


At Patagonia, we 
think the toughest 

days on  
the water 
teach us the 
most—they 

make us focus 
on the subtle  

details, reduce the variables and sim-
plify our approach. Our 2016 wader 
redesign is based on the same idea: 
Keep the tested-and-proven core, 
refne and streamline the rest—right 
down to every last detail in the pro-
duction of each wader.

Durable 4-layer  
fabric and single-
seam construction.
Combined with our single-seam 
construction that routes critical seams 
away from areas of highest wear,  
our puncