I'm looking at a real mayfly or a hand-tied artificial.  Maybe the fish can too, especially so after they've been caught a few times.  Perhaps it's it's a minor miracle we ever catch fish at all. Perhaps severe backlighting in the Snell's Window is the only thing keeping us in the dry fly game.

 What Matters Most?

So far I've proposed dry fly size is important, during an active hatch, while the roles of color and silhouette matter too but less so. What matters most of all is the fishermen.  Call it Chi, Moxey or Aura, what ever it is some fishermen have it in spades and others do not.  My lifelong fishing buddy Patrick Jobes has consistently out-fished me for the past 40 years while using some of the fuzziest, ugliest flies known to Western Civilization.  It's worth mentioning too that Moxey is not the same as presentation.  Casting skills can be learned and refined. The predatory eyes ears instincts and reflexes of the hunter are bequeathed at birth.  We have to live with who we are and to make the best of it. You could fish for a hundred years and never catch up to George Anderson. The Universe does have certain fundamental rules that cannot be altered or changed. Moxey is one of them.




None of that discounts the obvious importance of what so many writers refer to as 'presentation.'  Practice and skills matter almost as much as Moxey. Years of coaching, long hours of film sessions and on-court experience gradually and inevitably  improves basketball players like Jamal Mashburn or Ben Simmons. But it never turns them into Michael Jordon. At playoff time Michael, Magic, Koby, Larry and Akeem matter most of all.



Elaborate, sometimes complex fly tying is fun.  Fly tying has been and continues to be a lifelong hobby for me. But I know with great certainty my old friend Patrick will out-fish me the next time we meet on a stream. And Patrick never has much more than a few old time standards in his box, like Gray Hackle Yellow, Parachute Adams, George's Brown Stone, bead head Zug Bug, Latex Caddis and maybe a Yellow Sally or two. And none of them well tied.



With almost equal certainty I feel confident my creative fly collection helps me to keep that disparity in check. If Patrick had access to my fly boxes I would be left even further behind.  Cool flies help. A little anyway.  The fisherman makes the biggest difference of all.




    

Notes:  


 I  Lewis and Clark on the Jeff...they found trout but could not catch
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     Selective Trout 

....needs simpler and more to the point...

...selective in Tennessee when three species hatch? Maybe

...mostly an overrated subject...

In the last section I talked about in-the-middle-of-a-hatch dry flies floating on the surface film, viewed from below while looking up into the infamous Snell's Window. So far I've done my best to steer clear of the Selective Trout issue. 


To the extent "selective trout" really is an issue I think it's important to focus and limit it's  scope to heavily fished and smoothly flowing, flat-surfaced waters found on spring creeks and tail water fisheries below man made dams. Free flowing freestone rivers like the Yellowstone, Madison, Jefferson and Gallatin are often difficult to fish, but not because of selective trout behavior. 
....Reimchen's surface distortion paper factors here....
<




I like what Bob Wyatt's  What Trout Want has to say about selectivity. Fish do get spooky and hard to catch, if and only if they've been caught too many times before. Some generically representative imitations do work better than others (usually the smaller and sparser ones).  






Perhaps emerging, not-quite-ready-to-fly mayflies are a good place to start. Emergers are hybrid critters half in and half out of their nymphals skins which typically trail along behind like a semi-transluscent light brown feathery tail. They're very good trout food. Fish eat them. A lot.



But it's important to be clear. Are we talking about fish behavior with respect to imitations or fish behavior with respect to real insects?  Real insect selectivity happens but it is more the exception than the rule.  



One question we fishermen often hear is "Do fish key in on emergers?"  That's a bit of loaded question. Does  "key in on" imply fish eat only  half eclosed (emerging) insects while rejecting other real insects?  Emergers are very good flies.  Rene Harrop's nifty emergers with a tuft of CDC leaning forward sometimes float and sometimes sink. They almost always catch fish. I love those flies. In an earlier section I described the "change flies" strategy for spring creeks and for (wading but probably not for drifting) smooth tailwater rivers.  The main idea is to change to something different if your current fly just got refused more than twice.  If you're using  a dry fly of some kind you might want to try a Rene Harrop emerger.  If you have an emerger on you might want to try a spent wing dry fly or a soft hackle wet fly.  Or even a nymph. The best fly for right now has the most radically different profile from the one that just got rejected. That's a strategy that makes sense--and works too--at least when we're talking about feathery, hand-tied imitations.  I don't think that's a construct that makes much sense in the real insect context. 




Fish seldom reject real insects that come their way. During a hatch fish rise up rhytmically to feed. They take what ever is there--if it is real. Another way of saying that would be: if tneir lower brain stem fear detecter does not suddenly and unexpectedly start to ring--they eat the morsel whose dimple in the surface tension they detected three seconds prior. They do not reject "cocked upright" duns because this morning they suddenly found themselves preferring cripples or emergers.  If it's real they swallow it. Nearly always. This is not armchair speculation on my part. Enthusiastic devotees might spend a week or even ten days a year fishing on the spring creeks.  I spent 25 to 30 days a year on the creeks when I was a guide, in between Yellowstone River and Yellowstone Park trips. Other more senior guides I knew, who spent maybe 40 days a year on the creeks, who talked to me and mentored me, saw the same thing. If selctive trout means spooky and hard to catch I'm all on board. If selective also means more likely to bite a well-presented, sparsely tied fly rather than a clumsier, bushier fly I like that too.  But if selective means Montana trout frequently reject real insects of some form today, because this afternoon they are keying in on cripples or emergers, at that point I find myself starting to object. 


 Swisher/Richards oSelectivity  

From Selective Trout:

The Au Sable River in Michigan and other even-flowing rivers like it all over the country have many different species of aquatic insects hatching every day of the season. These rich rivers have high lime content that results in tremendous hatches. In fact two or three different species will often be on the water at the same time. On these prolific waters, the fisherman must not only match the hatch but also discover which hatch the fish are taking.

I believe it, about Michigan and Tennessee anyway. I do. In Montana midges and Blue Winged Olives sometimes hatch together, in the early season. The midge fishing then is often excellent, but if the BWOs start to hatch there is no mystery. Any dimpling fish will be taking maylies at that point. They won't be eating midges again until the mayflies stop hatching. During Salmon Fly time the fishing often gets slow in the late afternoons and then picks up again for an hour or so before dark, when tan/brown summer caddis first start swarming over the water.  You can still catch the occasional fish on a big salmon fly then, but you are more likely to do well with caddis, right before dark. The good Salmon Fly fishing starts again the following morning. We sometimes see Green Drakes and Pale Morning Duns hatching on the same day too. In those cases I think the Green Drake would likely be everyone's easy choice.




In the Green Drake case it's easy to imagine an individual fish demonstrating a sudden vulnerability to a Rene Harrop Emerger, after repeatedly refusing a Sparkle Dun. But I also wouldn't expect that Harrop Emerger vulnerability to survive more than one or two bad casts. At that point it might be time to try a spent wing pattern or even a soft hackle wet fly. Alas three different mayflies hatching simultaneously is a delemma I've ever experienced in Montana.


 Selectivity Montana Style 
 




In late Summers on the Paradise Valley Montana (Yellowstone River Valley) spring creeks there used to be an intermittant evening hatch of pale cream-colored mayflies we guides refered to as "Sulfurs."  There were not at all the same as the Sulfur hatches of Pennsyvania.  I'm not sure what they were but those mayflies spread their wings and flew the instant they hit the surface.  On a good hatch night there would be flying mayflies all around you, but none of them floating on the surface of the water.  And no fish would take a dry fly. You could fish 'til you were blue in the face with dry flies and still come up skunked.



Almost anything below the surface film worked like a charm however.  We often used a tiny cream-colored thing that was just a hook with slightly darker ribbing over sparse dubbing. Or we fished soft hackle wet flies.  You go with what works.  That hatch is alas now gone for the most part.  We used to see it for a week or so in late July. Now not at all.



On the lower reaches of the Gallatin, Madison and Jefferson Rivers in September there is an occassional hatch of large white mayflies that is quite a spectacle to see.  There are not that many flies but they are large and fun to look at.  And they too can be seen flyig overhead as you pull on the oars of a drift boat, down near the headwaters of the Missouri near Three Forks.  They too spread their wings and fly the instant they hit the surface.  And during that hatch too can only catch fish with wet flies. 



That's an interesting but rare case of selectivity at work, for both imitations and naturals. You might even say the fish were keying in on drifting emergers, but there were no floating adults to reject. Like the spring creek sulfurs those mayflies spread their wings and flew the instant they hit the surface.




 Dry Fly Selectivity

One of my fondest memories involves a river camping expedition on a central Montana river in September, a time when that river is usually to low to navigate.  We had an odd summer of nearly constant rain about that year. There were four of us in two boats: Hal and Mooky and me and Randy. The ranger where we got our permit said we would be the only ones in the canyon.  The Spruce Budworms were hatching and the fish were eating #12 and #14 Elk Hair Caddis like kids with cotton candy at a county fair.  We caught so many fish Mooky and Hal clipped their hooks off so they didn't have to release any more fish.  Their fun from that point on was all about who got the most rises. The really odd part about that amazing trip was the wet fly fishing. It didn't work. Not well anyway. Those central Montana fish were keyed in on floating Spruce Bud Worms. No argument there.  But there were no wet flies to reject. Spruce Bud Worms are not aquatic insects that rise up from below and then fly off. There were zillions of them flying overhead and perching on overhead branches. Those that lost their way and landed on the water got eaten long before they even had a chance to sink.

 BWOs and PMDs 

During the more important and more reliable Baetis and Pale Morning Dun hatches that form the bulk of Montana's hatching events, there is no such real insect selectivity to be seen. Imitations get refused, often at the last possible moment, moreover which imitations get refused the most often constantly changes. But real insects get eaten every time. Actively feeding fish take possession of a feeding lair and defend it against intruding competitors. They adopt a semi-regular feeding rhythm and rise to the surface film to suck in drifting insects like clockwork, like an extra-slow metronome swinging left and right on a piano.  They take anything and everything real that comes their way, in on or just below the surface film. They can be very hard to catch on arificial imitations and some flies do work better than others. And which fly works best right now often changes every few rises. But that's because they are at that point influenced by predatory fishermen, rather than anything having to do with the natural flow of events in their watery habitats.  


  
    Fishing-observations/index.htm
  
     Thoughts and Observations about Montana Fishing 

In this section I'll take step back from flies and talk a little about fishing in Montana. I won't even try to be comprehensive. That would take another lifetime and I don't have it left.  I will try to concentrate on a few things I've learned I haven't seen in print already. 

 
    
     The fish were biting
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     February on a warm day
  




 
    
     The fish really were biting that day
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       On a #16 Willy Self Laser Midge
  




    

Notes:  
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   Spring Creek Fishing 

The spring creeks have always been here but it wasn't until the late 1960s and early 1970s when interest in them really began to grow. When I first started guiding for the Yellowstone Angler I was maybe not quite a journeyman river guide yet, but at worst I was acceptably competent. I'd been a boat builder for a decade at that point. River fishing was what I knew best. I can't say the same for the first few weeks of my first season on the spring creeks. Fortunately I was working in one of the best possible places. As a guide at the Yellowstone Angler I was working with and learning from an amazing team of top-of-the-line spring creek guides. Those work-my-way-through school years as a forty year old were a special time.




The guides at the Yellowstone Angler regularly held group chats in the shop at 7:00am or so while waiting for our customers to show up. They were a bit like safety meetings on a construction site but we talked about riffles bugs and nymph runs rather than ladders safety belts and cranes. During the early season on the Yellowstone the river is dropping and clearing quickly. New riffles pop up every few days while last weeks best riffles become gravel bars.  Where the hot spots on the spring creeks are changes from day to day too. 



The first thing all the guys told me about fishing the creeks--from day one--was to change flies a lot. "Always start with your favorite fly--or your customer's favorite fly--but the minute a regularly rising fish refuses your best drift more than twice, change flies. And change to the most radically different fly profile you can, from what just got refused," they added. "If you had a dry fly on switch to a wet fly or a spent wing or a cripple."




Now that is interesting. After decades of reading books about mayfly theory and the holy grail quest for the perfect mayfly design, according to the more experienced guys I was suddenly working with,  there was no such thing.  Different from one minute to the next was what mattered most. More different was more powerful than a little different.  




I can't say I swallowed that strategy without some skepticism at first. But not after I ran with it for a few weeks. Back in the days when Bob Auger ran the show at DePuy Spring Creek Bob made a point of visiting all the fishermen on the creek. All the guides too. Bob was a wealth of information on a daily basis. Bob's narrative and analysis basically followed what the Yellowstone Angler guides were telling me. The hot spots on the creek changed constantly so it helped to be near the top of the expert's gossip network. Which fly worked best changes constantly too. Bob also told me, more than once, those fishermen on the creek who paid for a guide on average caught close to three times as many fish.  There were plenty of old-timers who didn't need a guide.  But the average new comer benefitted a lot. Changing flies when the fish started to refuse was a big part of that story.




So if fly selection was somewhat arbitrary and moreover changed every twenty minutes, what does count the most?  Utility and variety bubble up to the top quickly in that context.  Is your current fly easy to cast or does it make your leader twist?

Does the fly land upright (possibly a more human than piscatorial attribute)? Is it easy to see or hard to see? Does it float well and dry off quickly? Utilitarian attributes suddenly become primary concerns when the best pattern choice changes from moment to moment. Easy to tie becomes important too, at least for those of us who don't get their flies from fly shop bins in the morning.




The main Summer event on the creeks is the Pale Morning Dun hatch which used to start in late June peak in July and then peter out by early to mid-August.  A late Summer rain storm could bring the bugs back overnight, like a magic wand. Alas it rains rarely in August in Montana. When it does rain it's always good news.




On a daily basis the hatch used to start pretty regularly at 11:30 and last hot and heavy until 2:00pm or so. If it was cloudy the hatch might last all afternoon.  Once the bugs start to  hatch an observant eye notices almost right away some of the real mayflies are bit smaller, more yellow and much more active. The active ones float on the surface for no more than a foot or two before flying off, often twisting and changing position left and right in the process. Those are the males. They also have bulging salmon colored eyes. Once the males have left the water they seldom contact it again. Not for the rest of that first day anyway. The males are hyper active. They fly constantly. The males are the ones you see all day long.  It's all too easy for a casual eye to assume all PMDs are small and yellow.




The females are a bit larger, more olive than yellow and quite a bit more lethargic. The females often ride the surface for 20' feet or more before flying off to the willow bushes for the rest of the day. Unlike the males the females never leave the willow bushes once they get there. Not until mating and egg laying time. So you seldom see them. The yellow males are what you see. But it is the olive females that ride the water so gracefully for so long.  And it is the females that make up the bulk of the feeding trout's off-the-surface dimpling food.


 Bad Weather 

Bad weather is good weather when you're fishing, I think that's so no matter what. No matter where you are.  But it is especially so on the spring creeks.  When the occasional hard steady rain blew through, when I was guiding, customers would sometimes cancel for the day. The creek fee was already paid so I usually went on a fishing holiday. In the rain. For at least a few hours anyway. On the Paradise Valley spring creeks you can start at the top of the creek in a steady rain and fish quickly downstream, fishing across and down with the biggest streamer you've got. Hogs come out of no where, especially so in the fast deep currents immediately below the various culverts. Small fly fishing during the hatches seldom encounters a fish over 20" inches long.  Streamers in the rain or in a slow steady wet snowfall bring fish that big and bigger up all day long. I've had a few rain storm days when I caught one or two 20" inch plus fish at every culvert on the creek. Have you ever in your life caught six or seven brown trout in the 20" inch range, in a single day? I've done it in a three hour stretch.  On the creeks. In a hard steady rain. When that does happen you usually have the whole place to yourself. You have to be half crazy to fish in a hard steady rain. That's never been a problem for me.


  And if it is a dark lowering day with a cold whistling wind, it is good, for a dull day is far better on which to fish than a clear day. Dame Juliana. 1496 



 Fly Size Leaders and Drag Free Drifts 

When Midges, Baetis or Pale Morning Duns are hatching and the fish are dimpling you have to fish an appropriately-sized fly. With Midges and Baetis in particular that means small. #18 or even #20. That much is almost written in stone. Many fishermen seem to think small flies also means infinitessimal leaders.  I'm an outlier but I seldom fish smaller than 5x.  I do sometimes resort to 6x tippets but never smaller. Seventeen inch fish are fairly common on the spring creeks--on all of them--but 20" harder to come by. And even harder to land on small leaders.  8x is bad news. To actually net a fish with an 8x leader you have to play it almost to death.  If you believe in barbless hooks but still fish with 8x tippets you're not making sense.  Nearly all the big fish I did actually net and realease, on any of the creeks, tended to have one two or even three flies in their mouths, usually with a few inches of 7x or 8x tippet attached.  Barbless hooks and 5x tippet is the way to go.  You can bring a fish to the net quickly and release it without touching it. Is 5x tippet a disadvantage? Maybe a little but not much. If you peer into the slowly flowing waters you'll see it's awash with filiaments of weed fragments that all look like bits of leader.  



Drag free drifts are important, most of the time.  Not with streamers but they are with drifting insect imitations. And a drag free drift may be easier to accomplish with 6x than 5x. But only marginallly better. At most. Back in the days when Bob Auger managed DePuy Spring Creek he interviewed all the guides every day and kept a diary.  When Bob came to me with his open notebook and asked me a series of questions I interviewed him as well.  It was reassuring to know I was usually in the mix.  The very best guides on the creeks often caught a few more fish than I did. But not many more. None of them used 5x and I almost always did. Most of the guides I knew did use 6x but steered away from 7x. It's too hard to land a good fish on 7x and and it's not fair to the fish. One of the very best guides on the creeks, consistently so, called himself "6x Outfitters," for a reason.




Although I most often used 5x I didn't talk about it much.  I got so much blowback about how ignoirant I was I mostly kept quiet aobut it. At least until now. I have a hunch I had the lowest lost fish rate on the creeks.

 Slicks below a riffle 

Where to fish on a spring creek does change from day to day and from season to season.  But not that much. Most of Montana's spring creeks are not only good all-year-long habitats for resident fish they also serve as transient spawning nurseries for migratory fish swimming up from the main-stem rivers those spring creeks flow into. In March at O'Hair's Spring Creek south of Livingston Montana I usually try to find some slightly deeper, slicker water below a rifle. And then I might deep-drift a small white streamer or a #14 flashback numph of some kind.  Later in the season you will need smaller flies. March is a special time.  When the time for smaller flies does arrive, however, for most of the day I still fish in the same places: usually some version of slick water below a riffle. There are lots of exceptions but that's the general rule.

 Nooks and Crannies 

When you are a tourist fising new water you have to make the best of it. New water is exciting and frustrating at the same time. Experience matters.  The first time I fished DePuy Spring Creek as a boy, with my dad, neither of us knew what we were doing. We fished with Royal Wulffs and Goofus Bugs (Humpies) and both of us got skunked. There are a few routines you have to learn on the creeks, for different times of day and different times of year. Once you've got those routines you can start to get creative. Bob Auger once told me that I-among the old hands on the creeks--caught more fish in unusual places with non-standard methods than any other guide he could think of. I think Bob's comment was a complement.




At the upper end of DePuy Spring Creek there used to be a long 12" inches wide meandering channel through the weeds, leeking out of an adjacent irrigation diversion. At the head of that 20'foot 12" inch wide channel lived a nice 18" inch brown trout. I must have caught that fish a dozen times during my last summer guiding. Nobody I knew fished that small holding spot. You had to lay your fly line down over 20' feet of weeds and lilly pads to get to it. There were many other such places. I loved the creeks. I had the routines down pat too but I especially liked all the oddball nooks and crannies everybody else overlooked.



At O'Hair's Spring Creek there is a large and deep main pool at the upper end where the main spring flow cascades down a steep bank, where half the creek suddenly appears out of nowhere.  It's a tough place to fish because the water is uncharacteristically deep and fast, and because the only available back cast spots force to line the fish. Everybody tries that spot and most fail. There are some big boys that live there but they're not easy to catch.



What almost everybody overlooks are the small weed-locked open water pockets at the edges of that big pool. Some of those slick water openings in the weeds are less than three feet in diameter.  To fish them you have to drop 20 or 30 feet of fly line over a thick weed bed, so your Pheasanttail Nymph or beatle or grasshopper plops gently into the open water.  If you hook one of those fish getting it out of the weeds is the big challenge, but the fish often do it for you.  Once hooked those fish usually head straight for the deeper main pool. Hold your rod tip as high as you can and gife it line as it goes. One of my most difficult customers, a massive almost four hundred pound and perpetually angry guy from New Jersey, hooked and landed a 23" inch rainbow there that way once.  That fish transformed him from constantly complaining to a big fan. He even asked for me specifically the following year.  



That nifty rainbow had four small flies broken off and stuck in its mouth, on its head and in one fin.  Bending the barbs down in heavily fished waters is a good idea. We caught that fish because I had my guy rigged up with 5x. The four flies I plucked out of that fish before I released him were left by 7x guys. That rainbow story is a pretty specific place example but it's also generic.  Oddball places on the spring creeks are greatly overlooked resource.  Nooks and crannies require an observant eye to fihd. They are all over the place, on every spring creek I've ever fished. 

 Habitats 

Brown trout and Cutthroats on the creeks usually have unchanging holding spots they call home all summer long. Brown trout love the shade. If there is a log, undercut bank  or a wad of surface weeds close to an adjacent current they will hide there. The Cutties tend to like the same shady holding spots but they have to play second fiddle, and are usually found a few slots further downstream from the heads of pools than the browns.



At the upper end of the O'Hair property on Armstrong Spring creek there is a rickety bridge with fast water underneath.  Immediately upstream of that bridge are a few good feeding lanes with still pockets fish can lie in. They were and probably still are all taken by larger than average brown trout. They were almost impossible to catch. You could see them from the bridge above which caught everyone's attention. But tricky currents and an extra-steep bank made anything resembling a drag free drift hard to accomplish and those fish all had advanced degrees in water flogging.  When ever a bad cast came their way they instantly scooted underneath the bridge and stayed there until the danger passed.  I mention it because it was clear they were the same threee or four individual brown trout, all summer long.  Brown trout are not social. They might tolerate eachother but they do have territories they defend and use.  They are predictable, and yet still hard to catch. 



The rainbows are more group oriented. They often travel around from spot to spot visiting and revisiting the same areas repeatedly, as a group, with each one falling in line with a well-defined pecking order featuring the biggest fish almost always at the upstream edge of the group. They are also far more likely to be found in open water, away from shady cover.  A few yards above what we used to call the "Blue Gate" pool the same bunch of rainbows could be found every day, all summer long. Sometimes they were at the bottom of tha pool where an old cottonwood stump split the current left and right.  Sometimes they were a bit further up, but it was always the same dozen or so fish and they were never very far from that territory. Further up and further down the creek was a different group--or community--of raindbows. The browns and the cutthroaqts seldom moved at all.

 Spooky vs Easy 

My favorite trout fishing--even though I'm now too old to actually do it anymore--is to hike up onto the Beartooth Plateau to various highly secret shallow swampy lagoons at the outlets to un-named lakes.  Most of the lakes up on the Beartooth are over populated with stunted brook trout exhibiting large old-growth heads and mouths attached to short stumpy bodies.  Many of those same lakes, if you know where to go, also have huge rainbows and cutthroats in shallow dragonfly lagoons, often but not always at their outlets. The key habitat is shallow with a weed covered bottom. Like spring creek fish those high mountain fish are hard to catch too.  They are vulnerable in shallow water and super spooky about anything that moves.  To catch them you have start early, hike six miles and then crouch down and approach slowly. If you manage to get a fly into the water without sending them off to their hiding places they'll eat anything you throw at them. That is the kind of trout fishing I like best.




I'm not denigrating the heavily fished spring creek and tail water experience.  Fishing is fun no matter how you do it. Skiing is a bit like fishing. The best skiers know how to ski on crusty rotten spring time snow, on ice, on groomed snow or on fluffy freshly fallen powder. You have to go with the flow and make the best of what ever happens next. To the extent choice is involved I like wild fish best.  Bonefish out on the Southwest side of Andros Island in the Bahamas are like that.  The bigger bonefish near Moxeytown on the East side of the island can be almost impossible to catch.  Out on the West side, South of the South Bight the fish are wild and hungry. Getting there isn't easy.  It's a long arduous and expensive proposition usually involving tents and sleeping bags and uncommonly adventurous Bahamian fishing guides. It sure is fun once you get there.



I often dream about fishing. On particularly rapturous nights I dream about flying. Sometimes I dream about both. I have a recurrent dream that involves suddenly discovering I can fly. Low to the ground at first but then suddenly soaring over the tops of high altitude aspen trees were I discover a hidden spring creek nobody else knows about, with schools of giant steelhead sized fish slowly finning in clear, slightly tea colored currents. 




Spring creeks are special places.
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   Rise of the Tail waters  

Houser and Holter dams on the Missouri were completed in 1911 and 1918. Island Park dam on the Henrys Fork was completed in 1947 creating the Henry's Fork of the Snake as we know it today.



All of those dams dramatically changed the nature of the fishing immediately downstream. Clark Canyon dam South of Dillon was finished in 1964 which almost over night created the fabulous Beaverhead River. Yellowtail on the Big Horn was completed in 1967 although it wasn't until 1979 that it's famous fishing actually started.  The early burgeoning years of fly fishing popularity in Southwest Montana were mostly about Yellowstone Park, the Yellowstone River and the Madison,  at least at first. But the new tail water fisheries gradually bloomed as a major focus of interest too, particularly so from the 1960s on.



Tail water fishing is so similar to spring creek fishing many consider them slightly different versions of the same thing. In both cases their waters tend to be flat slow moving and crystal clear. Because both spring creek and tail water flows are largely insulated from violent spring snow melt events, aquatic insect populations proliferate and bloom.





The big tail waters and even the little ones like the Beaverhead are a lot like bigger spring creeks.  But there are differences. On most tail water rivers there is a huge amount of water too deep to get to on foot. There are plenty of places to wade if you know where to go. If you don't have a boat it's best to find one or two good places to fish and then to slow down and wade carefully. Slowly.  Take your time. You're going to spend the day there. In that scenario you do end up with a small chunk of watery real estate you can treat like your own little spring creek. In between marauding drift boats anyway.




If you are a local with a boat of any kind you can float short and anchor up a lot. That way you'll get access to the deep water off limits to wading only. You can still spend most of the day outside of the boat while fishing your own private water. If you fish with small flies, wet or dry, you might put a few fish down with a bad cast but they'll soon come back again.  You've got all day. 




I remember one late October day on a short tail water float when my wife and I anchored up in an eddy not far from a high bridge.  Baetis were hatching and my wife caught seven fish on dry flies without ever standing up.  I rowed over to the edge after that and we spent several hours poking at a few hundred yards of river bank. Then we stopped and fished at the edge of a rolling run on the other side of the river just downstream of the high bridge. When it came time go we shifted gears and drifted non-stop the rest of the way in, trolling the main-stem currents with streamers instead of fishing more carefully as we had earlier. Those are the floats I like best.  Short and relaxed, almost in slow motion. With a little of everything thrown in.



Long floats are fun too. For better or for worse most guiding scenarios usually involve a long float, like all the way down to the Fourteen Mile Access on the Big Horn. Even on long trips you can still try to slow down and fish carefully at a few selected locations, which might be pods of dimpling fish, and then mostly drift in between. Or you can row a lot, doing your best to fish the whole way down where most of the day's casting opportunities move by in a rapid fire one chance only parade of holding spots, a little like shooting at plastic ducks with an air rifle at the county fair. Spring creek strategies like changing flies for individual fish don't make sense. On days like those No-hackle dry flies or sparsely tied  Paraduns are a bit too hard to keep afloat.  If you are fishing dry flies you're better of with something that floats better, like bushy-tailed Sparkle Dun. If you aren't tossing streamers or drifting bead heads anyway.  




Knowing the water well counts most of all. Perhaps that's always true but freestone rivers like the Yellowstone do change every year at high water. And then they drop every day. All summer long. New channels emerge while others disappear. On the tail-waters topography doesn't change much from year to year. I remember one tail water day when I noticed a school of flashing fish sides over a seam of gravel bottom, in between weeds. I anchored up, put on a heavy bead head and had good fishing for about fifteen minutes. And then it was over.  I always check that gravel seam now. Even when those fish sides aren't flashing it's still a good spot. It's always there. Year after year.



On another trip with my buddy Randy I snagged an experimental fly on a willow branch, on a steep bank adjacent to a huge canyon like pool. I anchored up in an eddy where Randy could fish from the boat. I wanted that fly. It was a bit of a thrash to retrieve my fly but I got it. The bank was extra steep. I found myself looking down on a school of about 30 rainbows at the top end of a big slow eddy with their noses not too far from faster water passing a vertical rock cliff wall. It was pseudocleon time in late summer. Pseudocloens are tiny Baetis like mayflies so small the fish don't get particularly interested. 



The two biggest fish in a pod of thirty maintained a brotherhood dominating the upstream end of the pod. A parade of pseudocloen duns drifted by. They were mostly ignored. Every once in a while one of the bigger fish near the upstream end of the pod would rise up slowly to intercept a drifting dun and swallow it. So many naturals drifted by unmolested it seemed the few rises that did happen might have been a boredom response. The rise forms were interesting. Not one of those fish swam much at all in order to intercept a drifting mayfly. This had to be an air bladder manipulation. They made their decision to rise up seconds in advance. They rose up dead vertically, slowly without undulating their bodies. And then sank vertically back down again, slowly without moving a muscle it seemed. What really struck me was how deep these fish where. They were rising up a good 36" inches from their holding postures to sip a fly. They may well get a good last minute close up look at a drifting mayfly right before sipping. But they clearly had made their decision to rise up three or four seconds in advance.



Every once in a while the two biggest rainbows at the upstream end of the pod would bolt down stream fifty or sixty feet and then swim back and forth a bit, sometimes shaking there heads in the weeds. I remember thinking this must have been scud foraging behavior. The instant they were gone smaller fish from further back in the pod took over their ruling class lairs at the front of the group. Then the big ones came back again and everybody shifted and settled back to a more familiar, predetermined pecking order. The biggest fish in a pod are not always at the upstream end of the group. But almost always.



When the fish are more interested, perhaps when it's Baetis or PMD time, they don't rest three feet down in between intermittent rises. Interested actively feeding fish lie right below the surface tension, gently swimming if they have to in order to maintain a fixed feeding position at their spot in the sipping order. Pods of rainbows move into shallow soft spots near the edges of the river in order to intercept every possible mayfly while still maintaining their size-dependent sipping order with the larger fish up front, taking first pick. The minute the hatch switches off they leave those soft shallow spots at the edges and head back to deeper lairs best penetrated by nymphing techniques.



Thick mayfly and caddis hatches make our tail water fisheries the popular destinations they are.  But even in Summer there aren't always many mayflies to be had. My good friend and fishing buddy Chuck Tuschmidt called me early one July. He was closing in on 70 years old. He and Dan Gard, both long term guides on one of our most prominent tail waters, had decided to retire.  Chuck wondered if I would bring a boat up North and give him and Dan a guided send off.  I would row all day while he and Dan fished their butts off. As if they were clients. On the 4th of July.




The river was insanely crowded that day. Mid Summer on the tail waters is always busy but this was the fourth of July. There must have been 100 rigs parked at the put in.  Chuck looked at Dan, laughed and said "Weak side of the river!" I wasn't even sure what that meant. Once the rowing started the idea of me rowing all the way went over the side of the boat, almost right away.  We shared the rowing all day long, but we stayed on the shallow weedy side of the river the whole way. 




Where ever a river makes a turn the current tends to move more quickly and pile up on one side of the river while tapering off to a shallower and slower moving flow on the opposite side.  On freestone rivers the weak side of the river is often tapered barren and thin over a silt or gravel bottom. On tail water rivers, especially so for the big ones, the weak side of the river can appear as 6" inches to 24" inches of crystal clear water over slowly, gently wafting water weeds. At first glance water like that looks completely barren. You can see right down to the weeds with not a fish to be seen. But fish there are, by the hundreds. They're all hiding in the weeds below.  On that day, with two rowdy retiring fishing guides, we had our own half of the river all to ourselves.  




All day long immediately across on the strong side of the river a non-stop 4th of July parade of drift boats pounded the banks with bead head bobber rigs.  A few Pale Morning Duns did hatch on queue centered around noon, but the few good mayfly slicks were held hostage to a swarm of boats. We stayed put on the weak side of the river.  We  wacked'em all day long, mostly drifting big bushy dry flies or medium sized wets. Fish come up out of no where, from their weedy hiding places, to blast big attractors.  Now that was a fun day.  I learned something too.
I have a favorite spot on one of my local tail waters on the North side of the river maybe a mile upstream from the takeout where the same pod of rainbows has lived more or less forever. I've been fishing there for thirty years.  How long do rainbows live? Three to maybe six years? That group is still there so I must be seeing great grand children of great great grand children. The two or three biggest fish in that group are always at the upstream end. That pod used to be thirty fish strong.  Now they're down to less than twenty. But they're still there, seldom more than fifty or so feet away from what seems to be their favorite spot. At the upstream end of their territory a fast current separates them from the next gang upstream. Downstream a ways gets shallow and weedy. They have a territory and it's all theirs. Thirty years? That kind of stability doesn't exist on the big freestone rivers.



On low water years good holding spots can become few and far between, even on the big tail water rivers. At times like those drift boats tend to anchor up and gang up at the heads of the pools where fast shallow riffles dump down onto deeper water. That might be where the most fish are but on low water years the heads of the pools are a frustrating strategy, because they are all too often already taken. At times like that it's often a better strategy to swing wet flies or small streamers at the tail ends of the pools, where deep slow water first starts to shallow up and become faster. Those tail-outs are always good places to fish. They almost always available too.




Dimpling pods of rainbows or hungry individual brown trout feeding on small aquatic insects are the primary reason tail water fisheries have become so popular.  But it isn't always all about small flies.  In March big fish can be found in what locals call Winter Water, which is relatively deep water with a slow, barely moving current over  a gravel bottom, rather than stagnant water over silt. We fish streamers there in late winter, but most locals don't strip them.  You drift them deep and slow with an occasional twitch at most.



Jigs can be big tail water medicine too. At most of the fly shops in Bozeman the cash register engineers will tell to take white jigs with you. My old and now departed fly tying buddy Willy Self had a white jig he liked to use at the tail-outs below long pools on the Big Horn. Olive and black Woolly Buggers are always a good choice early in the day, when fish don't yet seem to be foraging for insects yet.



My now departed fishing buddy of many years John Wilson had a white jig too
that seemed to work everywhere, especially so on days when nothing else would.
John like to tie his white jigs on hooks with a fat lead bead molded right onto
the hook. Most of the pre-molded jigs you can buy were made with Croppies in
mind, so they do tend to be made with thin light wire hooks. I like to use
stout Gamakatsu jig hooks, and to mold my jig head with wire and super glue, or
to lash a length of solid wire solder onto the bottom of the shank first.



Wet flies and nymphs are big part of the picture too. On tail water rivers nymphs are increasingly fished with a Bobber Hopper rig, or with a flat out bobber.  But they don't have to be. I'll pick that thread up in a later section.





My home waters are the Gallatin Madison and Yellowstone. I'm a bit of an interloper when ever I do get to the slow smooth spring creek like tail waters in Montana.  I have learned a little. Over the years. I like those rivers a lot.






    

Notes:  
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   Fishing the Big Freestone Rivers 

As challenging as heavily fished smooth water fish can be I find the spring creeks and the tail waters easy in comparison to the Yellowstone and the Madison. The spring creeks have a peak season routine that's not that hard to learn. You need someone to show you the ropes at first and then it's all about practice practice practice. The tail waters are not much different. There are challenging times on the spring creeks, like late afternoons late in the season or at pseudocloeon I  time on the tail-waters. In the meantime I find the freestone water as tough or even tougher then the smooth ones. 



The prime guiding season on the big freestone rivers like the Gallatin, Yellowstone, Jefferson Big Hole and most of the Madison is early summer when the rivers are still high and bank full, and even a bit off color. Among other things that's perhaps the easiest time of year to fish because the fish are so often holding tight to the banks. That's the best time to be a guide on the big rivers.  But there is a lot more to the big rivers story than just early Summer.

  
     Fishing Streamers in the Early Season
  


  
       
  


  
      Does it get better than this?
  







A few stubbornly determined fishermen I know try to catch a fish every month of the year, like my buddy Zac Sexton. It isn't always possible but it sometimes is.  Fifteen above zero Fahrenheit can make it impossible to move line through the guides but you don't really have to.  You can overhead or roll cast 30 or 40 feet of line, mend it a lot and walk backwards up the bank when you hook a fish. I'm not into it but it is important, I think, to know  what the real boundaries are.




In late February some years we get Chinook winds that blow in from the Northwest with temperatures well above freezing. Wind is the limiting factor then but it is often possible for the determined fishermen to find calm periods late in a Chinook day, when a few hours of fishing can be a rewarding time after a long bitter cold Montana Winter. 

 
    
    February Chinook day fishing  
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      This one took a #18 Laser Midge
  







In March it all begins to change. Wind storms and dangerous Spring blizzards are not uncommon. But so too are sunny days without much wind. Cloudy days without wind are rare but they are the best of all. I've had some of the best no boat wade fishing of a lifetime on the Madison below the Beartrap Canyon in March. When nothing appears to be happening you can fish Willy Self Laser Midges trailing behind a stonefly nymph. The midges can start hatching suddenly too, at any time of day. You can fish wet flies to midge-dimpling fish or small Renegades or a Griffith's Gnat.  




Early season cold water fishing is a good time for what my life long fishing friend Patrick calls "BB fishing." BB  I  fishing is a bit like Czech Nymphing, deep and slow with lots of weight and hardly ever a long cast. But with BB fishing the weight goes on the leader instead of the fly itself, maybe 18" inches above an unweighted nymph. You need instinctive radar for BB fishing. The strikes are never obvious. Setting the hook frequently helps a lot.




The early season on the big freestone rivers is also a good time for fishing slow streamers in deep water, somewhat similar to the "Winter Water" spots I mentioned earlier in a tail water context.  By the time April comes the fishing can get really good. Most of the really big fish get caught in March and April. I don't have an explanation why but so it is. And in April the small fly fishing can get hot as a pistol too, when the spring Baetis                and a few scattered March Browns and Skwala Stoneflies begin to appear. The early season is a treat for the locals only. It doesn't make sense for tourists to come at this time of year because it could plunge down to near zero with driving, blinding ground blizzards at any time.  You have to be a local who keeps rod a ready to go at all times.  In May, if it isn't storming the Mother's Day Caddis hatch blesses all the rivers, tail water and freestone. Lots of people rave about dry fly fishing during the Mother's Day Caddis. On some of our rivers the Mother's Day hatch can last for a week or more. The hatch itself is triggered by warming water temperatures, whicn on the Yellowstone can mean three days of clear water fishing at most. On the Yellowstone the caddis can be so thick it becomes difficult to spot your fly among the multitudes of real ones.  I have better luck swinging soft hackle wet flies across and down, so I can set the hook when I feel a tug. 

During the Mother's Day Caddis hatches the fish usually move off the banks a bit to take advantage of smooth flowing feeding stations. But as long as the water levels are high it's not long before they head back to the banks again.




In the weeks leading up to the salmon fly hatch on the Big Hole the river is pregnant with water and fish, many of them holding tight to the banks where you can probe them with weighted stonefly hymphs and streamers. 




On most of the other freestones the weeks leading up to the salmon fly hatch are peak runoff time. A lot of people think you cannot fly fish during spring runoff. I do it a lot and I have good success too.  I'll cover runoff fishing in a later section. After the run off we get the prime tourist season.  This is when the guides really have to be busy. This is bread and butter time.  For drift boat fishing on any given big Montana River, especially so in the early Summer season, bank fishing is often the way to go. On the Madison above Ennis in March and April, when the water is still high and half brown, there are no tourists and bank fishing with streamers can be spectacular. By mid to late June to early July, depending on the river at hand, the bank fishing often starts to slow down.



When I worked at the Yellowstone Angler I learned the importance of anchoring up and getting out to fish what we called "riffle corners," typically but not always where the river took a bend and a long frothy riffle dumped off into a deeper rolling run. The fish are sometimes all the way up into the fast water in the riffles, foraging in highly oxygenated water. On nymphs. Sometimes they're at the transition from fast to slow and sometimes even further down yet in the first few yards of the deep rolling run immediately downstream from the riffle. The Yellowstone is getting crowded in prime time these days. Most boats are hugging the banks the entire way down. All Summer long. The few you see anchored up at the riffle corners, high-sticking the riffles with various nymphs are almost always guides and their customers.




So far so good. But later in the season when the water drops precipitously and the water temperatures rise the fish move off the banks on the Yellowstone and the Big Hole, and maybe to a lesser extent on the Madison too. The Madison is a bit of an odd duck because it is a tail water fishery that looks more like a freestone.  On the real freestones in late summer the banks become a heavily pounded wasteland populated by fishermen but not so much  by fish. Instead of tossing your flies right up to the bank, like pitching pennies at a concrete stair, you are usually better off trolling flies ten feet off the bank where there is some depth and moderate current. 




I remember a mid Summer Madison trip with Greg Lilly where we had four guys and hence two boats. I think we floated from Varney Bridge all the way to Ennis that day which is a long float.  I made a bad mistake and got my boat upstream from Greg's, which made it possible for my customers to witness Greg catching three times as many fish as we were. This was early in my guiding career and I was till figuring things out. I was hugging the deep banks constantly. Greg did a little of that too but he was also fishing deep runs in the middle of the river. He anchored up a lot too but they never got out of the boat. He was stopping at well known deep water runs and dredging stonefly nymphs.  




The late Bobby DiAmbrosio who had a fly shop a bit East of Ennis in the early 1980s (Bobby had one of my early boats back then too, and loved it) once told me, about mid to late Summer fixing on the Madison, that he liked to think about dividing the river into five strips. In his mind he threw out the two edge strips and the middle and concentrated on the two remaining river strips either side of dead middle. That made sense in Bobby's case because, in those days, most of his customers wanted to fish Royal Wulffs.  Bobby often fished a dropper rig so he had two Royal Wulffs floating from each rod. All day long.




Fishing that way with Royal Wulffs does, to some degree anyway, rule out the deep fast water in the middle of the river. But not if you are fishing with heavy streamers or dredging stonefly nymphs. I feel a little vulnerable here. I've never been much of a Madison above Ennis guide.  I'm more of a Gallatin and Yellowstone Park and Yellowstone River and spring creeks guy. There are so many guys who know the Madison  a thousand times better than I do. I can say I've had some of my best ever fishing on the Madison while concentrating on deeper runs in the middle of the river, rather than the banks.




When the fishing gets really slow during the hottest days in late August the fish--on all the big freestone rivers--migrate to deeper heavy water fast spots where the biggest waves on the river dump down onto deep cavernous pools, like the big riffle a hundred feet or so above the rip rap wall adjacent to the Jumping Rainbow subdivision on the Yellowstone. The water in those places is fast and furious on top only. A few feet below the waves the water is almost still, or even recirculating back upstream at the bottom with still water in between.  Those places are difficult to fish.  But not impossible. That's where the late season hot days fish are.



Guides on Utah's Greene River run out of hatches in late August and the fishermen they get at that time of year are often the least experienced customers of the season. That's a tough nut to crack. Guides are working men with families at home and payments to make. They do what they have to do. I've seen those Utah guys keep a balloon rod in the boat.  When they do get to one of those rolling heavy water pour-overs on a sweltering late summer day they sometimes anchor up a few few feet upstream and get the balloon rods  ready to go. What they use in those situations is a six or seven inches in diameter balloon attached to a long stout leader with two very heavy scuds or nymphs at the end. You don't cast that rig. You flop it off the side of the boat and troll it. After plopping the balloon into the water the guide rows backward long enough to get some distance between the balloon and the side of the boat. And then starts to drift forward.  I'm not interested in fishing that way anymore than you are. But it is interesting and useful information. On hot exceedingly bright days in late summer when the fishing seems to be almost impossible--at those times the fish are all highly concentrated in giant schools beneath deep fast heavy water. There are ways to make use of that information that do not involve bobbers balloons or even boats for that matter.




The son of my fishing buddy Patrick is now an extreme scuba diver who travels the world fixing off shore oil rigs. Peter even worked a year on the Achille Lauro when it sank in the Mediterranean. Peter is one of the world's best extreme conditions divers. He makes good money too. Peter put on snorkeling gear with a heavy belt and long flippers late one August and swam 20 miles on the Yellowstone, not too many years ago. Peter is the one who really sunk the late season deep fast water story home for me. Peter said the river seemed barren and almost devoid of fish, until he got to the big fast wave pour-overs. There are a lot of those places.  On the hottest most sweltering low water weeks of summer's end--that's where all the fish are.  Thousands of them, packed tightly together in huge schools. They have good cover there and the water has the most oxygen in those places. If you want to catch fish at slowest hottest time of year, on the big rivers, look for deep heavy water and consider using a sparkplug rig. It works.




When I get to those late summer heavy water pour-overs I use a Sparkplug fly, which is like an extra heavy sparsely dressed bonefish fly with a bead head nymph or soft hackle wet fly trailing a short distance behind the Sparkplug. There is no bobber (or balloon) and it works.  I first started to figure this out on late season Big Hole trips when the water there is extra skinny. Fly fishing the banks in conditions like that is an exercise in futility. During a few of those trips I began to notice weekend rafters from Butte who troll Thomas Cyclone Spoons of the back of their rafts. Their heavy spoons bounce and snag along the bottom smack in the middle of the river. They do catch a lot of fish. In August. When the skinny banks are almost barren and devoid of fish.

   Fall Fishing on the Freestones 

When I think about Fall fishing I think about migratory fish. Jerry Wells who once many moons ago headed the Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks told me about an uncommonly large male brown trout that was tagged on the Ruby River near Alder one year, and then captured and re-tagged again the following Fall in the Beartrap Canyon of the Madison. Holly cow. That's close to 50 miles downstream to Three Forks and then another 50 miles back upstream again to the Beartrap.  Big migratory browns are often found in gravelly runs on main-stem rivers in Fall. They'
re found in surprisingly small creeks too. Back in the 1990s when I guided on the CA Ranch a lot one of the Anderson brothers told me he regularly saw large 4lbs plus brown trout in Sixteen Mile Creek, in late October and November. I don't mind mentioning that spot now because it's all closed to fishing now. To the public anyway. The CA Ranch recently sold for $138 million dollars. 




I built a green house for an Episcopal Minister in Bozeman once, a fun guy who's hobby was gunsmithing. They had a small house right on a small creek on the Northeast side of Bozeman. I built that green house in early November. While climbing around on the framing I watched a good five pound hen brown trout hover over a redd while a covey of smaller very aggressive males tried to gain access to the hen. The males fought with each other constantly. That creek was maybe 12" inches deep and 12' feet across there. In the Fall season in Montana almost anything goes. Big fish can be holding in oddly unexpected places.



Fall fishing isn't always about boat trips. On the East Gallatin River and various increasingly difficult to access Gallatin Valley spring creeks the Fall Baetis hatches can be very good. On the smaller streams you are sometimes forced to fish downstream, which isn't my favorite way in the  small flies sipping pods context. You make the best of what ever comes your way.




The Fall Baetis are never as thick on the freestone rivers as they are on the tail waters, but they do happen and the fish do pay attention, usually in relatively slow moving slick water below riffle corners or at the tail ends of long pools. Sipping pods of whitefish and rainbows are a good place to swing streamers. You don't strip streamers in situations like that. You swing them with an occasional pause created by momentarily dropping the rod tip.



November is a gift to those of us who live here.  You can't make arrangements to come fish in Montana in November unless you are willing to lose the trip. It can snow or get cold or blow like a hurricane at any time. Or be sunny. Or be cloudy and above freezing. That's what you most want.



In late November, if it hasn't frozen up yet, you can fish the big reservoirs from the bank.  The big lake rainbows spend most of the summer out in the middle of the lake in deep water.  But in November they intermittently cruise the banks in small schools of fish that start at 20" inches or so. And get larger too. I caught a twelve pound carp in November once, on a big foam hopper that was part of a hopper-dropper rig, while chasing marauding rainbows. Late Fall reservoir fishing is a fun time. 


    

Notes:  



 I  Soft not lead BBs...........are bigger but so what...
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   Salmon Fly Time 
 
The salmon fly hatch in Montana is an annual epidemic of spring
fever born of the first warm jubilant rays of sunshine after a long
cold mountain winter and a dark windy clammy and cold Montana spring.




The Salmon flies usually start hatching here in Montana, or in Idaho I
should say, in the box canyon of the Henry's Fork of the Snake at the
end of the first week in June. By the time they fizzle out on the
Henry's Fork a week or so later the big flies are already hatching on
the Big Hole at Twin Bridges or above. Times and conditions vary as much as a
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week or two from year to year. But by the 20th of June the Big Hole
hatch has usually reached the old power house at Divide. And the really
bad craziness in the Maiden Rock Canyon will have reached its peak.




The Big Hole river is one the most beautiful drainages in north
America. It holds some of the biggest trout in the state and  it is
only about forty miles from Butte Montana--the hard working hard
partying home of Evel Kneivel and forty thousand other elk hunting
trout fishing hard rock miners and salt-of-the-earth urban cowboys.
When the sun is shining and the flies are are hatching on a  weekend in
June nearly half the populations of Butte, Dillon Ennis, Bozeman and
Helena plus a small army of adventurers from California, Texas,
Illinois, New York, New Jersey and a Massachusetts are hooting and
hollering and drifting down through the Maiden Rock Canyon in or on any
thing that stays afloat.




The best strategy, regardless where you plan to fish, is to get on
the river early. Camping and sleeping on the bank of the river
somewhere near your point of departure might seem like a good plan. But
getting any sleep anywhere within two miles of the Divide campground is
totally out of the question. Big fat tired four wheel drive pickups
with roll bars whip antennae and booming country-western tape decks
rumble into the campground all night pulling driftboats and racks of
river rafts. They circle through the campground with their bright
lights on searching endlessly for one last place to park while kids
scream hamburgers sizzle firecrackers bang and morocycles, trail
bikes and all terrain vehicles spin donuts and fly in and out of the
parking lot doing fourth of July wheel stands. When the first cowboy
jitterbuggers turn up their wilderness blasters and start dancing on
the picnic tables you might think a blimp full of laughing gas had
exploded over a rodeo:


"Cuz I'm a honky tonk maaaayan. EEEEEEEHHHHHHAAAAAaaaaaa! Hey there easy money, git me some beeeer! We
are gonna catch us some fish tomarrrow!"




This is springtime in the mountains. The revelry seldom lets up
until after two when they shut down the Blue Moon Saloon a mile or so
down the road. And even then, for another hour or two thereafter the
still chill mountain air will be violated by barking dogs and the rhythmic
squeak-swing-slam of the spring loaded outhouse doors. The campgrounds
down the road at Brown's Bridge and Glenn are little different. So
you're better off to take the old cutoff road to Twin Bridges and
pull out on the prairie somewhere to throw out a sleeping bag, somewhere in between the prickly pears.




The next best strategy to getting up earlier than everyone else is
to try and figure out where that elusive one or two mile slowly moving
section of the river is where the flies are just beginning to hatch,
where the fish aren't yet stuffed to the bursting point, and where the
frenzied pace of the fishing  is supposed to climax in  a reckless orgy
of slashing, snapping, swirling trout: the head of the hatch. Then,
once you've figured out the where the head of the hatch is, you have to
decide whether to fish upstream or downstream from the commotion,
because the head of the hatch is where eighty to ninety  percent of the
masses will be. One theory has it that the next three to ten miles
upstream of the head of  the hatch is the place  to be, because the
nymphs  will on the move there, instinctively moving into the shallows
in anticipation of the hatch. And the too will be the anxious trout,
lying hungrily in wait. Or so goes the theory.  If the upstream fishing
doesn't work, another strategy is to fish downstream from the hatch at
least ten miles and a day or two from the peak of the action. The trick
is to get downstream far enough because the fish will be bloated with
flies and absolutely impossible to catch for twenty-forty hours after
the hatch has passed on up the river. Perlidae, or golden stoneflies,
often hatch simultaneously with big Pteronarcys salmon flies and the
fish often seem to prefer the smaller golden stoneflies to the bigger
ones. This mysterious preference for the smaller stoneflies is
especially noticeable downstream from the head of the hatch.




Any serious angler should also be prepared to fish with streamers
during the salmon fly hatch.  I remember taking my boat out at Melrose
late one summer evening--sun burned and dog tired after three says of
guiding on the river--when I encountered my friend Wayne, who was
taking creel census number for the Montana Fish and  Game Department.
Wayne has a strong sense of mischief in his heart, and he was adding to
the general mayhem that evening by showing everybody a photograph of a
19lb female brown trout. The fish shocking crews had rolled this fish
out a  deep hole in the maiden rock canyon only a week before the
hatch. And Wayne was telling everybody, as he took their creel counts,
that a California fly fisherman had taken that fish on a sofa pillow
the day before yesterday.




I knew better however and threatened to turn him into the
authorities for inciting to riot if he didn't
give me the real scoop. So on a more serious note, Wayne said "Well
I'll tell you. The really good fishing has all been down below Brown's
bridge. The guides from the Complete Angler have been fishing Bou's
down there, and they took and eight pound 27" brown down the just last
night.  But watch out for that bridge! There isn't enough clearance to
get a boat under it, and there's been a dozen boats sunk down there in
the past three days!"


Bou's , which are e little more than red and
yellow marabou girdle bugs with long, multi colored tails are a long
established big Hole tradition.




Last but certainly not least, if you  want to joint the great
masses of fisherman at the head of the hatch you can fish either with
big black nymphs or adult dry fly salmon fly immitations--or both. The
action will be the thickest where ever there are willow bushes lining
the banks of the river, where small triangular shaped eddies of still
water--under the willow branches--are immediately adjacent to deep,
medium fast current.





 Fishing Nymphs


The nymph fishing during the last two weeks leading up the salmon
fly hatch has consistently produced the best fly fishing for me over
the years.  If I had to choose (if I could choose)  I'd take the first
warm, cloudy  but not windy day after a cold snap--on the Big Hole--2
to 3 days before the (salmon) flies begin to hatch.  Well, if I could
choose, that would be my second choice, I guess, after a winning
powerball ticket. During that period, the  nymphs start migrating
toward the shallows. They must know how to recognize willow roots
somehow, because they congregate there in great masses,  clinging to
underwater willow roots in huge bunches like handfulls of
insectivorous grapes.




I like to fish two nymphs simultaneously.  Why not? If you do fish
two or more flies, you will always catch the most fish on the end fly.
But at the end of the day, if you have caught a half a dozen fish on
the second fly, well, those are bonus fish.  I don't like droppers,
so--to fish more than one nymph at a time--I attach the tippet attached
to  the end fly to the bend of the hook in front.  Use split shot and
fish a tight straight line, so you can feel the strikes.  Fish the
slack water at the tip ends of the  islands, where two currents come
together. Fish the drift lines at the edge of  any fast, deep run,
where the still water along the edge meets the swifter, often
un-fishable current of main river.  And never pass up an opportunity to
fish a riffle corner,  where a shallow, pebbly, boat bumping riffle
drains down into a deeper water.




Traditional nymphs include Bitch Creeks, Montana Nymphs, Woolly
Worms and anything else that looks like a 1-1/2" long black tube with
six thick, crooked black legs at the front end. I like Marshmallow
Nymphs the best.





 Fishing Dry Flies


When fishing dry flies, don't be afraid to twitch your fly a
little. Adult salmon flies are out of short lived element in the water,
and they do flail around with a great commotion when the fall into the
river.  In fact I think twitching the fly is an important part of ate
adult salmon fly presentation. I like to make my salmon flies with foam
bodies and rubber legs. Ruibber legs exaggerate teh animated struggling
impresson of a drowing fly while the foam body keeps the whole thing
afloat, regarless how  water logged it becomes. Traditional flies
include Sofa Pillows, Bird's Stonefly, Stimulators. No one fishes
Bunyan Bugs anymore, except perhaps for me. Bunyan Bugs date back to
the turn of the century here in Montana...perhaps even earlier. Bunyan
bugs are small wooden plugs, outfitted with horse hair wings and hand
painted bodies. It was on a Bunyan Bug that Brad Pit caught his huge
(hatchery) fish in "A River Runs Through It."  I had the Bunyan Bug in
mind when I devised the foam bodies Bunyan Bug.

 



 
    
    bunyan-bugger.jpg  
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 Fishing Both

The most deadly technique of all, during the peak of the hatch,
especially in the Big Hole, is to float the river in a boat, sharing
duty on the oars with someone who knows the river and knows how to row,
while fishing dry flies and nymphs simultaneously,...where the dry fly
adult serves as a strike indicator (that catches fish)  for one or more
large pteronarcys nymph. The only way to make this approach practicle
is make the dry fly adult imitation out of closed cell foam, so it has
enough bouyancy to stay afloat, even in fast water, even when attached
to one or two large, moderately weighted, succulent stonefly nymphs.

    

Notes:  
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   Dirty Water 

 Salmon fly time July 4, 2010 

Nine days ago I fished Montana's Gallatin River when it was a foot higher and a lot browner than this (I didn't get a photo that day).  Yesterday the water was a bit lower and yet--as you can see--still raging and off color.  While I was putting my waders on I talked to one guy who wished me good luck because he thought the river was still "blown out." He drove away without even trying.




Hah. It was higher and dirtier a week ago, and I wacked'em silly then.  Last week the Salmon Flies were just about to pop. And the fish were stacked like cord wood, tight to the bank.  It was pretty much the same today.  But the flies had already come and gone.  The fishing was still good.  I fished for four hours and caught a dozen good fish, on a day when most everybody else stayed home. I thrashed hiked waded and fished four miles upstream and then back down again. And I had the whole place to myself.




I don't know where this assumption comes from, that dirty water is not a good time for fly fishing.  I always do well when the water is off color. The fish aren't spooky.  You can often get 2-3 hits without taking a step.  I caught four good fish in the first fifteen minutes.  And then it slowed down a tad.  A dozen fish in a morning's fishing doesn't break any world records. But that's still good fishing--especially for a day when everybody else gives up and goes home.




I fished a magnum-sized foam Salmon Fly adult (primarily as a 'strike indicator') followed by a huge open-cell foam Marshmallow Nymph, which was trailing a #14 blue-bodied bead head soft hackle (a fly I call the Bluedoo).  I missed one strike all day long on the big dry fly.  I didn't count but I landed at least a dozen good fish in a morning's fishing (was home by 1:00).  Caught 4 or 5 on the Bluedoo. Browns and rainbows both.  The rest all took the Marshmallow Nymph. I didn't catch a single fish more than 12"


off the bank.
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The fishing report on the Blue Ribbon Flies website reports the Gallatin is "still blown out." I'll have to try drifting the Yellowstone soon. George Anderson's Yellowstone Angler (where I used to work) reports the Yellowstone won't be "game on" before the flow drops to 8000cfs.  And it's still hovering around 12,000cfs.  I think I could pull good fish off the banks with huge streamers right now. Or on extra big Marshmallows.



    

Notes:  
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     We Hold These Truths To Be Self Evident 

The first writing about Fly fishing has traditionally been attributed to Dame Juliana Berners I   and her 1496  Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle.  

A recently found and earlier 1452 Austrian text, the Haslinger Breviary includes descriptions of "several score flies" so the Berners story will likely be revised in years to come.  It wasn't until a good three centuries later until the first English language text mentioning dry flies first appeared. From The 1851 Vade-Mechum of Fly Fishing by George Pullman:


"Let a dry fly be substituted for the wet one, the line switched through the air a few times to throw off its superabundant moisture, a judicious cast made just above the rising fish, and the fly allowed to float towards and over them, and the chances are ten to one that it will be siezed as readily as a living insect."


Pulman wields the phrase "dry fly" as if the reader knows what it means, so we don't know how far back the practice really goes. In a chapter on Making Flies Pulman describes several dozen paterns beginning with the Early Red and  the Iron Blue Dun as flies number one and two in his list. Dame Juliana mentions a "Dun Fly" too, in her 1496 text. 




Perhaps 40 years or so after Pulman George Selwyn Marryat gave us the Little Marryat and Frederick Halford--a contemporary and collaborator of Marryat's--began to write a series of influentianl books about dry fly fishing.  Halford is not known as a fly designer but he was a stalwart practitioner and a strong-willed moralist who did his best to re-define fly fishing as  dry fly fishing only, upstream only and only to actively rising fish. And nothing else.  




Halford may have had similarly minded allies and compatriots in his day but it was only Halford who wrote a long and influential series of "Dry Fly Fishing Upstream Only" books. Halford's authoritarian moralism was soon to be met with narrow eyes, ironic frowns, wrinkled eyebrows and lowered chins a few years later; across and on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean.
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     Back to the Flies 

In this last section of the book I want to reboot all the way back to the beginning, this time focusing more sharply on flies and fly categories rather than on their historical inventors. For most of the Chapters that follow I will begin with a quick flash bulb history of the current category, as a background context and contrast for displaying what is new creative and happening now. 
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Notes:  
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    The Mayfly Dun 


This page is about the mayfly dun as a dry fly. Emergers and spinners will be part of an upcoming Spring Creek Flies chapter.  What we here in the States refer to as our Classic Catskill Dryfly--not much changed from its earliest English chaulk stream forms--is still perhaps the most beautiful of all flies.  The mayfly dun as a category, however, has undergone a long and steady evolution, particularly so in cold water streams and rivers west of New England.  

 Little Marryatt 

The Little Marryatt--designed by George Selwyn Marryatt, who died in 1896--was not the first dry fly but it was perhaps the first classic, that many of us still fish with today. The Little Marryatt is also a fly most definitely meant to imitate the freshly hatched subimago mayfly, or mayfly dun. This is the classic stuff of English chaulk stream dry fly fishing.
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 Quill Gordon 

On our side of the Atlantic the earliest notable North American dry fly mayfly is probably Theodore Gordon's stunningly beautiful Quill Gordon I . Despite the Quill Gordon's widely recognized importance Gordon himself had surprisingly little to say about it. In the roughly 560 pages of his various letters and writings Gordon mentions the Quill Gordon only 8 times. In a letter to G.E.M. Skues, the longest of those 8 sentences reads as follows:


...I tied a few Quill G. on No. 1 hooks. I like to have this fly with bodies (quill) and hackles of several shades and one with quill tinged with yellow. 

The Quill Gordon is indeed one of our greatest flies, tied with mostly local materials: dun hackle, wood duck wings and stripped peacock quill quill body. But it's hard to say much more when even its original designer has so little to say, other than it can be tied in a useful variety of shades. Selwyn Marriatt's Little Marryatt is similar: a beautiful dressing tied with a simple combination of readily available materials that can be shaded from light to dark, thereby filling a wide variety of roles. Perhaps that's what is so great about both those flies. With a little tweaking they can be almost anything. And still beautiful too.

    

 
    
    Theodore Gordon's  Quill Gordon
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     The Gordon Quill above was tied by David Stenstrm of Uppsala Sweden. This is David's attempt at a Quill Gordon tied as Gordon himself might have tied it.

  





    

 Classic Catskill 

Theodore Gordon's work evolved through the 1930s 1940s and even 1950s to become what is now what many refer to as the Classic Catskill dry fly, as exhibited by the work of Art Flick, Walt and Mary Dette and others.  This one, tied by Tom Littleton, illustrates placing the hackle and wing midway between the eye and the point of the hook, which gives the fly a graceful overall balance.

    

 
    
     A Classic Catskill  style Quill Gordon
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     wrong image -- Tied by Tom Littleton.   
  




    

 Clipped Hackle 

    Tiers who want the Classic Catskill model to perch closer to the water's surface--perhaps more like a real mayfly dun--sometimes clip the underside of the hackles. This is a George Kelly Pale Morning Dun. At 85 or so in 2022 George is force of nature.  George is still spry and strong. George is one of the best and most respected birders in the State. Many  of his birding friends know he also has something to do with fishing but they're not sure just what. George is the Dean of all Montana fishing guides right now. He's a hell of a fly tier too.  

    

 
    
    A Typical Clipped  Hackle Dun
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   Hackle clipped on bottom only
.....use George Kelly
  




    

 Perfect Dun 

Datus Proper was a interesting guy who grew up in Yellowstone Park where his father was a Ranger. With the nelp of a scholarship Datus got an East Coast Brahmin education at the Phillips Excetere Academy and later went on to long career in the State Department where Datus distinguished himself  I  admirably well.Datus retired to Thompson Spring Creek in the Gallatin Valley where he worked at fishing writing and fly tying. I met Datus a year or or two before his untimely passing when he and his buddy, a doctor from Belgrade MT,   asked me for permission to hunt pheasants on piece of land I briefly owned at the North end of the Gallatin valley. Datus invited me to come join him on Thompson Spring Creek, in his back yard. I never called back. I'm looking down with my hands clasped on my temples--shaking head as I think of it.  Datus had narcolepsy and fell asleep at a moment's notice. He apparently drowned in Hyalite Creek when he suddenly fell asleep, fell over and drowned in six inches of water. He left us with one very good book:  What the Trout Said.  Datus's primary fly was his Perfect Dun, which was similar to a clipped-on-bottom dun, like George Kelly's fly above.  But Datus didn't clip the hackle, he spread it apart sideways on bottom, with a relatively long front to back, slightly dubbing-fattened figure eight thread wrap underneath, before whip finshing. 

    

 
    
    The Perfect Dun    
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      As invented but not tied by Datus Proper 
      ....I'll have to ...re-tie this one 

      Use thick UV glue?
  




    

 Parachute Dry Flies 

The history of the parachute dry fly seems to start in the early 1930s I .  Today's Adams Parachute might be the West's most popular not Royal Wulff dry fly.  When I guided for George Anderson back in the early 1990s I didn't fully appreciate how good this fly was until Todd Wester came on board and started working at the Yellowstone Angler. I was 40 something and Todd was 20 something back then.  Todd quickly shot up the ranks and became one of the store's most sought after guides. Todd is a school principal now. Back then Tood used the Parachute Adams a lot. Todd didn't use this fly on the Spring Creeks much. The Parachute Adams  was a Yellowstone River fly for him. All through the Summer months and well into Fall. It is for me now too.




    There are debates about who first invented the parachute dry fly. Was it a Scottish woman named Helen Todd or was it William Brush of Detroit Michigan? Does it matter? The Parachute is a great fly.  Sparsely-tied biot-body parachutes with a slightly olive/yellow tint work well for PMD hatches too.  They do tend to push the body of the fly down into the surface tension rather than riding on top.  

 
    
    The Parachute Mayfly 
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    Use a DBorjas fly here...... 
  




    

 Swisher Richards 

In the early 1970s Pennsylvanian Carl Richards and Michigan born fly designer Doug Swisher wrote about No-hackle duns, Paraduns, Comparaduns, Cripples, Emergers and v-hackle flies, all of which moved the high profile of the traditional at-right-angles-to-the-shank rooster hackle fly flatter and closer to the surface film--perhaps more like the profile of a real mayfly dun. Swisher and Richards talked a lot about "selectivity," indeed that was the name of their seminal book:  Selective Trout ". 

In this section I want to duck below the trout-feeding-theory-radar in order to visually list and only briefly discuss the shapes of the major mayfly imitations that have emerged in addition to the traditional Halford/Marryat/Catskill dry fly mayfly. There are a lot of flies. It's been a fun ride.

    

 No-Hackle 

    Fran Betters may have invented the no-hackle idea quite a while ago (1930s? 1940s?).  Swisher/Richards further popularized this pattern in their book Selective Trout. Rene Harrop in Last Chance Idaho popularized this fly out West where it is now a Henry's Fork and Paradise Valley spring creeks favorite. No-hackle dries are a bit hard to cast. They sometimes make an audible fluttering sound as you false cast them. Once you've caught a few fish the wings lose their sculpted shape and become more like soft miniature paint brushes than finely sculpted wind scoops. Paint brush wingsare easier to cast and at that point I find they catch fish just as well.   I  They are very good flies--one of the best spring creek patterns we have. I like them best after catching a few fish first.

    

 
    
    Betters, Swisher/Richards, Harrop No-hackle 
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   ...
   buy one
  




    

 Compara Dun 


    The Swisher/Richards Compara Dun had no rooster hackle wound around the snank but it did gain considerable flotation from its side-splayed deer hair wing. The Comparadun is a better floater than its no-hackle cousin. 

 
    
    The Comparadun 
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  ...should have one to photograph 
  




    

 Sparkle Dun  

The Compara Dun was an important new mayfly weapon for Match the Hatch enthusiasts but it wasn't in any way a fast water floater. Craig Mathews added a Zelon tail, which looks like a trailing nymphal shuck and also made it a more tenatiously floating fly. Craig Christened his fly the Sparkle Dun. What a good fly. This is one of the very best.

 
    
    Craig Matthews Improved Sparkle Dun
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 ...should have one
  




    

    The following mayfly dry fly probably isn't John Betts's best work. It is a fly one of John's Denver area neighbors gave me back in the mid-1980s. This fly's enhanced flotation comes from a horizontal bowtie tuft of Zelon underneath the thorax. How John accomplished this bottom-mounted hackle tuft isn't clear and I did not want to cut the fly apart. I ran with this idea and conjured the now widely world famous (not) Right Hackle idea, as shown a bit further down.

 Betts Baetis 

 
    
    John Betts all synthetic Blue Winged Olive 
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The mayfly hatches that matter most in Southwest Montana are Spring and Fall Baetis, early Summer Pale Morning Duns and perhaps the large grizzly/gray Callibaetis too, on the various lakes and reservoirs. We get other mayflies too but not in great numbers and not for long periods of time.  From March through April you can find a few Marchbrowns here and there, enough to make the fish look up and rise if you offer one. But I've never seen enough Marchbrowns at once to make fish dimple all around me. Every once in a while on a lucky day in July, especially if a sunny day suddenly gets cloudy and threatens to storm you can run into a real hatch of big Green Drakes. Big by our standards anyway.  Fun as they are those hatches are rare.  They are much more reliable in far-away places like Idaho, on the Henry's Fork and on Silvercreek. 




During Baetis hatches (aka the Blue Winged Olives) I fish wet flies more often than dry flies but I do fish both. BWOs are small critters. Tiny Parachutes, Emergers and Sparkle Duns are available in the fly shops but I tie my own and those patterns are tricky and hard for my aging eyes to tie in tiny Blue Winged Olive sizes. Wet flies are easy. That's one of the reasons I fish them so often. For BWO wet flies I don't even bother with hen hackle. I make a dubbed or biot body and then lash on a small tuft of Tan-brown Senyo Laser Dub. I don't even have a name for that wet fly but it is a goto pattern for me. At BWO time.






For easy to tie  BWO dry flies  I have a pattern I call the Ducktail, made from duck flank and Senyo Laser Dub.  It's a lot easier than a parachute that small. Even a bit easier than a Sparkle Dun. The Sparkle Dun is an all time great fly and not hard at all in PMD sizes, but I do find it a bit tricky for BWOs.  The Ducktail is an extended body fly tied on a short shank hook, where the tail is not the tail it is the abdomen. The wing is a bit more duck flank or, sometimes, a tuft of Senyo Laser Dub pulled up either side of the shank.  The hackle is splayed-out loosely basted bow tie of Snow Shoe rabbit or Zelon, glued on as a final step with UV glue or CA glue. It's fast and easy. Floats like a champ. Lands upright. Dries off quickly. This for me is the quickest and easiest of a dry flies to tie in the smallest sizes. But it is no compromise. This is a good fly: easy to make, easy to cast, lands softly, lands upright, dries off quickly and catches fish. There are a lot of dry flies I can think of whose attribute checklist compares weakly. or Pale Morning Duns (aka PMDs) I often tie the same Ducktail pattern a bit larger, with a more olive coloring.  



 
    
    Pittendrigh Right Hackle Ducktail  
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    particularly well suited for small flies 
  




 Paragon 

Mostly for  the fun of the tying I have another more complex pattern I call the Paragon. 
The Paragon is a bit of a paradigm shift. I tie most of it on a long thin #20 beading needle, wings and all, and slide that off the needle before mounting it on a short shank hook. Then I add a parachute hackle or a bow tie Right Hackle below the wing.  If it's a parachute I wind that between the loosely-mounted modular body and the shank. That puts the parachute on the bottom of the thorax rather than on top.  I like tying them and looking at them. I cannot honestly say they attract strikes any better. They do land upright every time, float well, land gently and dry off quickly.  It is a good-looking fly and it is a never-been-done before technique. That must be worth something. A smile at the vise anyway. I have caught too many fish to count on these nifty little flies.

 
    
   Pittendrigh Paragon 
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     ...or is a Paradigm Shifter?
  









    

Notes:  



 I The index for The Complete Fly Fisherman (Gordon's notes and letters) lists Quill Gordon on 8 separate pages, but Gordon in most cases has little to say about his most notable fly.  In nearly every one of those 8 listed pages Gordon says little at all about the Quill Gordon other than mentioning its name. In one case he tells the story of fishing with an unually darkly-hackled Quill Gordon, but little else. In the same index Gordon's favorite streamer, his own Bumblepubby, is mentioned on twelve separate pages, and in many of those cases he has quite a bit to say about the Bumblepuppy.  I mention this only because--I find it interesting. 
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   Big Drakes (big mayflies) 

Some of our best fly fishing happens in far-away places like Northwest Montana and Idaho. I travel there every year, although not as much as I would like. I don't know enough about fishing those places to say much. I'm a happy tourist there.  What I do know well is Southwest Montana, where we don't see big drake hatches with the same regularity as BWOs and PMDs.  We do get sporadic Green Drake hatches on the Madison and on the Gallatin from late June through to the middle of July.  On cloudy days the hatches can be intense. On sunny days I've never seen more than a few scattered individuals. Thick, fish dimpling everywhere you look Green Drake hatches do occasionally happen but only rarely--usually on oddball days that alternate between sunny and then suddenly threatening to rain. Why would that be? Do the mayflies listen to weather reports?  It may not make sense but that is how it seems to be.  




Sammy Knowles and his lovely wife Jenny travelled from Deadman's Cay in the Bahamas to Bozeman one summer ten years or so ago. Sammy and Jenny stayed with Pam and Rodney King, the then owners of the new defunct Bozeman Angler. Sammy and Jenny's son recently completed a physics degree at Montana State so the Knowles have a strong family connection to Montana. And us to them too. Sammy is retired now but he sure was a fun bonefish guide to work with. Sammy won the Bahamas Bonefish Tournament once too. Maybe even twice.  Sammy knows how to fish.




When they were here Rodney asked me to guide Sammy on Gallatin. Rodney would be taking him belly-boating on Meadow Lake the following day, but he wanted Sammy to see a bit of the Gallatin too. There are lots of guides in Bozeman but Rodney asked me because my wife Adele and I were good friends with Sammy and Jenny. It was early in July. I took Sammy to a stretch of the Gallatin at the mouth of the Canyon below Big Sky. That stretch is all posted now but wasn't then. It used to be one of my favorite spots. The minute we got there the sky above suddenly shifted from bright and sunny to cloudy and threatening to rain.  Green drakes immediately started to appear as if out of no where.  The fish went nuts.  There were rising fish everywhere you looked. 




For anyone who has experienced a good Green Drake hatch it's hard not to notice their dark green abdomens are proportionalely fat among mayflies as a whole. And those abdomens actively wriggle, like tiny green snakes as they ride along the surface. How would a fly tier imitate that behavior? 



Sammy had two fly boxes Rodney had put together but there were no big Green Drake patterns. There were some big nymphs that might have worked but Sammy wanted to fish dry flies--something he never gets to do in the Bahamas. I put on the biggest Callibaetis pattern in Sammy's box, a fly Rodney had there for the next day's fishing at Meadow Lake.  Sammy was as good with a fly rod as anyone I've ever seen. He was getting a hit on every other cast but he couldn't seem to hook a fish.  Every time he got a hit he pointed the rod right at the fish, waited a half a second and then set the hook by pulling sharply with his left hand.  But by then it was a half a second too late. The sun suddenly came out again and the Green Drakes stopped hatching, almost as if a switch had been flipped. Sammy looked at me and said:

 "Now I know why you guys come down to the Bahamas and set the hook too soon!"


We sometimes hear about Gray Drakes and Brown Drakes too, here in the Gallatin Valley.  I can't remember actually seeing them without travelling.  I once drove all the way to Silvercreek in Idaho to fish the brown drake hatch. It was quite an experience. Silvercreek is always a bit crowded during the summer season. If you want the challenge of fishing over healthy, brighly-colored intellectual fish with advanced graduate degrees in confidence detection there is no better place to go than Silvercreek. Brown Drake time is even more crowded than usual.



Brown Drakes hatch late in the day so most people try their best to stake out a good-looking territory just before dark, but in the end it doesn't really matter where you fish. Right before sundown the spinners from yesterday's hatch appear, all flying upstream in oddly parallel lines as if they were all aligned to perhaps polarized light reflections slanting up from the meandering creek. The largest Pale Morning Dun patterns in your box work well during this spinner blizzard.  Today's new duns don't start emerging until after dark. At that point pattern doesn't seem to matter.  A Royal Wulff works as well as expensive extended body Brown Drake pattern. In the dark fish will be sloshing in shallow water all around you. To actually catch a fish it works best to cast across and then to skid any large dry fly across the surface, similar to a dry fly steelhead technique. The nighttime dun hatch is more about hearing than seeing. I'm glad I heard it once.  It was quite a sight. 




Gray drakes? I try to keep one or two patterns in my boxes, usually tied as a Pittendrigh Paragon. I don't often get to use them. 
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    This was Bing Lempke's Green Drake, primarily for the Henry's Fork
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    change this one......... to fatter abdomen
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In my insular world Caddis mostly means Mother's Day Caddis, October Caddis and the early Summer swarms that usually start appearing as evening flights during Salmon Fly time. Those evening Summer bugs are a tad larger and a bit browner than the slightly smaller grayer Mother's Day Caddis.  For all of them you can take your pick:  fish soft hackle wet flies or fish dry flies.  
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    An Elk Hair Caddis tied by Al Troth .....this photo is too yellow
  







I first learned about Summer evening Caddis at Salmon Fly time back in the early 1980s, drifting Rock Creek up near Phillipsburg Montana. Drift boats are only allowed there in the early season because Rock Creek gets too small for them from July on. In the early season Rock Creek is fast, narrow, brush-choked and dangerous to wade. During high water you need to know what you are doing because the river bends a lot and you never know when a sudden portage-requiring log jamb will happen. Rock Creek is so fast then it's like an arcade game. You only get one cast at each pocket and they go by so quickly it isn't easy. 




When it gets close to dark the fish have usually been off the  big Sallmon Flies for most of the afternoon. But then the brown caddis start to get thick, below the willow branches.  Despite all the Salmon Fly hype the evening Caddis Fly fishing is often the highlight of the day.




My lifelong fishing buddy Randy Dix once did Rock Creek at Salmon fly time, in a raft.  He got greedy at one point and let his neopnyte fishing parter row.  They went around a fast blind corner and immidately got flipped and pushed under by a log jamb.  Randy said he stayed under so long he started to fade and accepted his demise.  His body relaxed and fell limp, while expecting to travel off.  A second later he came out the other side and started to swim. They never saw that raft again. High water is fun.  But tricky. And dangerous too.


 

Almost everybody fishes the Al Troth Elk Hair Caddis.  It is one of the all-time flies. I got to watch Al tie his Elk Hair Caddis at few times in person, at the old Troutfitters shop in Bozeman. Al's passing was a great loss for us all.  
Are there any shortcomings in the Elk Hair Caddis? It floats well and it's easy to see from a distance. Maybe it sits a bit higher up than a real caddis.  Creative tiers have put a lot of design effort into reimagining the Classic Catskill mayfly dry fly so it rests lower and closer to the sufface film. Is that a worthy goal for dry fly Caddis patterns too?  It is in some cases. George Kelly tells me the Elk Hair Caddis rides too high off the water for Black Caddis on the Big Horn. George was adamant. For Black Caddis on the Horn you need a lower profile.  And black too.

    

 
    
    CDC-Black-n-Olive-Caddis.jpg  
  
 
  
     [image: CDC-Black-n-Olive-Caddis.jpg]
  

   
     A Black Caddis tied by Tom Travis
  




    


Ralph Cutter's E.C. Caddis is perhaps the best known of the lower profile patterns. It's a design more than a pattern. You can make an EC Caddis in any color you want. Big or small. The EC Caddis is a nifty design whose tilted parachute pushes the body of the fly down into the surface tension some, a bit like a slightly Klinkhammer style caddis emerger. It can be a bit hard to see on the water.
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   Mark Freedman tied this one EC-caddis.jpg 
  







I have a flat, low-to-the-water pattern I call the Paraducks. Mine is similar to the EC Caddis but different.  Mine sits so flat to the water it too can be hard to see. I sometimes fudge that by using a white wing.  



Gary LaFontaine and many others tie nifty Caddis Pupae patterns, but when it comes to Caddis as a wet fly I've never felt the need for anything more than a Syl Nemes's style soft hackle wet. 



Like the mayflies caddis flies have four major stages in their life cycle: egg, larva, pupa and flying adult. Unlike mayflies with caddis there is only one instar as a winged and flying adult. There are two pre-adult aquatic stages: larva and pupa. The pupal stage is transitory, lasting only a short period as the larva gradually rearranges itself, drifts upward to the surface and emerges as a flying adult. For most caddisflies the larval stage exists as worm-like creature living inside a tubular case, made from sand or stream-bottom vegetable detritus. Case building caddis are so well protected they do not become an important trout food.



.........Rhychopphalaieaa...........mf

....also some factoriing.  Gary LaFontaine no need for anything but Syl Nemes appears twice? 



There is however an important family of net-spinning (rather than case-building) caddis known as the Hydropsychidae. The net-spinning caddis larvae tend to be large and they do become separated from their safety nets often enough to become an important trout food. Stomach contents studies confirm that much, as does a remarkable youtube video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K2Z_G1skm6A of Bob Jacklin catching a ten pound brown trout a short distance up from Quacke Lake on the Madison. Bob caught that fish an a Green Rock Worm, which is old-timey Hydropsychidae pattern. Green Rock Worms go all the way back to Frans Pott in the 1920s. The Green Rock Worm is a mojo fly.



The one really imporant family of Caddis Larvae patterns revolve around the net-spinning Hydropsychicae Caddis. They are ubiquitous, as both brown and bright green larvae.  Bob Jacklin has a hall of fame video of himself catching a ten pound or so brown above Quake Lake. On a Green Caddis Worm.  Wet fly fishig the big rivers in Montana without a few Green Caddis worms is a big mistake.





When it comes to Caddis as a wet fly I've never felt the need for anything more than a Syl Nemes's style soft hackle wet. Gary LaFontaine and many others tie nifty Caddis Pupae patterns.  I'll try to find a photo of someone else's fly. I never tie them for some reason.
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     A light caddis tied by Nelson Ishiyama 
  




Henryville Special

Goddard Awful Caddis

EC Caddis

X Caddis

La Fonaine Sparkle Caddis

Elk Hair Caddis

Nelson Ishiyama

Spittehdrigh
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    A Flat Caddis by Pittendrigh. These sit so close to the water they can be hard to see. A light colored wing makes it easier to see. This one is, I think, tied with white antelope.  It could be light elk hair or zelon or white carpet fibers.
o
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If you want to fish wet flies when Caddis are fluttering many tiers make what amounts to emerger imitations, usually referred to as  Caddis Pupae . Gary LaFontaine popularized Caddis Pupae with his book  Caddisflies. I'm usually content to use an appropriately-colored soft hackle wet fly.  In an earlier dry fly context I argued color might matter.  A little anyway and moreover it cannot in any way hurt your chances. So I do my best to match the natural coloring.
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The following is a Gary LaFontaine Sparkle Caddis, actually tied by Gary.  I cannot remember who lent me this fly. Whoever it was I owe them a favor. I've been lucky over the years.  I've had good photography access to a some very cool fly collections.




    


 Rock Worms 

 Netting aquatic insects, putting them in a drywall bucket and bringing them home for macro photography is one of my many hobbies. Both the free-crawling Rhyacophila and the Net-Spinning Hydropsychicae Caddis exist in great numbers in Montana trout streams, both as Brown and Green larvae. Both genera tend to prefer cold clean gravel-bottom riffles further up the river system where silty sand bars are rare. I mostly stick to green rather than brown, even though the naturals exist both ways.  I'm not sure exactly why but I do.  The Green Rock Worm is an important and all-to-often overlooked fly.  I know I won't get an argumnent from Bob Jacklin about the Green Rock Worm I . Frans Pott had a Green Rock Worm too, as far back as the 1920s. He might not have called it that but that's what it was.  Rock Worms need to be fished deep.  You need a relatively heavy bead on the fly itself or weight on the leader, or to fish it behind a Sparkplug. I tie them mostly as #10s and #12s but always I do like to have a few #14s as well.  
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I talked about spring creek fishing once already.  This time around I'll try to concentrate more on flies and a bit less  on strategy and habitats. But they are hard to separate. Fly choices usually relate to strategies and habitats. And to time of day and seasons.




During the early 1980s I had a Montana Outfitters licence and often did overflow "pickup" guiding for local shops late in the season when I wasn't busy building boats. I worked that way for most of the local shops, including the Yellowstone Angler. When 1990 rolled around I was 42 years old. I decided to re-shuffle the cards and started college as an older-than-traditional-age student, studying computer science. Almost the first thing I did was call George Anderson, to see if I would be able to work closer to full time during the summers, in between old-fart classes.  George hesitated. "How good are you at the Spring Creeks?" George asked me. I lied and told him I'd been fishing the creeks forever. I got the job I wanted.  I also knew I had some catchup to do. Fast.




My old friends Randy Berry and Chuck Tuschmidt, who both worked for George, helped me out. A lot.  Randy Berry put about two dozen flies in my boxes and told me to start off fishing Pheasant Tails, Brassies and wet flies in the riffles early in the day when noting was rising yet. Then, when the water started to dimple at 11:00am or so to find some slick water below a riffle and then tie on some mayflies. Wet or dry. And to change flies a lot. "Don't let any fish refuse the same fly more than twice," Randy said.  That was pretty much it.  The main thing was to use small sparsely-dressed flies of vaguely the right size and color.  Tiny and gray for Blue-winged Olives.  A tad bigger and more yellow (although I gradually began to prefer olive over the more traditional yellow) for Pale Morning Duns. Wet or dry or spent wing didn't matter. Start with something you like (or your customer likes) and run with it. Until it comes time to change.  



I managed to get through the first few weeks of Spring Creek fishing--as a guide--without getting fired. By the end of the second or third season I felt like an old hand. 




In order to mix things up--the way my buddies coached me--you needed a well-stocked cornucopia fly box with Sparkle Duns, No-hackles, parachutes, spent wing patterns and various cripples and emergers.  And pheasant tails, soft hackle wets, brassies, flashback nymphs, scuds, hoppers and streamers. About the only flies that do not work on the creeks are Royal Wullfs, Stimulators and Humpies. When midges or mayflies are hatching that's what you do. That's what your customers came for. But when the bugs are not hatching and the fish have lockjaw anything goes. For hoppers almost everybody else went small. I didn't go big I went huge. Big three inch long clacking/flying locusts are endemic on the creeks I . If you catch one pinch its head and throw it in the water it seldom drifts more than ten feet before a loud plop and a big dimple marks its demise.  On rainy days I used huge streamers, big 4" to 7" inch long Roadkill Steamers, especially in the deep fast water below culverts.  On sunny days, after the hatches were done for the day, I used either the big foam hoppers or tiny white micro-streamers--as small as I could make them. Small white streamers were never available in the shops so I had to supply my own. They usually paid their way in tips.  I often caught fish when nobody else did. 




Late in the season when it was tough for everybody else, I often did well.  I remember one day at the first culvert upstream from the swan ponds at DePuy's when my clients caught nine fish, late in the season when everybody else was getting skunked.  We were using 2" inch long yellow foam hoppers and small white streamers. Bob Auger came around with his log book at one point, and said "Sandy you've out-fished everybody today. It was tough today. You out-fished Al Gadoury!" It's worth pointing out that's a rare event. Al of 6x Outfitters was and still is one of the great creek masters.  That was also an example of me fishing the creeks in oddball ways nobody else did.  During the hatches I followed suite and fished the same as everybody else.  Casting small dry flies to dimpling fish is what the customers want. Me too. That's the most fun fishing there is. But when the fish are not dimpling you sometimes have to apply an attitude adjustment.

 Scuds 

The creeks are lined with weeds all summer long, which are covered with scuds. I have watched fish foraging for scuds on both the creeks and on some of the big tail waters. I've seen the same behavior in both places. Scud foraging fish dive into the weeds and shake their heads vigorously, presumably to dislodge scuds. They seldom keep that activity up for long. After a minute or two of head shaking they usually head back to a well-defined holding spot. Real, still alive scuds camouflage themselves by adopting the same green color as the weeds they live in. That's an example of the Background Mimicking behavior described by Hugh Cott in Adaptive Coloration in Animals. When scuds die, for what ever reason, they quickly become surprisingly bright bright orange.  I have always, no matter what, had better luck fishing orange scuds than green ones.



Scuds are an underrated spring creek fly. For reasons that don't necessarily make sense scud flies are common on the big tail water rivers, but used less on the spring creeks. On the creeks, in the early season, from late Winter through to the end of the rainbow spawn in early April local fishermen often use hot fluorescent pink or orange egg flies. As the season progresses I see progressively fewer egg flies every day, until they are all but extinct until perhaps late fall. I don't know anything about steelhead fishing, where egg flies originated. How big is a King Salmon egg? I don't know, but I do know trout eggs are tiny.  Scuds are a lot bigger.  I find myself wondering if the trout that eat hot pink egg flies during the winter season in Montana are responding to impulses more closely related to scud behavior than to trout egg behavior. Orange scuds are effective flies on the spring creeks all year long. I also feel more confident fishing orange scud patterns than green ones. Pink, orange and green scuds can all be said to match the hatch, but only green scud patterns can be said to match the camouflage.  

 The Best Flies 

Even in prime Pale Morning Dun season the mayflies only hatch for maybe three hours a day, usually from 11:45 to 2:30 or so. They'll sometimes hatch longer but it does have to be cloudy to make that happen.  There are always at least a few midges around and sometimes a good midge hatch will unexpectedly happen. Late March can be really fun midge fishing. It's possible to catch midgeing fish on dry flies. If you do want to ply visible dry flies during a midge event most the currently trending dry flies look a little like a black Serendipidy Nymph tied with a bit more white wing tuft on top, which helps keep the fly both afloat and easier to see at a distance. 

..........dry fly midge image here



I find Brassies more reliable as midge flies than their dry fly counterparts. I often like to fish white-tufted dry fly midge like the one above, with a Brassie trailing along behind. In fact that's my goto midge hatch setup. In a wider, not necessarily midge event context the three most all-around anytime of year and anytime of day flies to use are Brassies, Pheasant-tail Nymphs and Soft Hackle Wet flies.  The soft hackles can be more or less any color. I like black the best but brown yellow and olive all work too. There are a zillion other fly choices but they do tend to be special purpose choices, like Sparkle Duns or No-hackles at noon on the Fourth of July, when there is a PMD hatch in full swing. 

 Which Mayflies? 

In an earlier chapter about mayfly designs I mentioned a gradual evolution of silhouettes from the high-riding Classic Catskill mayflies to sparser patterns like the Swisher/Richards flies that sit lower and closer to the surface. That design trend is so strong out West it can be hard to find a Classic Catskill dry fly in Rocky Mountain fly shops. Does it really matter?  Is an extra-sparse Quill Gordon just as good and wispy Sparkle Dun?



One memory that sill makes me smile happened at the picnic tables at Nelson's Spring Creek. I had three young Japanese computer programmers from Yokohama for three days. They wanted one day on the Spring Creek, one day floating the big river and one day hiking into grasshopper meadows in the Park. Those guys were all fly tiers. I never saw so many flies. How did they have room for clothes on the flight over the Pacific? Each one of them had a stack of large clear plastic fly containers four or five boxes high. For each pattern, for each of 2 or 3 sizes they had a dozen flies packed into each square compartment. They had Compara Duns, Sparkle Duns and No-hackle duns, plus nymphs and emergers too. But all they wanted to actually fish were classic Catskill Dry flies.  I tried to get them to fish nymphs in the early morning. "We'll fish dry flies when the bugs start to hatch," I told them.  They acted like they understood everything I said but they mostly replied in Japanese. They spoke more English than I did Japanese but was still difficult.  They never did change flies. They fished Hendricksons and Quill Gordons all day long. From beginning to end. It was a bit weird.  They never did get more than 20 feet apart. And boy did they catch fish, at least once the hatch started anyway.  



There was a steady spring creek customer the guides all knew and liked in those days. He as a wide-bodied jovial guy who tipped well.  He was a Hollywood producer of some kind.  I think he made TV shows rather than movies. He loved to fish and he always had the most expensive gear.  I can't remember his name but at one point he walked up to me, near the weed beds adjacent to the picnic area. While smiling and waving his hand toward my closely grouped Japanese clients, who were knocking'm dead with Classic Catskill dry flies, he said: "Sandy! You're making me feel like General Motors!"



Flies so sparsely tied they are hard to keep afloat, according to the moral of that story, is more important than overall profile. Those guys helped make me a believer. Messy-looking classic Catskill flies are easy to tie. Beautiful, neat and tidy Art Flick or Dette-style Catskill flies are not so easy. That's my only remaining complaint. Classic Catskill dry flies are hard to tie but beautiful to look at. And they work. I like Compara Duns too but I'm no longer convinced they work any better.  Classic Catskill flies are part of my "change flies a lot" repertoire now. No more no less than any other.


 A Spring Creek Fly Box 

When customers came to the shop early on a Spring Creek day it was our routine to circle around the fly bins, picking out the flies we wanted our guys to fish that day. During Baetis and PMD time what we chose were mostly Rene Harrop and Craig Mathews flies, including a good mixture of upright duns as parachutes, no-hackles and Sparkle Duns with a few emergers and even a few soft hackle wet flies thrown in. One or two shiny olive or black Woolly Buggers was always a good idea. Small white Woolly Buggers are and were a favorite for me too but the shops seldom had them. We usually stopped stuffing flies when the customers started to look a bit nervous. A well-stocked fly box puts more fish on the line, which generally puts more tip money in your pocket at the end of the day.  That's market place incentives at work.


Meriwether Lewis, July 29 1805, on the Jefferson River a few miles above the Three Forks of the Missouri 


We see a great abundance of fish in the stream some of which we take to be trout but they will not bite at any bate we can offer them


The following is a collection of flies I might have pulled out of the bins for a high roller. We did get a few of those.  I even had--well--I doubt he's still alive because I was a lot younger then and even I'm an apprentice geezer now. So I won't say his name. It was fun to have customers for whom money did not in any way matter. The following might have been a collection I would have put together for him.

If you're a tier you could make this collection. Buying all the materials might cost more than the flies.  But still.  Tying is life.




    

Notes:  
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I don't think of nymphs as different than wetflies. I don't tie or fish old-fasioned winged wetflies much, not often anyway, and the Soft Hackle and Hair Hackle wets I do use I fish the same way as nymphs, and visa versa. Someone once told me "You swing wet flies and dead drift nymphs." I sometimes swing and sometimes dead drift everything including streamers wet flies and nymphs. So in my case nymphs and wet flies amount to feathery variations of the same thing. What about a Woolly Worm? Is that a streamer or a fat nymph? Terminology can be vague and misleading.




Dead drift refers to the idea of a fly moving in the water as if it was not connected to a leader, even though it is. Swinging a fly usually means casting upstream and across and then swinging the fly across the currents with the rod tip pointing up while the line is held tight by your free hand. A swinging fly absolutely is a dragging fly. Rules can be misleading too. G.E.M Skues--the father of nymph fishing--has some interesting thoughts about the draggin fly:


Of all trials of the chaulk-stream angler, perhaps drag is the worst. Yet even drag can be made use of on occassion, to add to the weight of the creel.

Dead drifted nymphs are often essential. Swinging nymphs and wet flies can be deadly. So is a judicious combination of intuition and experimentation.  Rules and assumptions are all too often counter-productive. 

 My Menagerie 

Brassies and buzzers of all kinds including the Zebra Midge and Laser Midge, Pheasanttails, Generic Flashback Nymphs, Crane Fly Larva, Green and Brown Rock Worms, the Prince Nymph, Gold Ribbed Hare's Ear, Don Martinez Black Nymph, Three Dollar Dip, Don Juan Worm, Soft Hackle Wet Flies, Scuds, Jellystone Nymph, Marshmallow Nymph and Pott Sticker are flies I try to keep in my boxes at all times. I'm a fly tier. I have other patterns too. Lots of them. But the list above is what I rely on. If I don't have those in my fly boxes I know I need to get busy. Anything else is probably an experiment.

    


 Midges 

Buzzers--midge larvae of all kinds--are an early season staple.  I've had good midge fishing at the Raynold's Pass Bridge on the Madison in early March when the snow was three feet deep. Icy trails down to the water at the base of the bridge provide wading access upstream and down on a warm day--where warm means anything above freezing for me.  You have to be careful about downstream. If you lose your footing and fill your waders with icy water the only way to get home alive is to wade back upstream because the snow banks are too high to climb. Upstream is safer. If you lose your footing upstream you can waddle back downstream with the current instead of against it, cuss a few times and crawl out. I like to fish black-bodied dry fly  midges that have a white, foreward-slanting tuft of some kind so I can see the fly, with a Brassie or a Zebra Midge trailing behind. Lots of fishermen use the Griffith's Gnat for midgeing. I seldom do for some reason. Habits are hard to change when you are old.
Midge fising on the spring creeks can be spectacular too and the Winter rod fees are cheap. So too for the best of the big tailwaters. If it's early in the year and the midges are not happening you can always dead drift streamers, deep over "Winter Water" which is deep slowly-moving water with a gravel rather than silt bottom.  




Midge fishing isn't just about March however. There are always at least a few midges around, expecially late in the day. On one of my favorite tailwaters, way down low on the river at the mouth of a canyon, at Pale Morning Dun time the fish usually start to dimple again at sundown, long after the mayflies have finished. For me that usually means rowing a last few channels above the boat takeout. When it's almost dark it's hard to tell exactly what's going on visually, but it's still not a mystery.  At sundopwn PMDs stop working and midges do.

 The Laser Midge 

The most amazing new nymph in my adult life came from my now departed fishing buddy Willy Self: the hot flourescent orange Edge Bright Laser Midge . This truly is a magic fly. Why is not clear. It may be just the color. Willy's favorite dressing continually changed.  Sometimes it had a Serendipity-like white Widow's Web tuft on top. Sometimes a single wind of Partridge or hen hackle. Willy tied what he called Annelids too, which were a bit like San Juan Worms tied with a hot fluroescent orange Edge Bright body. Willy's Edge Bright Flies worked all year long but they were clearly at their best in the early season, from March through to the end of Spring runoff in Montana. They work everywhere, in Spring Creeks, big rivers and at the edges of the big reservoirs.  

 Nymphing 

More traditional nymphs from size #10 to #14 and even #16 are spot on in early Summer when the water first starts to clear after the runoff. I don't tie all my nymphs with beads up front, but I do for most of them. Early Summer bobber fishing from a driftboat is increasingly popular in recent years.  I've done it, I'm no Saint. But I do prefer not to, not because of any Halfordian moral posuturing but because I catch more fish with two nymphs and no bobber.  It's easier to control depth without a bobber or a hopper dropper rig. I jiggle the line frequently to keep it relatively straight, in between "let it sink" moments.  And I set the hook frequently too. Was that a strike? Was that a strike? There is only one way to find out. You have to set the hook. I tie Pheasanttails mostly in small sizes as spring creek flies. For the big rivers I stick with the four horsemen: The Prince, Hare's Ear, Martinez Black Nymph and Flashback Nymphs.  Whether I use a black bead or a gold bead depends mosly on what my fingers find first at tying time.




When fishing from a drifting boat river real estate opportunities are greatly expanded but your attention span is limited. You only get one shot at every holding spot parading by.  If you anchor up and get out of the boat to fish riffle-pool areas, or if you are wading all day anyway, you can fish more seriously.  Every river is a bit different.  The Madison upstream from Ennis is a never ending series of runs and riffles with not many real pools.  The Yellowstone in the upper end of the Paradise Valley looks like an all day nymph run. Lower down closer to Livingston the river is all about pool-drop riffle, pool-drop riffle. In those habitats it really pays to wade rather than drift.  If the fish are active and feeding you can find them above the pools, feeding in the riffles.  Medium to small size beadheads will be the most productive. Tie on your favorite nymph and run with it. The Prince Nymph is hard to beat. That nearly a century old pattern is still going strong for a reason.




If the fish are not flashing on small nymphs drifted in the riffles look a little further down in the slightly smoother but still rolling water at the base of riffle. If you've still got a Prince or a Black Nymph or a Hare's Ear on see what heppens there.  If that doesn't work it's time to try a stonefly nymph, a little deeper.  Not counting shooting heads depth comes from weight which might be on the fly or on the leader. Weight on the leader could be a pair of BBs 18" up the leader from the fly or it might be a heavier sparkplug fly.  When you have a driftboat achored up nearby there might be counter productive psychological pressure to fish quickly and move on. Take your time. Never leave any riffle-drop pool area without swinging a fluffy nymph or a streamer at the tailout. Streamers and bigger nymphs ca be fished extra-deep and extra-heavy in the middle of the pool, or a little lighter at the tailout.  The tailouts do not always hold fish but when they do the fish there are looking for a meal. Of all the rivers I fish the Big Horn is the furthest away and the one I know least well. I do know on the Big Horn I'm the most likely to find foraging brown trout, at the tailouts.  The Big Horn can get crowded during prime season. At the heads of the pools there it's common to find one or two boats parked in front of you. The tailouts are usually fair game.
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 Rock Worms 

Northern Rocky Mountain flies imitating various caddis larvae and pupae are often referred to as Rock Worms. These are big time important flies for me. I'll defer talking about Rock Worms until a  on Caddis a few pages later.

 Stonefly Nymphs 

When I get my feet wet the first thing I do is look things over. If there is an aquatic insect event happening I'll target that, with dry flies or emrgers or what ever seems best. Intuition and impulse guide me more often than anything resembling logic. If I don't see dimpling fish, and depending on weather conditions and time of year, I might consider a generic dry fly like a Troth Elk Hair Caddis or a  hopper of some kind. Else it's usually all about wet flies and streamers. Choosing between wet flies and streamers gets complicated. Choosing between smaller wets and bigger stoneflies is easier. I try smaller first and then go bigger and deeper if I have to. Beyond that I usually do not make any real analysis. I go with the flow and run with my gut instinct.



Stonefly nymphs are indecision's best friend.  If I'm in cold clear fast water I'll probably try a dark Pteronarcys nymph of some kind.  The Pteronarcys (Rocky Mountain Salmon Flies) have a three year life cycle, so all sizes are in the water at any given time.  I usually start with big and then switch to smaller if that doesn't work. My dark stonefly nymph of choice is always a Marshmallow Nymph. I'll talk more about about Marshmallow Nymphs in a subsequent page.




 Jellystone Nymph 

If I'm fishing further down the river or if the dark stoneflies are not working I'll almost always choose a Jellystone Nymph. People sometimes ask me "What is your best fly?"  I have a lot of oddball patterns.  Many are no better than their more traditional counterparts but they aren't any worse either, so I choose my own just because they're mine. The Jellystone is different. The Jellystone is better, better than almost any other stonefly nymph. If I had to choose one fly I called my best pattern the Jellysone Nymph would probably be it. The Jellystone is a magic, all-around, works eerywhere fly, in cold fast water or further down the river where the temperatures are a bit higher and the bottom i siltier.  Pteronarcys nymphs are stream bottom detritus eaters.  They cannot survive without clear cold well-oxygenated water. Golden Stoneflies are carnivores. They can tolerate higher water temperatures and they range far further down the water shed. Montana fish eat Golden Stoneflies. They seem to like my Jellystones a lot too. Like Marshmallow Nymphs, Jellystones are soft and squishy to the touch.  Fish bite down hard and do not let go.  That makes actually catching fish an order fo magitude easier. 




Jellystones are made on a horizontal needle, after snipping a body blank out of a bass fisherman's tube lure.  I posted a photo of a Jellystone on an internet discussion forum once and was immediately challenged by an outraged purist who announced he "would have me arrested and jailed" if I ever used my fly on his favorite fly fishing only water in Oregon. Phew. In Montana there is no such thing as fly fishing only. This is more than a bit weird. For one thing big stoneflies are not a good choice for fly fishing only spring creeks anyway.  But more to the point, Jellystones are made from much the same material as a foam grass hopper. The only difference between a Jellystone and a foam hopper are the air bubbles molded into the foam.  Why would one fly be banned and the other celebrated? There is a generational cultural shift at work here. I've met lots of promisiing young tiers at fly tying nights in the local fly shops recently. I have not yet to meet any stick-waving young purists. 
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 Scuds 

Scuds are mostly about spring creeks and tailwater rivers but they exist in big freestones too, if and only if there are weeds. Live scuds camouflage themselves by adopting a light to sometimes dark olive coloring that matches the aquatic weeds they live in. When they die, for what ever reason, they turn bright orange quickly.  I haven't kept records or a diary. I know some people do. But after a lifetime of fishing I think I can confidently say I've had better success with orange scuds than green ones. Scud fishing mostly happens on spring creeks or tailwaters. In those places, if there is an aquatic insect event happening I go with that flow.  But if there is no hatch there are a lot of prospecting choices to choose from. Scuds are hard to beat.

 
    
    Scuds.jpg  
  
 
  
     [image: Scuds.jpg]
  

   
    Scuds.jpg 
  




    

 Experiments 
 
My old and now departed fishing buddy Willy Self must have had 300 or more nymph patterns. In his meticulously organized boxes he liked to keep six or more of each pattern side-by-side. The maybe 16 or less patterns I listed above would get me through the season without feeling deprived--if I had them all.  But I seldom do. I spend most of the Winter experimenting with new ideas.  When it comes time to actually fish, when I put my boxes together the night before a trip I almost always find I'm missing half of what I need. Staying up late and feaverishly tying what I need for tomorrow is one of my favorite passtimes. 
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Notes:  


Now, in nymph fishing your hook must be exceedingly sharpmore fish are lost because of dull, cheap hooks than all other causes combined  James Leisenring
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   Marshmallow Nymph 

When I was a boy, when I first read "Matching the Hatch" by Ernie Schwiebert and "Trout Streams" by Paul Needham, I got excited. Secret scientific knowledge about fish behavior and innovative fly tying was about to put me into more fish than I could ever imagine. I was sure of it. Paul Needham's revelation that trout take nearly all their food in the form of riffle bottom nymphs was the key. My logic was self evident. If trout took ten nymphs for every top water adult, all I had to do was invent the right nymphs, specialize in fishing near the bottom, and I would catch ten times as many fish.




Now that I look back on it, now nearly 50 (now some 60) years later, I'm not so sure I was that far wrong. The best fishermen I know are nymph fishing masters who fish upstream with a weighted leader and a tight straight line, who set the hook frequently, testing each bump, nudge and wiggle along the bottom with a sharp, quick twitch of the rod tip. Until recently, I had nearly given up on my early faith in the power of creative fly tying.  My long time fishing friend Patrick--who has out fished me consistently and continuously for fifteen years--relies almost entirely on a small repertoire of traditional nymphs, including the George's Brown Stone, Montana Nymph, Bitch Creek, Hare's Ear, Latex Caddis, Zug Bug and just a few others.




What I hadn't foreseen as a boy was how hard it is to detect the barely perceptible taps of the curious trout that sucks in a drifting nymph, and then spits it out again in the blink of a frog's eye. Nymph fishermen do indeed get many more strikes than dry fly fishermen--but most of us never even realize it! The latest fishing tackle, the hottest flies and valuable streamside experience are available to all of us who work at it and seek it out. But what sets the very best nymph fishermen apart is what's hardest to come by: the lightning quick reflexes and the predatory eyes, ears and instincts of the hunter. Some fishermen have it, and some don't. Until recently I was resigned to leaving it at that. But that was before I discovered Marshmallow Nymphs--before I so suddenly pulled even with my friend Patrick, after a decade and a half of lopsided competition, and started catching many more fish than ever before.




The secret to the Marshmallow Nymph is not appearance so much as texture. Marshmallow Nymphs are made from soft, spongy open cell foam.  They look and feel so much like the real thing that trout don't spit them out right away. When fishing with soft bodied nymphs, I often find myself pulling my line out of the water in casual preparation for another cast only to find a determined and totally unexpected trout still clinging to the soft, lively nymph at the end of my line. On other occasions, I have many times watched my leader zigzag slowly off through the current, even though I hadn't felt the slightest trace of a strike. In thirty years of fly fishing, I have never seen that before!




As is so often the case with valuable inventions, I discovered the Marshmallow Nymph largely by accident. I had an idea to create a series of nymphs with closed cell foam. A slightly buoyant nymph--pulling upwards against a weighted leader--would keep a tighter line, I thought. It would be easier to feel the elusive strikes of the riffle bottom feeder. But closed cell nymphs turned out to be too hard to sink. As an after thought, I tried making a few nymphs with open cell foam. And the results were spectacular.




Unweighted open cell nymphs quickly become saturated with water, adopting a natural, freely drifting neutral buoyancy. But there are a lot of good looking nymphs around. The real difference happens after the strike. At the moment when most flies are quickly and unceremoniously rejected--with a quick pooch of a finny mouth--Marshmallow nymphs seem to trigger a short period of chewing and tugging: just what the uncertain and heavy handed nympher needs.




The materials and tying techniques for Marshmallow Nymphs may be new and different, but the fishing techniques don't change at all. I try not to cast too far out when fishing with nymphs. If I see a good holding lie fifty or sixty feet away, I'd rather make a series of 25' to 35' casts in the intermediate water first, while gradually wading up to the better water. I'll make a long cast if I have to, or even just for the fun of it sometimes. But I don't often catch much beyond forty or fifty feet, even when I'm fishing with Marshmallows. Long casts are for dry flies and streamers, but not for nymphs. I try to strike a balance between a tight, straight line and a natural dead drift, but I do lean heavily toward the tight line end of the spectrum, and I set the hook frequently.




As a fishing guide, I spend a lot of time showing beginning nymph fishermen the ropes. And the first thing I work on is setting the hook more often. Beginners often seem to think they've made a mistake if they set the hook, and it turns out nothing was there. Nymph fishing into the watery unknown is like a series of questions locked in the infinite loop of a computer program: "Is it a strike? Is it a strike?  Is it a strike? ..." There's only one way to find out. You have to set the hook. Sometimes you catch a fish by accident. That's happened to all of us at one time or another. But if you're lucky enough to feel a strike first, when you feel that unmistakable double or triple tug on the end of your line, even the experts react more quickly. And that's why Marshmallow Nymphs work so much better than any other nymph I've ever fished with; with Marshmallows, you may not be getting anymore strikes than you would, say on a Hare's Ear or a George's Brown Stone, but you'll definitely feel more of them happen!
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Notes:  
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   Hair Hackle Wet Flies 

Franz B. Pott was a Missoula Montana wig maker and fly tier/fly fisherman who started making woven hair flies near the start of the 20th century. For nearly fifty years his flies were the most popular and best selling flies in the state. His most popular fly was the
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for nearly a half a century: $0.35 each or three for a dollar. In the early days this was a lot. Montana fly fishermen grumbled about the exorbitant price, but paid it anyway. Later on, when $0.35 each made them the cheapest flies you could buy, they gradually fell into disfavor. Perhaps they should have raised the price. Stuff that costs a lot seems to sell well these days.

Henry Wombacher, George Grant and Mike Wilkerson
 2  kept the woven hair hackled wet fly tradition alive for another two or three decades after Pott's death in 1956.
In

 The Art of Weaving Hair Hackles

George Grant has a lot to say 
about soft feather hackled wet flies being inappropriate for large freestone 
Montana Rivers. I find it hard to go along with that. Soft Hackle 
wet flies are indispensable standards now, in just about everybody's 
fly box, including my own. But soft hackles are better suited to small flies: sizes
14-22.
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For size 10-14 meat and potatoes wet flies, Hair Hackle wet flies are hard to beat. 
Ninety or more years of Montana fly fishing history have already proven that much. So I think
George Grant just missed the point. It's not that Soft Hackle wet flies
are no good. They are. But so are Hair Hackle wet flies. 
You need them both.

Despite their long history of success, however, Hair Hackle wet flies are 
all but forgotten now. The reason--I think--is the difficulty in making them.
Franz Pott was a wig maker who knew how to knot small clumps of hair 
together. And he did what he knew how to do. His woven Hair Hackle wet flies 
were so successful they became everybody's Montana goto fly for the better part of a century. 
Writhing, wiggling, splashing success on then end of your line is hard to argue with. 
But woven hair hackle flies were and still are devilishly time consuming and hard to make.

George Grant went to great lengths to justify that effort: "Every fly-tyer is aware 
of the difficulty of securing coarse hair to the shank of the hook by successive bindings of thread. If the 
hair is course and stiff, as it should be for Western flies, it does not
buckle under pressure and remains too flat against the fly body instead 
of flaring," George wrote. George goes on to wield this and other arguments in
favor of weaving hair hackles before winding the fly. 

Be that as it may, manual hackle weaving is gone forever now. Perhaps some
machine weaving process will someday emerge. But in its automated absense, woven
Hair Hackle wet flies will never be much more than a beautiful and effective but too-hard-to-make historical curiosity. 

I thought there might be a way to resurrect these wonderful old flies. If I could somehow
tie these flies without building a loom and learning how to tie wig-makers knots, there
might just be a way to do it. And as it turns out, there is indeed a quick and dirty way to make these flies,
without weaving anything. I put a metal bead at the front end of the abdomen and 
then twist on a simple, un-woven hair collar. After tying on the hair hackle, 
winding the tying thread up close to the bead forces the hair to flare out properly. 
The visual difference between my imitations and the real thing is negligable. 
The tying time difference is enormous.

While using beads is indeed the easiest method,
it's even possible to make unweighted hair hackle wet
flies, still without weaving. To do that, well, you'll just
have to follow the links. These Hair Hackle wet flies
are among the most powerful flies I know. I fish them almost constantly now.

    

Notes:  


 1  From George Grant's audio cassette tape:
 	 Franz Pott: A Matter of Loyalty 
 
 2  Mike Wilkerson--the last owner/operator of the Pott Fly Company--stopped manufacturing
the Pott flies a little less than ten years ago. Mike's generosity made this website's extensive
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     Hoppers and Attractors 

When my dad and my cousin Jon and I first learned how to fly fish Hoppers Goofus Bugs  and Royal Wulffs were all we knew. Grass hopper fishing is at its best in Summer, which for most of us is another way of saying "on vaction." What's not to like? Grass Hoppers meant Joe's Hoppers then. Now they are are all made with foam.  Almost every tier I know has his or her own signature foam hopper. The one the stores sell most is the Chubby, which used to be the Chubby Chernoble. 



Chubbies catch fish in their own right, they never sink and they can also be bobbers for a trailing nymph. A Chubby Dropper rig is the most reliable way for guides to put inexperienced fisherman into good fish.
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So what is an attractor dry fly?  I doubt there is much argument.  An attractor is any medium to large size, high visibility dry fly fished in the absence of an ongoing hatch.  Dry fly attractors are how most of us learn about fly fishing.  It is the easiest way to fish. When they work it's also the most fun. 


 

Watching a fish rise up and suck down a large dry fly is hard to beat.  Fishing small flies in smooth water during insect hatching events is usually associated with concentration, with high difficulty and with narrow, intensely peering eyes. Fishing Royal Wulffs in rolling big river water is not only fun, it's easier.  Attractors are still my favorite way to fish.  At least when it works.



But don't let easy fool you. Attractors are often the smartest choice. I guided a gal for three days once who was staying at Tom Brokaw's ranch on the West Boulder. She said her husband was chief counsel for NBC. But he was a hiker and not a fisherman.  She grew up fishing with her dad and she wanted to fish. What a gal.  She was smart and stunningly beautiful. She said she'd worked as a human rights lawyer in Nicaragua and had also "worked her way through Stanford Law School" doing TV commercials. She'd done this before. We hatched a conspiracy to get her photo on the front page of a fishing magazine. She was a real pro and knew what to do at every moment. She not only knew how to fish she knew how to throw her hat back so her face wouldn't be in the shade, and she could flash a continental smile on a moment's notice. During one morning in a high altitude Cutthroat meadow up in Yellowstone Park I notced a particularly nice run. "You'll catch a big one here," I announced. I had her fishing with a big two inch long gray and yellow foam hopper. Two casts and bang, we had an 18" fish in the net with the sun behind me and smile so big you could power a thousand TVS.




"So tell me," she asked. "You called that fish! How did you know?" I thought about it for a minute and said: "Just looking at it. There was depth current and a clean gravel bottom with no silt. That was the best holding water we've seen all day." What I did't say was "And this is a cutthroat creek.  A nymph or a small dry fly might have caught a fish. But a big grass hopper will for sure. Every time." 
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Big hi-vis attractors are not to be looked down on as a beginner's easy choice.  They are often just what the doctor ordered. Sometimes better than anything else you might be tempted to try. A few days later some rural Rocky Mountain meth heads at the 9th Street Bridge in Livingston Montana broke the window out of my truck and stole my camera bag and camera.  My home-owner's insurance bought me a new camera. But five rolls of incalculably valuable 35mm slide film were gone forever. 

    

 Royal Wulff 

The grand champion attractor has to be the Royal Wulff.  How would an internet algorithm try to rate flies? They might use a series of multiplication constants that get tuned and fine-tuned until they start to produce the answers they want.  For each fly they could use a multiplication factor for average number of strikes per hour times how close it comes to being a fly shop's best seller times another factor for how long it's been around. That way flies that have been top performers for a century now would still rank higher than this year's latest foam Hoobie Doobie. Lee Wulff made the first Royal Wulff in the late 1920s or early 1930s and it's still everybody's favorite fly.  It floats like a cork you can see it from a mile away. And fish bite it. All summer long.  That's hard to argue with. 
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 Sandy's Bobber Hopper 

There really isn't anything special about my hopper, compared to any other. Other than it's my hopper so I like it best.  One thing I do that only a few others do is to add foam kicker legs. I started doing that decades ago as a desperate way to force my hoppers not to land upside down. It works. Most of the time anyway. But it turns out to be more of a human requirement than a piscatorial one.




One August day quite a few years ago my wife Adele and I did a long float from Sheep Mountain all the way down to Springdale on the Yellowstone. On a bright sunny summer day.  But no sooner did I start rowing when the wind came up. The Yellowstone is famous for its hellatious winds but this was extreme. This was not a thunderstorm rolling in. It stayed sunny and bright the whole way but the wind was so strong it was dangerous. It was all I could do to keep my drift boat from flipping. This was a downstream wind too, which is far more dangerous than a wind blowing backback  upstream.  I had to keep pointing straight downstream without ever getting sideways to that gale force wind, which got dicey at log jambs, channel splits and mid-river boulders. I did my best to act like it was no big deal but it was damned scary. In the middle of all this the wind was blowing hoppers onto the water like rain after a hurricane.  The fish went absolutely nuts. Fishing was out of the question. It was all I could do to keep us alive and Springdale was still a good ten miles downstream yet to go.



The punchline to the story is what happens to grass hoppers when they hit the water.  They don't like it a all.  They kick and wriggle furiously until they drown or give up and die. And when they do stop kicking they roll over and float belly-up. Not most of them. All of them. And the fish could care less. They eat every hopper they can: alive upright and kicking or dead belly-up and dead drifting. It doesn't matter to them.  I still tie my hoppers with foam kicker legs and they do land upright. Most of the time.  But now I know it doesn't matter.  
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 Morman Cricket 

 My favorite time and Rocky Mountain place to fish hoppers is high mountain meadows in mid-summer. Cutthroats are particularly fond of hoppers. High altitude habitats are hard places to make a living. Hoppers are an impotant late summer food source for high altitude fish. Fishermen are not scientists. Not most of us anyway. I don't have anything resembling data but I do have a lifetime's experience telling me high altitude cutthroat trout have evolved to have beahaviors that include looking watching and waiting for grass hoppers to appear.  And Mormon Crickets too. 




Mormon  Cricket flies are just brown grass hoppers made a bit shorter but taller and fatter. Cutthroats have a substance abuse problem with Mormon Crickets. 
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 Pat Barnes 

I spent the night with Pat and Sig Barnes at their house in Helena Montana a few years before Pat died. Pat and I fished the Missouri the next day, using one of my boats I'd pulled all the way up from Bozeman. Pat proudly showed me his grasshpper board, which I think was down in their basement then, where Pat did most of his tying?  It was a long time ago. I might be getting the details wrong.




I was a little miffed Pat didn't ask me to contribute a hopper.  I think I did already have a Fly Tyer Magazine article published at that point, that was aobut my early versions of foam Salmon Flies and Hoppers.  It's possible Pat had not seen it.  I don't keep up that well myself anymore.



My dad's favorite fly was the Joe's hopper. Pat liked that fly too. Are there any foam hoppers on Pat's famous board, now at the AFF Museuum? I'm not sure. I'll try to find out.  Foam was just starting to happn then. Foam hoppers are most of the story now.
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 Sofa Pillow -- the Stimulator's great uncle 

The Sofa Pillow started off as big Salmon Fly imitation for the Madison River, designed and first tied by Pat Barnes. Today's highly popular Stimulator slicker, more refined adaption of the same fly. My dad caught his biggest trout of a lifetime on a Sofa Pillow, long after the Salmon Fly hatch was over--a nifty 25" inch male brown with a jaw. There is an old 35mm slide somewhere, of him trying to get that fish to stay in his net.  Colin--my dad--gave that fish a name.  He was nenceforth known as Wally.  Colin fished Sofa Pillows for years after that.  Today most people use Stimulators.  They are good flies, a bit better looking too. But they're still basically the same fly.
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   Werewolf 


Most of my early creative work is long gone.  The Werewolf is the only fly I made 40 years ago I still use, although maybe not the way it was originally intended.  This was supposed to be hi-visibility champion floater with a vaguely grass hopper like silhouette, made in the days before closed cell foam arrived. That's how I used it then too. Now it has a different role. 
 



The Werewolf is still a great floater but for hopper fishing I--like everybody else--make foam hoppers now. The Werewolf turns out to be a special purpose fly  I don't use often, but I am oh so glad I have it when I do.  The Werewolf makes a really good soft landing, no plop bobber for a trailing nymph of some kind. Moreover it's a bobber that also catches fish.  Like all bobber-hopper-dropper rigs the trailing nymph or wet fly catches most of the fish. But the few fish the bobber does catch often end up the biggest fish of the day.




I got lucky once and ended up as a fly fishing model for an ESPN fly fishing photo shoot.  Photographer Ross Dettman was hired by ESPN to illustrate a nifty piece of writing about Tom Morgan, written by Wright Thompson. Ross purchased all four slots on a nearby Southwest Montana Spring Creek for three days straight.  I wasn't expected to say anything, this was a still photography project. They did want somebody to hold and cast a rod who looked natural doing it. I just had to comb my hair and wear a clean shirt.  And cast.  I learned so much about professional photography, working with Ross, it's hard to put in words.  For three days in a row, starting at 9:00am or so we set up tripods, experimented with camera positions and took photos. If you have a good idea what you want and shoot two or three exposures you might get what you wanted. If you shoot for two hours you know you'll get what you want. From about noon on I had the whole place to myself, at prime Pale Morning Dun time too, for three straight days.  When I look back on it now that had to be three of most fun fishing days I've had.




On spring creeks I like to keep my feet out of the water as much as possible. Too many humans on a daily basis really tears the place up. I also found, at least on this creek, the minute I put my feet in the water the fish all scattered to their hiding places.  So I spent a lot of time stalking up and down grassy banks, leaning out over the water and casting as far upstream as I could.  I put on a medium-sized maybe #12 Werewolf followed by 24" to 36" inches of tippet and a Pale Morning Dun nymph and wacked'em silly for three days straight.  The Werewolf was imporant. I was casting so far upstream I couldn't keep track of a small half sunken fly, without the big white-headed hopper a few feet away. A foam hopper splashes when it hits the water and these were spooky fish.  The Werewolf landed silently every time, like an owl hunting mice at night. In three days of fishing I knocked'em pretty hard with those PMD emergers and only took three or four fish with the Werewolf the whole time.  But also fitting a long established pattern, the three or four fish that did eat the Werewolf where all in the 18" to 22" in range.  In retrospect you could use a Stimulator much the same way, as a silent-landing no plop bobber.  The white antelope head on the Werewolf, however, does show up from a half a mile away.




The Werewolf is an important long term part of my asenal now.
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     Streamer Flies 

The earliest known streamer is not an easily determined concept. Some sources speak of 18th Century English patterns meant to look and act like minnows.  We have dressings for a  late 19th Century English minnow-like fly named the Alexandra. On the North American side of the Atlantic Ocean the Mickey Finn can apparently be traced back to a late 19th Century Qubecois named Charles Langevin. Later yet, somewhere near the end of the 19th Century in the United Statese Theodore Gordon developed his "Wonderfully alive" Bumble Puppy, which was also a minnow imitation. Other imporant early North American flies, many from Maine, include a rich variety of long feather-winged flies, some of which, like the Gray Ghost, we still fish with today. The Spruce Fly came to us from from Oregon in the 1920s.
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The "streamer fly" moniker was apparently coined by Bill Bates in the 1930s. 
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More recent streamer twists include the Muddler Minnow from Minnesota, Joe Brooks's Blondes, Keith Fulsher's Thunder Creek Minnows, Dan Blayford's Zonker and Larry Dahlberg's Dahlberg Diver. In addition a few locally important Montana streamers would have to include the Missoulian Spook, the Big Hole Demon and the Marion Sculpin. Another important fly from abroad came to us from New Zealand in the 1970s: the Matuka.
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The most recent streamer trends include trimmed and groomed all-synthetic fiber streamers first popularized by tiers like Steve Farrar and Enrico Puglisi, plus an actively developing new emphasis on maximizing action in the water with end-to-end flexible designs now known as  "articulated streamers."



 
The hottest venues for currently trending new work are internet social media sites like Instagram, Facebook and Youtube.  On social media you can learn about everything from Dame Julia soft hackle wet flies to waggle-tail streamers made with synthetic fibers and molded soft plastic tails.  Social media is visually exciting and it publishes almost without structure. The youtube "What we think you want to see" algorithm is likely to show you trout streamers, bass flies and salt water flies in rows of clickable thumbnail links that look like they were created by a scatter gun.  Perhaps because of their visually adjacent proximity on our phones and desktop monitors, bass flies and salt water designs are suddenly influencing trout flies more strongly and immediately than ever before.



 
For reasons I don't pretend to know the rate of ongoing design change among online streamer flies far outpaces any design evolution in online dry flies, wet flies or nymphs.  Dry fly presentations on social media tend to be tutorials on best practices and established historical designs. Streamer flies on social media continually showcase a surprisingly rapid pace of change. If you want to keep up with the latest developments you've got to be there. Social media is where the action is.
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 Headfirst Prey Manipulation in Piscivores

 Atriculated Streamers 

Today's articulated streamers look a lot like the century old Landlocked Atlantic Salmon trolling flies that once were popular in New England. The old flies used a long stiff section of gut or monofilament to connect two relatively short-shanked hooks, so a perhaps 4" inch long or longer fly could be constructed without resorting to a ridiculously long-shank hook. Today's articulated streamers are much the same but the monofilament that connects teh two hooks is thinner and more supple so the fly as a whole flexes more freely, thereby creating more lifelike action in the water.




One problem with two hook articulated flies happens when the fly folds over on itself so the rear hook snags the hook up front.  This problem can be so annoying many articulated fly dressers clip the bend off the front hook, so the front shank becomes little more than convenient place to wrap the front end of the fly.  At this point you have essentially created what I call a snellie.  But I prefer to use a swivel up front instead of a clipped hook shank. This is not a how-to-do-it fly tying book. However, in the upcoming Snellie  I will breiefly mention how to tie anything you want onto the front end of a swivel-based snellie. Snellies are, according to me, similar to articulated streamers. But better.



One of the nifiest new articulated streamers is the Game Changer, which as I write is still trending hot and heavy now on social media.  The Game Changer clearly is a very good fly. There are too many photos out there on the net of large fish caught on this fly. The Game Changer is a successful way to make a long fly with maximum end-to-end undulation.  It is a long and time-consuming process to make one. There is a reason they typically sell for $15 dollars each. Or more.  Game Changers are usually made as large, long flies with the hook placed up front.  I can do much the same with one of my snellies, with the hook placed at mid-fly instead of up front.  I can make them faster too. A lot faster.  
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 Tube Flies 

I don't have a lot to say about tube flies because I don'`t use them. Tube flies for larger, longer minnow imiations do have undeniable advantages over similar flies tied with long-shank hooks. I don't tie them because I prefer tying and using flies tied on snelled hooks, which is a subject coming soon, a few pages after this one.  In the mean time  the primary advantages most anglers claim for tube flies are the ability to place a relatively short-shank hook further back on the fly, which--at least by common claim--increases hooksupA, and the convenient ability to vary weight and even in some cases to add a spinner blade up front. I can do those things to with what I call "Snellies."  We'll get there soon. 

    

 Jig Hooks 

Snelled hook streamers, described in a later section, are the only streamers I amake that are not designed to ride hook pointing up. I like jig hooks a lot for streamers, but they are not a hook rides up requirement. I still tie a lot of streamers on down eye curved shank hopper hooks. If you put weight on the apogie of the curve, on a hopper hook, and then tie a streamer around that weight the hook will flip over and ride point up.  With jig hooks it always works, no matter how you place the weight. Hooks that point up hook fish more reliably and they snag less. There are no tradeoffs I'm aware of. Jig hooks make better streamers.
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    The protruding weight on a Bankrobber makes it jump over branches. .......re-tie on a jig hook
  




    

 Micro Streamers 

My buddy Bill Blackburn used to make bamboo rods for Tom Morgan and now works independently. I have one of Bill's bamboo rods and it sure is nice. I have a four weight. His five weight is astonishing.  Bill is the one who first introduced me to micro streamers. Bill likes to make tiny Thunder Creek Minnows less than an inch long. To get a Thunder Creek down to let's say 5/8" inch (approx 16mm) isn't easy. Smaller than that I've found almost impossible. They sure are good flies.  These aren't exactly new. There was an article about mini streamers in Fly Tyer magazine a decade or two ago.  But they never really caught on.  Even now hardly anybody I know other than Bill uses them. I'm including this discussion here because they should be a big deal, even though they aren't.



 Bill has a nifty story about fishing Poindexter Slough over near Dillon with two rod industry luminaries who were determined to do spring creek fishing the right way.  There was not much of a hatch that day so the two luminaries fished upstream  with tiny Copper Nymphs and Pheasant Tails while Bill went downstream fishing micro Thunder Creeks.  Bill wacked'em silly while his two friends got skunked. I learned about this from Bill but I've been fishing tiny streamers for close to a decade how. They are powerful stuff. They make me wonder about old fashioned British style wet flies with duck quill wings. What are those flies? Are they supposed to be drowned mayflies? Or do fish bite old fashioned winged wet flies for the same instinctual reasons that make micro streamers so good?  Bright flashy mini streamers often work well in the early season.  But for spring creeks and late low clear water conditions every where else I like white, black or dull tan/brown better. In late season bright colors don't work well for me.  
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   This fly is one inch long end-to-end. Bill makes others even smaller.
  




    

 Crayfish 

Most tiers--myself until recently too--make crayfish patterns like little cartoon charicatures with carefully separated pincer legs at the bend of the hook. But that's not how crayfish appear when they panic and swim. One summer day a decade or two ago I watched two grade scchool kids catch crayfish at Wade Lake in Montana. They were good at it. Crayfish like to hide under flat rocks so they gleefully spent the better part of an hour turning rocks over, trying to grab the lightning-fast tan/brown streaks that zoomed out from under those rocks. This was great. I got to observe again and again. Crayfish swim by violently flicking their spoon-shaped tails, so they zoom away in jerky bursts, much the same way streamer fishermen present their flies with an active left hand. More to the point--when they are swimming Crayfish hold their pincers folded together pointed away from their bodies, in order to make a long smooth, cylindrical, hydrodynamic profile.  There is no need to imitate crayfish with anything fancier than a tan/brown Woolly Bugger. A light tan/brown Woolly Bugger is in fact, more matching-the-hatch compliant than spread-apart pincer legs.



Crayfish color is important too. Crayfish have a molt cycle. Right before they shed their last chitenous shell they are hard as a rock and dark maroon in color. After molting they they are soft, squishy and light light tan/brown. Every crayfish I ever found in a fish's belly was light tan/brown. They don't eat the red ones. That's selectivity at work for sure.



My late fishing buddy Willy liked to throw small lightly-weighted crayfish flies over weedbeds with less than a foot of clear water over top, and strip them quickly back to the boat.  Fish would explode upwards out of the weeds to attack those flies. Willy was adamant. Small crayfish work better than big ones. "Small crayfish are what they want!" he said. Willy did make his crayfish with meticulously sideways splayed pincer legs.  I noticed that much but I knew better than to tell Willy there was no need not to just use a light brown Woolly Bugger.  Willy was certain. About everything. You had to accept that about him, or move on.

    

 Gurglers and Floating Streamers 

....gurglers popular more recently...

....where and how to fish them? Deep fast middle...

Willy Self first brought floating streamers to my attention, almost when we first met, which must have been something like 2005.  Willy was working the cash register at a local fly shop and guiding some.  Willy wasn't happy. He wanted to guide all the time.  Willy was an extraordinary fly tier.  Willy was lacking in a few social graces. Willy often spoke in pronouncements that left little room for discussion. He was good with strangers at the fly shop but he also had a knack for pissing a few of his fellow industry people off. 



I loved Willy. We became very good friends. It all started one day at the store when I showed Willy some blue nymphs  I was making.  They weren't my invention. I first learned about blue flies from a Colorado  guy named Wayne. But I ran with it for years. Until I met Willy I was the only Bozeman guy I knew who made blue flies. I even asked Craig Mathews about blue flies once. Craig said "Some of our guides have been experimenting with blue Three Dollar Dips, but I don't think the public is ready for it yet." Anyway I showed my blue flies to Willy and he pulled out a whole box of them. We became instant friends. 

-



The one thing Willy had I'd never seen before were floating streamers. Willy's flies were a bit like standard fur strip streamers with a large wide closed cell foam head. They didn't sink. You couldn't sink them.  Willy seldom fished them while wading.  They were primarily a boat fishing tool. He tossed them out and then wobbled the tip of the rod left and right like a bait caster walking the dog with a Zara Spook. I was amazed. Big rainbows will bite that rig too but they're mainly a brown trout lure. It's not only effective it's a hell of a lot of fun. When big fish hit a floating streamer they smack it like a ton of bricks.




Tom Morgan showed me something once too, that rings a bell in the floating streamer context. Tom showed me a Floating Rapala lure he had modified as teenager, a few short years before he discovered fly fishing. Tom and his family owned and lived at the El Western Hotel in Ennis Montana, not far from the Madison River. Tom told me he liked to float from Varney Bridge all the way into town, as a teenager, in a small tin boat he had then. Tom at that time still had that tin boat. The way he fished then, with a spinning rod, was to troll floating Rapalas in the deep fast water in the middle of the river. He said he popped the rod tip up and down a lot too, in order to make the lure flop left and right. How and why Tom still had that teenager's lure some 60 years later was a minor miracle in itself.  One of the lures he showed me had the diving lip broken off on purpose, which made it easeir to pick the lure up off the water and recast, at any time. Tom did say those floating lures worked best in the deepest fastest runs on the river.  I asked Tom if he had ever adapted that idea in any way to fly fishing. Tom gave me one of his giant grins. "No I never did,"  he said.  




Tom didn't fish floating lures or streamers, not after he discovered the fly rod.  But Willy did. And so do I. Life is too short. Denying pleasure and fun is something the Pilgrims did. Large floating streamers are hot and they will bring up some of the largest fish in the river, from the deepest, fastest runs where no one else fishes.

    

Notes:  
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   Fast Sinking Streamers 

Among trendy young streamer makers I've listened to and interacted with I ooften hear about the concept of "pushing water" as a positive attribute for streamers. Bushy water-pushging streamers are thought to be more recognizaable to predators, perhaps because of vibration sensors in the fish's later line. 



I'm not so sure. Appealing to the lateral line is an interesting idea but I like I like to keep bushy under control. I like streamers that are relatively opaque in their coloring--in order to create maximum visual contrast with the prevailing background--and yet still as sparsely tied as possible. So they sink faster.  It is possible to catch fish on not-weighted streamers, near the surface, or even on the surface with floating streamers. But most of the time streamer fishing works better at depth. Easy to cast and sinks quickly are the two most important streamer attributes of all. According to me.




For me it all started a long time ago, in 1977 or so, at the Beaverpond Sports Center in Bozeman, Montana, where I talked to my still, to this day most admired of all fishing guide role models: George Kelly.



"Aren't there any good sculpin patterns that don't have the deer hair head," I asked?  "You bet," said George Kelly. "I've got one I call the Foxy Lady and I really believe in it. Come over here, I want to show you something." I was talking to George Kelly in the showroom of the former Beaver Pond sports center in Bozeman, Montana. The Beaver Pond had a big fiberglass fish tank near the front entrance of the store that was stocked with an impressive menagerie of wild Montana fish. There were several good sized rainbows, a grayling, a pair of whitefish and a mean looking twenty-four or twenty-fiver inch brown trout that was the undisputed heavyweight champion of the tank.  George was grinning at me and beckoning me over toward the tank. "Look at this, " he said.
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George's fly was a yellow-bellied, fuzzy-hackled thing with a long sensuous strip off fox fur tied over the back. It was the spring of 1976 and I had never seen a fur-strip streamer before. It looked pretty wild. I watched closely as he tied the Foxy Lady onto a short length of leader and tossed it into a froth of air bubbles on the far side of the tank.  "Look at that fox fur move," said George. "I'm absolutely convinced that action just drives'em wild. And without the deer hair head, it's easier to sink than a Muddler."
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George was and sill is one of the best river guides her in Montana, and I was impressed. I was just about to say something about the sexy, undulating action of the fox fur when the big brown trout darted out from his sanctuary under the air bubbles and swirled on the Foxy lady like an angry shark. He didn't actually bite the fly, but he swatted it hard with his tail, knocking the fly clear out of the tank. The Foxy Lady landed with a wet splat on the aquamarine rim of the fish tank about a foot away from where I was standing.




It was too much for me. I bought two or three patches of fox fur, tied up a new arsenal of Foxy Ladies and headed off on a a ten year binge of fur-strip streamer fishing I am just now starting to see from a different perspective.  I like streamer fishing. It's a quick, fast-paced form of fly fishing that suites my impatient temperament. And I like the larger class of fish you catch with streamers.  But after ten years of trying I have to admit it: fur-strip steamers may be a little easier to sink than Muddlers, but not much easier.  I still think the pulsing, rippling action of a fur-strip fly is an important piscatorial eye catcher, but more important than action I now believe, is


how deep you fish a streamer fly and how quickly you get it there.




Thick matted strips of fur aren't actually buoyant, they way deer hair Muddlers are, but they still aren't very easy to sink. The soft flexible action of thousands of undulating fur fibers creates a great deal of turbulence or "hydrodynamic drag" that, like a miniature sea anchor, slows down and deadens the overall movement of the fly. If you've ever tried to dry out a pair of wet blue jeans by holding them out the window of your car while zooming down the highway you'll know what I'm talking about.  To design a steamer fly that really sinks well, it turns out you have to avoid turbulence as well as buoyancy.  The deepest diving, quickest sinking flies I've been able to make so afar have all been made with a few sparse feathers and with slick, slippery synthetic fibers.  The slippery nature of plastic is the main reason it sinks so well. Just like the highly polished bottom of a surfboard or a fiberglass racing boat, slick plastic creates very little hydrodynamic drag.




Epilog




I remember an early March trip over to Livingston to fish the O'Hair stretch of Armstrong spring creek. Snow flies--or midges--and a generic assortment of small nymphs are the standard winter flies here in Montana. But the winter was unusually mild that year and the warm, window spring weather had come several weeks ahead of schedule. The rainbows wouldn't actually be spawning for another month or so, but we thought we might catch a few on egg flies anyway.  What the hell. After surviving another Montana winter the first fishing trip of the


year is a celebration--the fishing doesn't have to be good.




My father my wife Adele and our family doctor Doug and I packed up a cooler full of sandwiches and coffee and headed over the Bozeman pass toward Livingston late that morning.  By the time we had paid our rod fees rigged up our rods an slipped into our waders the wind was really starting blow.  I rigged up a with a rod with a pair of Copper Nymphs and headed down to the warming shed to wait for the others. I found a subdued and wind-weary Victor Colvard sitting at one of the picnic tables. Victor was holding his hat on his head with one hand while working on a steaming cup of coffee with the other. Victor is a fishing guide, a connoisseur of wooden riverboats and one of Montana's most notorious fishing bums. He wasn't encouraging.




"We've been here since about nine," Victor said, with a squinting, stickey-eyed look.  "We've caught a few," he said. "But you really have to work for them." "Try any egg patterns," I asked?  "Not me," said Victor. "I never use'em. At least not in public. This wind is too much for me," he added.  "I think we'll head over to Fort Smith tomorrow and give the banana belt (the Big Horn) at try."


"Well good luck," I said.




The wind was grim. It was pulling so hard on your line you couldn't feel a strike even if you got one.  To see a fish strike seemed like the only chance to actually hook one.  I heard Doug bellowing from way upstream. He was up above the wooden bridge, past the lambing sheds, yelling for the rest of us to join him at the source pool, where the spring water bubbles up out of the ground and cascades over a swampy embankment into a frothy spring creek pool. Doug had spotted a big fish finning in an eddy at the edge of the foam on the far side of the pool. And he wanted Adele to have a first crack at the fish.  It was a nice gesture.




Adele waded out about two steps into the creek and started false casting a Copper Nymph in the general direction of the big fish.  It was a tough cast because of thick willows at our backs, Adele finally got a good drift on her third or fourth cast. The big fish broke away from his holding spot and drifted slowly downstream a few feet to look at her fly. Then he bolted back upstream with a powerful flick of his tail. It looked like a big brown, but it was hard to tell. The low, late winter sun was peaking through the fast moving clouds and glancing off the water with a terrible glare. Adele soon tired of the hunt and Doug stepped in to take her place, drifting his fly past the big trout with a casting skill that can only come from years of experience.




The big trout held his ground.  I got the feeling he was actually getting annoyed at this point. The big fish flexed the length of his body, like a slow moving snake, and casually moved over sideways two or three inches to avoid getting snagged on Doug's drifting nymph. "That was a pretty conclusive rejection," Doug said.  "That fish has been around for a while," he added.  Doug winked at Adele and looked at me with a conspiratorial grin. "I think it's your turn now," he said while looking straight at me. "And worms aren't allowed."




With a feigned look of confidence, I quickly tied on a big Sockeye Shiner, raised my eyebrows, lowered my chin and looked over in Doug's direction. But I didn't say anything.  My first cast missed its mark by a several feet. The wind was horrendous. I made another cast with a little more muscle on it and shot the shinny streamer all the way out to the edge of the froth, only inches away form where we had last seen the big fish.  I mended my line, twitched the rod tip a few times and boom: the big brown trout shot darted out from underneath the foam and pounced on the Sockeye Shiner like Hulk Hogan in a tag team match at Madison Square Garden.




It was a street fight from the first moment. I hadn't come prepared to fish streamers...I had on a pretty light leader. I had to give him all the line he wanted. I pointed the rod at the fish and hoped for the best as he thrashed his head from side to side and drifted downstream. I never would have stopped him if he had continued on downstream, but he suddenly reversed himself and headed back upstream for the security of the foam at the head of the pool. He quickly tired and I gradually brought him to the net.  He as no trophy, but he was a strong nineteen inches long and I never felt more victorious.  It took a supreme effort on my part to hide my exicement.  It was a long time before Doug said anything.  I was stroking the fishes gills, getting ready to release him when Doug shook his head and,


with a wry expression said,




"You'll have to show me how to make those things when we get home!"



    

Notes:  
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   Snellies and the Roadkill Streamers 

 Snellies 

The Roadkill Streamer was my first snellie.  I first started making these flies in the early 1980s and had so much success I kept at it, and have since then developed a menagerie of vaguely similar flies, where a relatively short-shanked hook is placed in the middle of a long fly rather than near the front end of the fly.  Tube flies do this too. I prefer snellies. It is worth mentioning snellies really only makse sense for large streamers.  I have tied small maybe two inch long snellies for experimental reasons. But in the small streamer context there is no ovious advantage.  For me three inches in length is the approximate border line. If it's three inches or larger I make it a snelly.  Otherwise I use a hopper hook, or better yet a jig hook.




The Roadkill Streamer started it all for me. Quite a few cool new flies have followed. Perhaps the first question is why? What's the point? How and why I got interested in the idea of giant streamers stems from the Henryville Reprobait story that follows a few pages later. But in short a fishing writer I met when I was in high school showed me a box of absolutely giant Muddler Minnows made for Sea Trout in Argentina. They were made on Atlantic Salmon Hooks it looked like they could even be used for shark fishing.  I thought about it for years. I wanted to make a big fly but I really didn't want to use giant hooks. For one thing they were far too expensive.  I made fur strip flies and leeches as long as six inches with a hook up front, but I had immediate and all too obvious problems with short strikes.  The idea for a snelled hook seemed like doofus moment when it finally hit me. "Why didn't I think of that before?" I asked myself.



Short strikes are a problem with academic evidence too. In a fisheries biology research paper first published in 1990, Evolutionary Attributes of Head First Prey Manipulation and Swallowing in Piscivores, T. E. Reimchen statistically demostrates Cutthroat Trout (and presumably other predatory fish) manipulate minnows into a head-first orientation before swallowing.  The important part is how they do this:


Predatory fish such as pike (Esox), bass
(Micropterus), rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), and
cutthroat trout (0. clarki) often attack prey near the center of
mass, which tends to be closer to the head than the tail in most
fishes. This behavior is predicted on hydrodynamic principles
because the center of mass of the prey moves least during initial
escape responses and should be the optimal strike position
(Webb 1984). In these situations, headfirst orientation would
occur as a simple correlate of the initial strike positions. However, even in these groups, prey that are attacked at midbody are
generally rotated into headfirst alignment for swallowing (Hoyle
and Keast 1988; ,this study).





Deciphering from academic speak translates to the following: Predatory fish seldom attack minnows at the head or from behind. They tend to swirl and attack from the side. They bite down hard to stun the prey minnow at the  center of gravity, which is ever so slightly forward of mid-minnow. They let go and then bite again, several times in rapid succession, as needed to manipulate and turn the minnow into a head first down the gullet orientation.  For smaller minnows they don't always bother. For larger minnows they do this every time.  The middle of a long streamer, in other words, is the right place for a hook. Not up front and not at the tail. I didn't find T.E. Reimchen until long after I first started making snelled hook flies. It was reassuring to find academic support for my fisherman's intuition and experience. Reimchen's work applies again a few pages later, in a discussion and story about soft streamers.

 Roadkill Streamer  

Of the 364 four pound (or larger) trout painted on the walls of Dan


Bailey's Fly Shop in Livingston Montana:




7%  were taken on small wet flies.


12%  were taken with small dry flies.


15%  were taken with large dry flies such as grasshoppers, Wulffs and adult Salmon Fly imitations.


24%  were taken with Woolly Worms, Bitch Creeks, Girdle Bugs, and Montana Nymphs.


42%  were taken with streamer flies.
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Using the small wet flies and dry flies as a starting point it is clear the size of the fish attracted to any given pattern increases with the size of the fly. The "Wall of Fame" represents a history of Montana Fly Fishing during the catchem and eatem days of the 1950's and 1960's. Hardly anybody kills a four poind fish anymore, and if they do they don't bring it in to put on the wall. The figures above become even more impressive when you consider most Montana fly fishermen were fishing with dry flies Montana Nymphs or Woolly Worms in those days. A minority of streamer-fly fishermen were catching a disproportionate number of large trout. They still are.




Big streamer flies do catch most of the large trout in Montana.  Anybody who lives and fishes here will tell you that. But how big is too big? If a #2 Muddler Minnow, Spruce Fly or Mizzoulian Spook is more likely to catch a four pound fish than a #18 Blue Winged Olive, what about a #2/0, #6/0 or #10/0 streamer fly? Would a fly that is a little bit smaller than too big catch a very small number of very large trout?  Every time I hear a story about a ten or twelve-pound tiger-shark brown trout that smashes a twelve-inch Brookie off the end of a dry fly fisherman's leader I think I really ought to devote a few hours to twitching a twelve-inch streamer fly along the bottom of a foam covered bank somewhere.




I haven't fished with any twelve-inch flies yet, but I have fished with fur-strip flies as long a seven and eight-inches--with surprising results. A few years ago I received a sample assortment of hooks from Partridge Hooks that included a 9\0 salmon iron as a curiosity. I decided to make a six or seven-inch Zonker with it. "This will be a lot like steelhead fishing" I told myself. "I'll have to fish with this thing for weeks before I catch anything."




I waded across a wide shallow stretch of river to a secret cattail spot that was home to long spooky brown trout. I had been casting over this fish on and off for a few months without much success. I waded the last thirty yards as quietly as possible. Using a slow exaggerated overhand rhythm I cast the huge white fly right up onto a gravel bank about thirty feet upstream and then pulled it gently into the water.  After the third or forth time I drifted the great weasel-like fly into the deep water in front of the cattails, the old brown trout swirled out of his hole and swallowed the fly in a half a second. He hit so hard I didn't need to set the hook. I played him quickly but carefully brought him to the net and then released him. Twenty years ago he would have made a fine addition to the Wall in Livingston.  "I've got a fly that only catches four pound fish," I thought.




I waded downstream casting here and there thinking how disappointing it was that I had already caught my fish for the month when I felt another tug on my line. Thinking it must be another big fish I set the hook hard and pulled an 11" brown trout right out of the water. This was really perplexing. The fish wasn't much bigger than the fly. Worse yet the huge, spear-like point had punctured him so deeply the trout was dead before I could get my hands on him.




It was nearly dark. I decided to make my way back to the car drive home and figure out how to make a six or seven-inch fly with much smaller hook.  On the way back to my car, while crossing narrow brush covered island, I stumbled an nearly stepped on a nest full of speckled Marsh Hawk eggs. I caught my balance looked up and spotted a Marsh Hawk diving in on me with her wings tucked in and here claws stretched out in front. With a surge of adrenaline I leapt about ten feet--waders and all--and landed in a clump of willow bushes at the edge of the river. I couldn't stand up; it was all I could do to keep from falling head first into the river.




I grabbed a willow root and twisted myself back around just in time to see a dozen Red Winged Blackbird come to my rescue. Just as the hawk spread her wings and pulled out of her super-sonic dive the blackbirds swarmed over her like a cloud of fussing chattering magnum mosquitoes.


They chased her off in a flash of wings.




Half a red sun was shining back at me over the western mountains.  Thousands of startled caddis flies were buzzing around my head landing on my face and running across the lenses of my glasses. My heart was pounding my leg hurt and I could see a sharp beaver-chewed willow branch sticking through the foot of my waders.  The hawk was an omen I thought. None of this would have happened to me if I hadn't used that


fly!




A few months later my friend Jim and I found ourselves hiking down a trail in Yellowstone Park to fish a cutthrout creek. Jim and I were both working as carpenters, remodelling an old and very exclusive dude ranch on the edge of the Absoroka Beartooth Wilderness Area.




The ranch was right on the Park boundary, right next to the creek, at the end of an eleven mile buckboard ride. The work schedule was ten hours a day ten days on and four days off, three squares a day. After work you had your choice of poker and shots of George Dickel with the ranch hands or fly fishing down at the creek. Cutthroats have a reputation for being dumb that they don't always deserve, particularly here, where the fish were fat well colored and heavily fished.




If you drifted a grasshopper into the choppy broken water at the head of each pool you could take two or three hefty cutthroats in a half a dozen casts. But if you tried to take a rising fish from the miles of glassy-smooth runs between the riffles, it was a different story. When fishing the smooth water a small mayfly caddis or ant imitation worded better than the grasshoppers. You had to stalk the flat water fish wade quietly and make a perfect cast.




You could watch the fish rise up slowly from the deep air-clear water along the banks to casually inspect your fly, and then drift slowly back to their hiding places. When I packed my tools and gear for the buckboard ride up to the Lodge I chose and old split cane five weight rod. I had recently tied some funny-looking parachute caddis flies I was anxious to try and thought the creek was a great opportunity to do some real fly fishing after months of slapping streamers around.




Once we reached the upper meadow, two-and-a-half miles downstream from the lodge, Jim and I sat down to stretch our weary bones and share a smoke. We both dipped in the creek to wash off the salty sawdust and made plan to head off in opposite directions. Jim would fish down. I would fish up. We would meet at dark at the Park boundary gate. I was searching the pockets of my fishing vest for a rubber leader stretcher when I stuck myself on a hook and accidently jerked out two six-inch white Roadkills. Jim's big brown eyes got even larger.




He said. "Is that some kind of long underwear, or do you wash down your truck with those things?"




"Here," I said. "Try one of these at dark. You'll be surprised."




The dry fly fishing was great. I tried to concentrate on the tougher fish in the smooth water. The riffle fishing was just too easy.  Yellowstone Cutthroats are such exquisitely beautiful fish. I had to lie down on the bank for a while--just to take it all in.




The sky had been hazy for the past few days because of a forest fire near Big Timber. The sunset was wild. The sky was glowing with shifting patterns of orange and red. A pulsing sun was skewered deeply on a mountain peak like a throbbing, incandescent, blood red tomato.  Brilliant beams of evening light were streaking down the coolies on the far side of the valley. Coyotes howled while a big bull moose grazed in a phosphorescent pool of sparkling yellow light. Heat lightning flashed and sputtered behind huge late summer thunderheads. Images bounced around my brain and vibrated at the corners of my eyes like the flickering lights in the projection room at the movies. I remembered the big Roadkill and thought I'd better get after it. There would be only ten or fifteen minutes left.




Such fishing I've never seen before. Cutthroats were swirling behind that fly on every cast. Big vee-shaped wakes came shooting across the fire-orange surface of the water like demons in a river of lava--some of them charging six and seven feet like blood-crazed barracudas. And these were big fish: seventeen to twenty-inches long!  I lost the big fly to some sunken beaver sticks and decided to call it quits.




It was suddenly so dark I had a hard time finding the trail. There would be a moon coming up in a about an hour but in the meantime I couldn't see my hands in front of my face. I had to navigate my way up to the boundary gate through the tips of my fingers and the soles of my feet. As soon as I reached the gate I realized we'd made a big mistake.  The ranch dump was only about three hundred yards to the east and I could here ominous sounds drifting over from the that direction: a faint static-like crackling at first and then louder rumbling noises like voodoo drums in the dark timber--something crunching up the cab of an old Dodge Power Wagon. Silvertip! Grizzly bears! Holy shit!




I remembered the hawk and wondered if there was going to be a retribution for using the big fly again. This could be really big trouble. It was too dark. There would be no escape. I thought about my wife and daughter. A band of moonlight was starting to show over the southern mountains. I heard Jim galumphing up the trail. Jim had a rhythmic cowboy swagger to his walk that reminded me of tough guys in New York. Sort of a bob-and-weave to his left side with his hands swinging like those of a jive cross-country skier. Long step, short step, long step, short step. "Hey," he said. "That you? How about that sunset?"




"Quiet," I said. "There's grizzly bears over in the dump."




"Aw, you flatlanders are all alike," he said. "Always bearanoid!" Jim was silhouetted against the waxing moonlight in the southern sky.




"How was the fishing?" I said.




Jim nodded his head slowly and deliberately. He said, "Hey--we gotta get some more of those things!"
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   Soft Streamers
  
"So how was it," asked Mike Kelly as he helped Randy and me load my boat. Mike was a fishing guide and so were Randy Berry and I. But Mike had been with clients that day while Randy and I were taking a busman's holiday: floating and fishing Montana's Big Horn River by ourselves. It was the end of long windy day on the river. A wide band of glowing orange light was gaining strength over the Pryor Mountains in the western sky. We were tired, sticky-eyed and hungry.  "It was pretty slow this morning," I heard Randy say as I cranked the winch handle on my boat trailer. "They wouldn't look up at anything. So we fished little stuff deep and we got into'em pretty good." Randy glanced over his shoulder for a moment, grinned sheepishly and said: "And then we tried tossing these big foam minnows Sandy's been tying and we really got into'em for a while."  


 
Foam minnows?" asked Mike.   


 
   
"Yeah, just mattress foam and few feathers...I kid you not," shrugged Randy while gesturing with his rod tip. Mike snatched Randy's line out of the air and ran his hand down the leader until a gloppy-wet blob of tan colored foam and white marabou appeared in the palm of his hand. Mike knitted his brow, glanced briefly at both of us and said: "You gotta be kidding!"   
 
It all started early that morning at the after bay fishing access near Fort Smith Montana. Randy, who had been a Big Horn fishing guide ever since the river re-opened to public fishing in 1979, had been telling me about the Big Horn for years.  He wanted to get an early start.  The top of a fuzzy red sun was just crowning a ridge over by Crow Agency in the Eastern Sky. An early morning fog still hovered over the water but it was dissipating fast as a sharp gusty wind was punching down out of the Big Horn canyon to the south, pushing streaks of high flying mallards like blowing leaves in an autumn sky. It felt more like October than June. I heard the hollow splash plop thud of waves against the side of my driftboat as we pushed off into the misty currents. "They'll be looking up soon," predicted Randy. "You'll start to see pods of rainbows cruising the slack water pockets, rolling on nymphs, picking off midges. This is tail-water fishing!" expounded Randy as he dropped the oars and spread his arms.  "You'll never see anything like this on the Yellowstone."   


 
 
An hour or so later--when we still hadn't caught a fish--I found myself thinking I had indeed seen this kind of fishing before. Randy announced it was time to change tactics. "They don't always look up when it's windy like this," he explained. "We'd better try looking a little deeper." Randy rigged us both up with split shot on an extra-long leader, about 12-14" up from a tiny flashback nymph of some kind. We anchored up at the head of a side channel where the river split left and west around a brush covered island about  a mile upstream from the Three Mile Fishing Access. I watched Randy hold his rod tip high overhead, keeping as much fly line off the water as possible. He twitched the rod once or twice--to test the feel of the line--and then boom, he had one hooked on the very first cast. I fell in below him a little further downstream. I caught a fat rainbow myself on the second or third cast.   


 
 
I waded downstream around a willow-choked corner and ran into Ron Grannemon who had two clients working the edges of a deep drift line where a shelf of shallow, riffley water dropped off into a rolling, roilly run. I could see by their extended arms and high pointed rods that Ron's customers where rigged up the same way Randy and I were. I found myself admiring Ron's immaculately maintained wood-fiberglass driftboat. I had built that boat myself--for Ron--almost ten years earlier.   


 
 
"Where'd you get that funny looking boat?" I asked. Ron turned his head and looked at me like a hawk. "That boat," said Ron, with narrow eyes and a sharp tongue, "is one of the best rowing driftboats ever made!"   


 
 
"Hey Ron, it's me, Sandy," I said, with a big grin. "I built that boat ten years ago!"  We both laughed. I wanted to swap stories and ask a million questions about Ron's boat, but one of his clients let out a war whoop as he pulled back hard on a sharply bent rod. Ron waved at me with his net. "Catch you next time," he said.   


 
 
We never did find any fish any where near the surface that day, but the deep water nymph fishing was excellent. We caught fish every time we parked the boat and waded the river, dead drifting nymphs through the riffles and drift lines. It's not easy to fish deep with small nymphs from a moving boat however, and we knew we had to make some progress down the river or it would be long after dark by the time we made the Big Horn fishing access, 14 miles downstream from the afterbay dam. I had noticed too that each time we passed through the tail end of a large pool there would be a fan shaped band of clean weed free gravel where the flat water at the tail end of the pool met the faster riffle water the head of the next run. And sitting on that clear clean  gravel, like dolphins riding the bow wave in front of fast moving boat, where  shifting schools of large, very active brown trout. There had to be way to  catch those fish. I had an idea about an experimental fly I had been working  on.   


 
Without saying anything to Randy I tied on a large soft-bodied foam streamer  as we pulled out into the current again. I made a quick short cast with the  foam fly.  I laid it down right on the bank below some overhanging willow  roots. I watched a long dark streak emerge from the weeds along the  bank. Randy was still working hard on the oars, trying to get the boat under  control as we pulled out into the faster water. The Big Horn water was so  clear I could see the fish's jaws open as he swirled sideways on the fat, soft  streamer. I could see his jaws still working--like an Atlantic City tourist  chewing on a mouthful of salt water toffee--as he turned and ran back toward  the bank. I set the hook hard and like Ron Grannemon's client a little  earlier, let out a war whoop as I felt the fish of the day throbbing at the  end of my line. That was the first fish we'd caught from the moving boat all  day. In another dozen casts I boated another 2-3 fish while Randy pulled on  the oars. Casting a big water-logged foam fly took some effort. I found myself  using an exaggerated, slow motion double haul that occasionally splattered me  with a mist of water as I made my backcast. But I was getting plenty of  strikes, and I was getting plenty of second and third strikes too. Randy was  beginning to notice--big time--and he wanted me to take a turn at the oars.   
I handed Randy the rod and took over the oars just as we rounded a corner  where the river bent sharply to the north and east in front of a large  vertical cliff of loose gray shale. Randy made his first cast as we rounded  the corner: into a swampy backwater just upstream of the cliff wall. His line  straightened out nicely about 12" above the water, shuddered momentarily and  then plopped the surface of the still backwater, just to the left of some  emerald-green early summer cattails. A long dark shadow followed his fly as it  swung out into the current. I took my eyes off the action and pulled hard on  the oars to avoid washing sideways into the rocks at the base of the cliff.  I  heard Randy yell out load: "Did you see that? That was a biiiiig fish!" he  said. "He followed it, he, he...hey he's still got it!" I got the boat under  control and turned my head just in time to see Randy desperately jerking in  arm lengths of slack line. I saw the fish too--just as it seemed to see us.  The big fish turned and ran with an adrenaline swirl. A shadow caught my  eye. I looked up and saw a pair of golden eagles soaring overhead. Randy  finally got the hook set and grinned at me as the fly line started hissing out  through his fingers. "I thought he was just following it," he said. "But he  had it in his mouth the whole time. You could see his mouth working on it. You  could see him chewing on that fly!"   


 
 
It kept up that way for the rest of the day. We never did see any rising  fish. It was just too windy. But we spanked'em with tiny nymphs, fished deep,  every time we parked the boat. And we nailed one big fish after another with  the big foam streamer as we drifted by the juiciest banks and backwaters. We  even managed to catch one or two of the fast moving brown trout at the tail ends of  the pools.  Mike didn't have any trouble with our story about the nymph  fishing, but he was having a very hard time believing what Randy had just told  him about the wet foam fly he was still looking at. "I'll believe that when I  see it," said Mike with big Montana grin.   


 
 
Streamer fishing, like fly fishing in general, is an on again off again  business. But even when the fishing is slow a determined dry fly or nymph  fisherman can usually coax a fish or two--if (s)he works at it hard  enough. But when the fish aren't biting streamers they just aren't, no matter  what. On a hot sunny warm water day in late summer, for instance, if you want  to fish with streamers you might as well stay home. You'll have just as much  success casting over the crab grass in your back yard. But at dawn or at dusk  or on a cloudy day or almost anytime anywhere in a gentle rain or a slow wet  snow fall there are times when the streamer fishing is fast and furious. When  the really big fish are feeling frisky and chasing after flashing baitfish, no  other streamer will result in as many hookups as a soft squishy streamer. Fish  don't spit soft streamers out after the strike. Or, if a fish does let go of a  soft streamer, it will often come back to hit it again and again and again.   


 
 
Soft streamers feel to fish just like they expect it should. The second strike  on a soft-bodied streamer is so often stronger and more ferocious than the  first, I often find myself wondering if first strikes don't tend to be a  tentative, piscatorial exploration of sorts, followed immediately by either a  quick rejection or a more decisive, more confident attack. Perhaps even more  interesting than the ferocious hits, however, are the mysterious ones. There  are times--when fishing with soft flies--when your leader starts to move in  strange directions even though you didn't feel a strike. It still surprises  me, even now some 10 years after I first saw it happen, when my leader  suddenly takes off zig-zagging through the currents, when I never felt even a  hint of a strike. It makes me wonder how many thousands of secret bites and  rejections I've missed over the years.   
 
  Three Streamer Seasons
   
A fly that fish like to hang on to and chew on is an advantage at any time of  year, but there are times when soft streamers really make a difference. There  are three streamer seasons here in Montana: spring, early summer and fall. The  early summer season, when the rivers are high and strong and first starting to  clear after weeks of snow-melt runoff, is an ideal time for driftboat  fishing. Aggressive brown trout that hide below bank side boulders logs and   
brush piles can often be coaxed out from the edges of deep, un-wadable runs by   


 
 
slapping and stripping large, flashy streamers. Later in summer, as the high  waters recede, large predatory trout can often be found prowling the tail ends  of large pools at dawn or at dusk. Stalking these fish is best done away from  any boat, while wading slowly and quietly, making long, reaching casts across  and down. But in either case these mid-season fish tend to hit streamers with  such ferocity there is seldom any doubt about the hit. Missed strikes, rather  than unnoticed ones, are the streamer fisherman's biggest challenge during  these mid-summer periods of peak activity.  Sharper hooks, quicker reflexes  and soft squishy flies that don't get spit will all help decrease the number  of missed strikes.   


 
 
But the colder deep water streamer fishing that comes early and late, from  March through May and from late September through freezeout in late November,  is different story. Stripping streamers near the surface in cold water seldom  brings much success. Late October brown trout spawners often congregate in  deep runs below riffle drop-offs where they compete for and guard access to  gravely redds. In deep roilly water even savage hits can be hard to  detect. To catch these fish, depending on the depth of the water, I use a  floating line and split shot on an extra-long leader, or a sink tip line with  a shorter five or six foot leader. In either case I cast upstream to give the  fly a chance to reach some depth. While the fly is still upstream I give it as  much slack line as it needs to sink well, but as soon as the fly hits the  bottom I straighten up the line so I can feel the strikes. Deep dead-drift fly  fishing takes maximum concentration.  I try to project my senses out the point  of my hook like a beam of psychic light following a fiber optic fly  line. It's important to set the hook frequently too, when fishing deep; if you  wait until you're certain you've felt a strike, it's usually too late...unless  you're fishing with soft-bodied streamers that is. For as much concentration  as I try to muster, I still hook as many fish (when fishing soft streamers)  when I pull my line up in casual unsuspecting preparation for another cast,  as I do because I felt a strike and reacted.   


 
 
Everything I've just said about late season streamer fishing holds true  too--but even more so--for deep water fishing in the cold clear currents of  late March and April. The early season is when most of the really big fish are  caught here in Montana. After a long lean winter, when the ice starts to recede  from the edges of the river and the big rainbows start to congregate at the  mouths of feeder streams in anticipation of the coming spawn, the big fish are  still largely mid-day active. Because of the colder water temperatures, early  season fish aren't at peak activity and they don't move quickly. But that  doesn't mean they aren't hungry. The photo archives of the Bozeman Daily  Chronicle hold more pictures of 12 year old boys holding 12 pound brown  trout--caught in April--than any other month.  Secrets to early season  streamer fishing include a deep-slow drag free presentation, quick reflexes,  intense concentration and soft squishy flies fish hold onto after the  strike. In spring in particular, there is no more effective streamer than a  soft one.   
 
  Fish Behavior Influences Fly Design
   
Predatory fish in general and trout in particular seldom swallow a bait fish  that isn't oriented head first.  In his 1991 paper on the 'Evolutionary  attributes of headfirst prey manipulation and swallowing in piscivores,'  T.E. Reimchen observes that "cutthroat trout often attack prey near the center  of mass, which tends to be closer to the head than the tail in most fishes,"  and then, a few sentances later: "prey that are attacked at mid-body are  generally rotated into headfirst alignment for swallowing."(1)   


 
 
That's an interesting observation, especially when you consider that trout  usually swirl and strike at minnows from the side or behind.  Head first  swallowing happens because fish bite first to stun and disable a minnow. Then  they bite again, head-shake, juggle and swallow--like a heron swallowing a  frog--head first into the gullet.  That's why you miss so many more strikes  when streamer fishing than any other method: that first hit usually comes from  the side, as a quick hard bite and release, prior to a second and more  determined sequence of biting and swallowing events.  When you're fishing with  a traditional streamer, the second attack seldom, if ever, happens, because  that first hard bite is usually enough to convince any finny  top-of-the-food-chain predator they've made a bad mistake.  But when you're  fishing soft squishy streamers, it's a different story: you'll often feel one,  two or even three or more tugs on the line.  Once, when fishing among a school  of spawning rainbows on Montana's Nelson Spring Creek, on bright sunny day in  April, I watched one particularly aggressive rainbow attack my soft foam  streamer about a half a dozen times before finally rejecting it.  On another  occasion, while fishing the vodka-clear riffles of a cutthroat creek in  Yellowstone Park, I watched a large male cutthroat attack my soft streamer,  swim away, change his mind, turn around and attach again, several times in  succession! I remember thinking then that soft-bodied streamers didn't turn  out to work as well as I'd hoped. They were, in fact, quite a bit better than  that.   


 
 
    

Notes:  
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   The Henryville Reprobait  -- the importance of being earnest 

...........Joe Bates has a black and white drawing of a mylar fly..........



We drove all the way to Stroudsberg with the top down on my father's red Corvair convertible. The hardwood forests along the Delaware Water Gap were thick with the light green leaves of early spring. The warm humid sunshine was alive with buzzing cicadas and thousands of flittering chattering birds. A fishing writer had invited us to spend a weekend with him in May, fishing at the Henryville Lodge. We talked about "matching the hatch" and the differences between the eastern and western traditions of fly fishing. My father agreed the size of the fly was important, but argued color only needed to be vaguely correct. "I'm a biologist," he said, "and I can't see that it's necessary to learn the latin names of these mayflies in order to catch a few fish." Our friend laughed, and said he would catch enough fish to prove him wrong.
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    Change this to a snellie Alexandra? 
  




Henryville was a pleasant surprise for us. My father and I were western fishermen. Although we looked forward to exploring Pennsylvania's famous fishing we thought at best it would be a temporary, second rate substitute for the real thing. The water at Henryville was slower than the western streams we were used to, but it was full of boulders, branches, and gentle runs. The fish were spooky, although not necessarily selective, and the fishing was tough. The rolling, heavily forested mountains were beautiful. Our new friend was a true master. He had a Paul Young rod he could cast further than I imagined was possible. When my father gave up on a fish that was feeding regularly in a difficult, reverse eddy on the far side of the creek, our friend stepped in to show us how it was done. He threw a long, looping double squiggle into the end of his line while gently splashing his nymph into the reverse current just downstream of the fish. There was a nifty splash and swirl as he set the hook, and then, a few moments later, he had a gleaming, fifteen inch brown trout writhing in the bottom of his net. This is the stuff that boyhood heroes are made of.




The sun was warm and the fish were willing, but by the end of the day it was clear something was missing; the trout we were catching were hatchery fish. They all seemed to be about the same size, like peas in a pod. Despite Henryville's great pastoral beauty, it was hard to get excited about a place that offered only make believe fish. "It was true," said our friend. "Wild trout management would be better, but it isn't politically possible just yet, and there were a few wild trout in the river if you knew how to catch them." He told us a good, hard working dry fly fisherman would catch a dozen or more wild fish each year, and that a good nymph fisherman would catch twice that many. "The wild fish are skinny and darkly colored," he said. "And they fight a lot harder too."


"Come on over to my room tonight," said our friend to me after dinner. "We can tie a few flies together and


I'll show you one of my secret weapons."




"This fly is hell to cast," he said, "and it doesn't last very long, but it flashes like a spinner and it is one of the best big fish flies I know. We used it in Argentina for sea trout last year. It out-fished every other fly we tried. We'll head down to the pocket water at the lower end of the Henryville property tomorrow; we'll see if we can't find a native brown trout." he continued. "If we don't catch a native, I'm sure we'll find a few of the spring-planted brook trout, and they're a lot of fun too." he predicted. What he showed me was an enormous white marabou streamer tied on a long shanked #2 hook, with a bunch of peacock hearl on top and a strip of shiny, mirror mylar plastic tied on at the front and draped along each side of the fly. I couldn't believe my eyes. For the past twelve hours we had been arguing about silhouette vs. exact imitation, thorax vs traditional style mayflies and what kind of ribbing, if any at all, to use on the abdomens of our #16 Hendricksons. I'd never seen such a big fly before. He opened up another fly box and showed me his collection of sea trout flies. They were so big you could only fit three or four to the box. He handed me a four or five inch Muddler Minnow tied with a long metallic-gold mylar strip on each side. He told me the story of an Argentine salmon that took such a fly, that stripped off a hundred and fifty yards of backing before breaking off at the spool knot, leaving him with a bare reel in his hands.




I asked him if there were any fish at Henryville big enough to take the sea trout fly. "There are a few," he said. "The larger trout are carnivores. They eat bait fish like chubs and small suckers and even cannibalize the smaller trout. You wouldn't catch many small fish with a fly like that, but if you kept at it long enough you'd find out where the big ones are. The mylar is the best and the worst thing about this fly. The mylar flashes like a baitfish when the sun catches it, but it is wind resistant. It flaps like a flock of birds when you try to cast it. The flapping causes a hinging effect where the mylar is tied on at the eye of the hook, and it isn't long before the mylar creases at the hinge and breaks off." "But if you're after a big fish, it's worth it," he added.




After a hearty breakfast at the lodge, we slipped away early and the three of us headed downstream in my father's car. "You have to be patient with flies like these," he cautioned me. "You can't just march out to the stream and expect to catch a big fish every time. You have to invest a lot of time." We fished the mylar streamers, all three of us, for about an hour without a strike. There was a front moving in and a steady hatch of #14 gray mayflies started coming off the water. My father and our friend switched over to casting small dry flies and started catching hatchery fish almost immediately. I remained stubborn and wandered upstream still fishing with a mylar streamer. "Pick me up at the bridge on your way back to the lodge," I said.




The mylar flies really were hard to cast.  And they only lasted for about a half an hour before the mylar got creased and broke off. But I was determined to stick with it until I caught a fish or used them all up. I surprised a spin fisherman at the bridge pool who was cleaning a stringer of trout. He gave me a nervous look. This was private water and he wasn't supposed to be fishing here. I could see he lived in the small, red and white cinderblock house next to the bridge. I wasn't about to say anything to a grown man who was twice my size. I remember thinking I would probably do the same thing if I were him. The man took his stringer of fish and shuffled off toward the back door of his house with a slow, angry walk. He looked back at me over his shoulder a few times.




I waded over to the other side of the creek and crossed the bridge to get to the upper end of deep water by the bridge abutment.


"Western water is nearly all public, I thought. It's better that way."




It had been threatening to rain all morning. A light drizzle was just starting to dimple the water. I decided to give the pool a rest and eat my sandwiches before they got soaking wet. Lightning was flashing and rumbling a few miles further up the valley. I knew it wouldn't be long before I heard my father honking his horn from the highway; so I ate the salami and cheese out from the middle of my sandwiches and stuffed the sloppy Wonderbread back into my fishing vest.




I cast my last mylar fly upstream into a riffle and tried to follow the silver streak as it tumbled down into the deeper water by the concrete bridge pilings. There was a sudden football-sized flash of yellow. I felt a strike that nearly tore the rod from my hands. Just as suddenly the line went slack. I was left standing there dumbfounded in the drizzling rain. What happened? That was some fish. I pulled in my fly line and took a look at my hook. The mylar was gone from one side of the fly and the point of the hook was broken completely off. I looked back over my shoulder and realized that I must have ticked the concrete bridge on my backcast.




A car horn was honking and I could hear my father's voice bellowing through the rain. I scrambled up through the boulders at the side of the bridge and ran up the gravel road toward the highway. A tangle of waders and aluminum tubes in the rear seat made it hard to squeeze in. I told them both about the huge fish, but I couldn't tell if either of them really believed me. My father looked skeptical. I could see him scaling down the size of the fish in his mind to account for my youthful imagination. I wasn't so sure about our friend. He said there was a giant fish in the Buttonwood Pool he had been trying to catch for years. "I caught a fat chub on a Quill Gordon once," he said, "and on a whim I tossed the whole works sidearm into the overhanging magnolia branches at the head of the pool. I knew there was an ancient brown in there that was over two feet long. I was curious to see what would happen. The whole pool exploded," he said. "He tore the chub right off the hook with the force of his strike. It's been a year or two since I've seen that fish. Perhaps he has died from old age since then."




I asked our friend if he had ever fished the mylar streamers in the famous pools up closer to the lodge. "No I never have," he said. "It's best not to talk about it much. There are quite a few of the old timers here who really look down on this kind of fishing. "The important thing is being Earnest," he added. "If you handle the fish carefully, and if you have a strong reverence and respect for the river, I really don't think it matters how you catch them."




I was impressed.




I eventually gave up on mylar-strip flies. The flapping mylar turned out to be too hard to cast while other shiny new body materials--like woven mylar tubing and other shiny, more fibrous synthetic materials came along.


But for me the Reprobait lesson wasn't so much about materials or pattern design. It was more about size and high contrast coloring: big fish like big flies. Now that I think about it, I'd have to say the inspiration for flies like the

 Roadkill Streamer

,

 Twinkie

and

 Halford's Ghost

was born that day, on the banks of the Brodheads river at Henryville. Earnestly.





    

Notes:  




  
    Streamers/Bankrobber.htm
  
   Bank Robbers 

Nymphs and streamers tied on jig hooks are remarkably  Weedless  no matter what. Just the way they are. Using jig hooks for streamers is a popular trend too. I see more streamers tied on jig hooks, on social media almost every day. You improve the return rate even more by tying a bit of weight on the bottom, that protrudes a bit forward of jig bend.

I call these flies Bank Robbers because they are so remarkably weedless you hardly need to be careful.  You can cast Bankrobbers right into bushes, logjams, and undercut banks and usually get them back again.  When you cast them over a branch, the front of the fly catches the branch and tips the hook up as you pull back on the line, allowing the fly to jump over the branch without snagging.  When heavily weighted you can drag Bank Robbers along the bottom almost indefinitely without snagging the upturned hook.s

 


Any wet fly or streamer can be converted to be a Bankrobber. Instead of barbell eyes or  lead or brass wite wrapped around the shank for weight, use a small length of solid wire solder instead. Let the solder protrude 1/8" inch to  1/4" forward of the jig hook bend, so it is exposed and visible. Jig hooks are pretty good without Bankrobber enhancements but they do sometimes slide over a branch on one side or the other, thereby allowing the hook to snag. If it's a Bankrober it jumps over almost every time.

 


One of the first questions people ask when they see a Bank Robber is if it hooks a fish as well as a normal fly.  The answer is yes, they do hook well, perhaps even better, as long as the weight protrudes forward no more than 1/4" inch.  Fish caught with any jig hook arrangement will usually be hooked in the upper jaw.  

 


Bank Robbers are not invincible; they will eventually get pinched between two boulders, or the leader will sometimes get wrapped hopelessly around a branch. But Bankrobbers do stay on your line longer.

 


I'm a drift boat builder. I spend a lot of my free time drifting Montana rivers, splashing big wet flies into the eddies behind the overhanging cottonwood roots, dead-falls, and willow branches that line the lower reaches of our bigger rivers.  The further into these pockets you get, the more flies you lose, and the more fish you catch.

 


Before I learned to make Bank Robbers I lost lots of flies.  When I started using jig hooks for my fly boxes stayed full longer.  When I finally added the Bankrobber-style weight it helped even more. I like to have a few Bankrobbers around for brush-lined rivers. It really does make a difference. 




Sometimes BB, before Bandrobbers, when I got a hot streak going I could splash Woolly Buggers or Yuk Bugs  within a half inch of the branches every time, often fishing for hours without losing a fly.  When I was really hot, I'd get brave and start throwing loops and squiggles into my line, snaking the fly over and through the branches, right back into Mr. Brown Trout's living room.  Just as quickly, though,  I started snagging my flis. Many is the time I've drifted the last few hours of a long float without any big flies lett to cast.

 


Friends and relatives have been a problem for me too, because I'm always giving my flies away.  "Here, try this one," I'd say, but when it was my time to fish and all of the best flies were gone, I could get pretty crabby.

 


The Bank Robber has been a lifesaver because you can cast it into the bushes all day long and it keeps coming back at you.  You can even afford to get a little careless with your casting.  If you combine a Bank Robber with a monofilament-loop weedguard, you can really stir up a lot of trouble.

 


 On a trip down the Upper Jefferson last spring, my friend Mark, who is a commercial tyer, said "those flies had better not catch on around here because they'll put me out of business".  
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     Flures of Revelation 

When I was in middle school in Princeton New Jersey the Aquaduct where the Millstone River flowed under a concrete channel that held the Delaware Raritan Canal, where the Millstone flowed under the canal and into Lake Carnegie,  was a favorite place to fish. The clearer and cooler waters of the Millstone River made a dramatically different habitat from the warmer muddier waters of Lake Carnegie. Below the Aqueduct was a particularly fertile spawning nursery for sunfish and bluegills, which made it a foraging bonanza for bass pickerel and fishermen. 




One day when I rode my bicycle down to the Aqueduct, with spinning rod in a backpack, I watched a middle-aged Italian man cast a large deep diving plug far down current. He cranked the lure in quickly so it dove all the way down to the gravel beds formed by the currents of the Millstone river. He hooked and caught a largemouth bass a good ten pounds. A day or two later the Princeton Packet ran story and photo of him smiling from ear to ear, holding that giant fish overhead. I was there and saw it happen. Moments like that get burned deep into your neural networks.  I can still see him holding that giant bass today.



I own a half a dozen or so spinning rods but seldom use them. Salt water expeditions are the only time I ever do. I'm 74 in 2022 and I don't get to fish as often as I once did.  When I do fish I want a fly rod in my hand. That doesn't in any way mean I don't want to use a lure however. I often do. I like making lures even more than fishing them.

I make wigglers both big and small. Heavy and light.

    

 
   Halford's Ghost  the spring creek wiggler  



There was a damp, early-morning fog at Ed and Helen Nelson's Spring Creek Ranch, a few miles south and across the river from Armstrong Spring Creek, near Livingston, Montana. This was to be the first of three guiding days I had scheduled with Greg LeMond and his wife Kathy.  I was plenty nervous about it. Greg had just won the Tour de France for the third time. He was the first celebrity I had worked with as a fishing guide and he was coming at the wrong time of year.  The last thing I wanted now were three days of slow late August, low-water heat-wave fishing with the most important clients of my guiding career. As it would turn out, good luck would shine on me one more time--because I would somehow manage to string together three of the best-ever fishing days in a row. But I didn't know that at the time.

 
  Halfords-ghost
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Starting off at Nelson Spring Creek was a stroke of good luck in itself. The fishing there is usually good and often great. Greg and Kathy turned out to be generous and friendly folks. And Greg was a fishing fiend. When he fell in a nasty spill in the Pyrenees, he told me, "I tried to fall on my forearms, so I wouldn't ruin my casting hand." Greg told me early on he wanted me to spend most of my time with Kathy. "I need you to tell me what flies to use," he said. "But basically, I know how to fish."




I was feeling better already. Greg had boundless energy and an almost pathologically competitive spirit.  I never saw a man move so quickly cast so many times and fish so hard. Kathy was a quick learner too.  There were plenty of bugs on the water that morning. But the spring creeks are a hard place to learn fly fishing. Starting a first-day fly fisherman off at Nelson's Spring Creek is a little like asking a teenager to compete in the Master's Golf Tournament.




By midday, when we finally broke for lunch, Greg had caught too many fish to count. But Kathy, who had jumped missed nicked and been refused by a zillion trout, had only actually netted one fish. She was casting well though. All she really needed was to get a few more fish on the line, to learn how and when to strike a fish and to get her confidence going. I had a 3/4" homemade wiggler in my box that I had been carrying around for months. Now might just be the time to try it, I thought.




When we started back in again after lunch I sent Greg up to fish amidst a pack of rising trout below a small  diversion dam. Kathy and I went straight to the weed channels immediately across from the picnic tables. The fish are exposed there so it is a notoriously difficult place to fish, but we had to start somewhere. The wiggler turned out to be a bombshell. I don't think I've seen anything quite like it before or since. Nelson Spring Creek trout are so fussy and so nervous I have many times seen them refuse a natural mayfly.  So when a huge fish--on the first cast--cruised up behind the wiggler, sniffed it once and then darted back into the weeds, I thought "Oh well, it was worth the try." But no sooner did I finish the thought when out came the same fish again then back into the weeds and then back out again. And then bang! We had him. It turned out to be the same with all of them. They tried to resist, but they couldn't do it. Two, three, four times apiece they would refuse. And then out they would come one more time to nail the wiggler. It was hard to believe!




After a dozen or more fish the wiggler finally disintegrated. It was incredible fun while it lasted and Kathy had learned what to look for and what to expect. She had learned when and how to strike a fish. Later that evening, when the sulphur duns were hatching, I had Kathy rigged up with a small foam grasshopper--as an indicator--and a #22 Cream Midge Larvae, a generic small nymph that works well as a Sulphur emerger.  Nymph fishing during the Sulpher hatch is the most challenging fishing imaginable.  Unlike Pale Morning Duns, which ride the surface for 20' or more before flying way, mature Sulphur duns take off as soon as they get their wings up, so the trout key in on the drifting nymphs and emergers.  The trout take so gently during the Sulphur hatch they seldom make an indicator move. You have to fish by instinctive radar. When you see a fish move anywhere in the vicinity of your fly you have to set the hook, even if the indicator hasn't budged. In one log-jam spot up above the midge pond Kathy caught four or five fish on a #22 nymph, without ever taking a step!




Since then I have fished with mini wigglers many times in many places. Like all flies their success seems to vary from day to day and place to place. But for some reason I am at a loss to explain they are the most consistently and predictably effective on the spring creeks.  Fishing the water with an attractor, downstream and across with a tight straight line, isn't what spring creek fishing is all about. So I never use wigglers when a hatch is on. But I do find myself falling back on them in the late afternoons when most fishermen resort to beetles or ants, or take the afternoon off while waiting for the sulphurs to start in again.




When I'm out there on a spring creek, when the sun is hot and the fishing is slow, when I've got a wiggler in my box, sometimes I just can't resist, no matter how hard I try.



    

 Larger but Still Light 

I remember a late 1980s Trout magazine article where the late Dave Whitlock referred to hand made fly rod wigglers as  "impossibly difficult to tune."  Among other things those few words meant Dave, like me, was clearly interested in wigglers too. Dave had apparently tried to make a few as well, but failed. I, on the other hand,  stuck with it longer and eventually figured out how to make them. Reliably.  So they work. This isn't a how-to-do-it book but believe me. Once you know how it's not hard to make a wiggler. They are a bit time consuming. Maybe 15 minutes each.




The diving bill on all crankbaits, small or large, light or heavy, does its best to spin the flure around in a circle as it meets resistance from the water, as it is pulled back toward the fisherman. A small amount of weight placed placed low and forward on the flure combined with strong floatation on top and behind help to keep the flure from spinning all the way around. Instead the flure almost flips over and then stops, reverses and wobbles in the opposite direction. That way you get the perpetual side-to-side wobble of a Flatfish or a Lazy Ike--from a hand made creation light enough to cast with a fly rod. Most of my wigglers are ighter than the Conehead Yuk Bugs sold at all Southwest Montana fly shops. 




In mid to late March on my favorite tailwater the late morning midge fishing can be hot and heavy. But it isn't always. On some days those pesky little bugs don't show themselves. On other mornings they do but even then they're usually done for day by mid-afternoon. Bright cold sunny afternoon fishing in March can be tough. Dead drifting streamers into winter water is one way to go, wherre winter water means a deep and slow almost but not quite still current over a gravel bottom. Another technique that sometimes works is to cast deep diving wigglers across and behind a dirfting boat.  Another flyrod technique, that sometimes brings up the biggest fish in the river, is to drift the middle of the river rather than the banks, and to troll an extra-deep diving wiggler downstream like a Northwest Coast Hot Shot, where the oarsman does most of the fishing, pulling back on the oars just hard enough to make the wiggler bite the water and dive, down into the edges of seams between current and still.
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 Riffle Darts 

My favorite way to fish wigglers is when I'm alone and on foot.  There is a section of the Lower Madison, at the base of the Beartrap Canyon that belongs to me.  The only legal boat launch is a 1/2 a mile downstream from the trailhead parking lot. The few boats that do come down from above are all white water rafters and kayakers who are at that point exhausted from 11 miles of canyon. A fair number of fishermen, both spinners and fly rodders ply the banks. I'm the only one who fishes the middle of the river.  I still do. It's not that hard. The Madison there is mosly knee deep.  There are a few belly button deep fast runs you cannot wade but that's were the good fish are. I wade out from the parking lot and hit the middle of the river right away. The current is too strong to stay put. You have to tip toe down stream going with the current.  Every 20 yards or so you'll lose you footing and start to drift. You don't sink. You've got waders on.  Just lift your downstream legs and drift.  After another 20 yards or so you can put your feet down again. There are no boulders and there are no log jambs in that section. I've been fishing that section, that way, for decades.



As I tip toe downstream I throw a Riffle Dart with a long long leader, downstream and across, into the deepest fastest water.  If I want my flure to swim left I roll cast a big loop sideways to the left. And then point the rod. In all the years I've been fishing that private, for Sandy only, 1/2 mile section of the Madison I don't think I've ever caught more than  two fish. But the ones I do catch there all seem to start at 18" inches. The deepest fastest water in the middle of the river is a secret holding sanctuary for the river's largest fish, that most fly rodders do not even consider, let alone target intentionally.



I use Riffle Darts on the Big Hole too, when smaller flies are not working anyway.  You have to be a lot more careful on the Big Hole. Downstream from Fish Trap, if it's early in the season the water may not be faster than the Madison but it's deeper in many places, and pock-marked with boulders, sweepers and log jambs.  I use more caution there but I still find places to wade the middle of the river, tip-toeing downstream swimming a diver left and right.  Boat fishermen tend to spend the whole day poking the banks. They are missing some of the best big fish holding water on the river. 



Diving Riffle Darts are not the only way to fish that deep mid-river water.  Large floating streamers from a boat work too. And so does a Sparkplug fly with a trailing Marshmallow Nymph, or maybe a Jellystone, with or without a boat.  Or even a Sparkplug followed by an extra heavy Three Dollar Dip. The current is only fast on top. Below those fast and furious flows is the safest holding sanctuary on the river.  At least when I'm not there.

    

 Deep and Fast  -- with or without Riffle Darts -- 

I remember a day now probably 15 years back when my neighbor Earl rang the doorbell and suggested fishing the Firehole the next day. "It''s Salmon Fly time," Earl said. "Everybody will be on the river. We'll have the Park to ourselves!" That seemed like a good idea. And so it was. The Firehole was not red hot but it was largely empty and we did have a fun day. On the way home we stopped at the Three Dollar Bridge. It was late in the afternoon. There were Salmon flies hanging the willows. The parking lot was full. The banks were so crowded with fishermen it seemed impossible to fish.  But I was still young and strong then, fifteen years back. About 500 yards up from the Three Dollar Bridge there is a mid-river current that bends to river fight around a big, only partially exposed boulder. But there is or at least then was a gravel bar too, right next to a run really deep and fast mid-river water. That gravel bar at Salmon Fly time was current covered and three feet deep. Wading out to there was out of the question for Earl. I doubt I could manage it now either. But I could then. It was prime Salmon Fly time and I found two hundred yards of river that was all mine. And boy did I wack'em too, using a Sparkplug and and a Marshmallow Nymph. They all came out of the deepest fastest water. I was the only one catching fish too. Earl and everybody else had a tough time, poking at the willow branch edges. 



I love those mid-river places. They're a gold mine and they're usually all mine, at least at places like the Three Dollar Bridge where boat fishing is not allowed. Wading and fishing Deep fast water can be a bit dicey. If you do lose your footing pull your feet up and point them downstream, so you can kick away from an obstructions. Hold the rod with one hand an swim with the other. It will get shallow again soon. You cannot fish places like that and hope not to lose your footing. You have to expect it. You have to like it.  It has to be part of the deal.





My concluding deep and fat memory happened on the lower Firehole with friends. We were three couples in July picnicking in the Park.  Fishing that day was an afterthought. We stopped way down low on the Firehole at one point, downstream from the meadows in a spot where the road paralells the river--right before entering the canyon above the Firehole Falls.  I waded downstream swinging a small but heavy streamer into what deep fast water there was. It was late in the afternoon on a bright sunny day. The fishing was extra-slow. A drift-and-swing streamer seemed like the only resonable choice. I lost my footing, tripped and face-planted head first into the water, but I had a waders with a  belt. I was like a cork.  I pointed my feet downstream, sat up almost upright and started to fish, almost as if I was casting from a boat.



I hooked a fish and simultaneously heard loud tire screeching and honking horns. I was lying on my back drifting downstream with a bent and bobbing rod tip. I looked over my soaking wet shoulder.  Three sets of smoking tire cars came to a sudden sideways stop without actually bumping eachother.  I could see what happened. The lead guy thought he saw someone drowning the river, floating downstream while waving his arms. He stomped the brakes and nearly caused a three care pileup.  



I put my feet down, stood up and showed them a nice 15" inch brown trout. And then released him. It was time to call it a day. If you want to fish the deep fast water in the middle of the river, it helps to use a long leader and weight, in order to get your fly below the furious part of the current.  The fish think it's a sanctuary there.  And it is for the most part, unless you know how to sneak in too.

    

Notes:  
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     Prairie River Fishing 

Perhaps I shouldn't say anything but I'm on a lifetime roll with this writing and there is some satisfaction in straightforeward honesty. After three years of a formidable Covid knock, this is reckoning time. I'm over it with reticence. If I'm thinking it I'm saying it. 
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I like rowing and camping on rivers even more than fishing, and that says something. Because I do like to fish.  The USA's Great Plains prairie rivers are relatively empty.  They are oh so beautiful too. The fishing there is often good, in between times when it's great, even sometimes when the water is opaquely-brown. Some of those rivers clear up in late summer or early fall. On one river I know, in the late season when the water is clear you get forced to fish streamers because with dry flies on the surface you might catch 100 Goldeneye before noon. Releasing that many fish gets to be more of a chore than an activity.




In the prairie rivers, in a single day you might catch Brown Trout (there are a few), Smallmouth Bass, Walleye, Sauger (wild native Walleyes), Goldeneye, Carp, Pike and Channel Catfish. There are some teenagers in North Central Montana who have an instagram channel, who do night time bait fishing on their local Prairie River.  Holy moley. The fish they catch is almost beyond belief.  I'm too old for night fishing and I am still a bit stubborn about the flyrod. But not about mech else.  If you ever hook a ten pound channel catfish on a 6 weight fly rod you are in for a ride.  With that rig you'll need a boat. Without a boat you'll get spooled quickly.
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Prairie rivers are rich and interesting habitats. Way down low amidst silty sand bars, on stretches of rivers lined by massive cottonwood bottoms I've seen thick hatches of giant mayflies that turned the river into a boiling cauldron. I've even seen a strange unidentified hatch of huge mostly white stoneflies too.  To catch prairie fish you have to learn new tricks.  Catfish often like water that most closely reembles what Montana trout fishermen call Winter Water: deep slowly moving but not still water. Catfish can also be found  in the deep roilly water below a drop off. Catfish are never found on current-swept banks that look like brown trout water. Catfish are savvy predators.  A loud plop when your flure hits the water brings them looking and sniffing. 



A trout fisherman's eye will deprive you of Pike and Smallmouth Bass as well. To catch those guys you need to cast down and across into almost but not quite stagnant frog water, that is adjacent to a current.  Brown trout like freeby holding spots adjacent to current too but Pike and Bass like it a bit further back, where the tadpoles are. 
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There is an unnamed creek in North Central Montana (more than one actually) I know that holds both Rainbow Trout and Smallmouth Bass. When I fish there with my buddy Patrick he fishes upstream into the current dead drifting wet flies.  He catches Rainbows all day long.  I fish down and across into the frog water with medium-sized streamers. I strip them, pause them and jiggle them. I catch Smallmouths all day long.  



Fly fishing for carp has gained considerable respectability and interest in recent years. Carp are smart fish and they are not at all easy to catch. Most of the fly rod carp fishing I've heard about revolves around shallow water in lakes and reservoirs. River-born carp tend to be substantially stronger and feistier than their still water cousins.  A twelve to fifteen pound prairie river carp on an 8wt fly rod is a bit like a carnival ride at the county fair. You won't anytime soon forget it.  I hooked one below a dam in Great Falls Montana that almost took the rod when my fly line wrapped the reel handle. 



One day soon I hope to try prairie river fly rod fishing with a Carolina Worm Rig made with fresh pork skin instead of a molded rubber worm. Keep in mind this is opaquely-brown catfish water we're talking about here. Fishing there is a gas. Especially so with a fly rod. 

    

Spring time peak high water desert white water has become a new hobby of mine late in life. Even on M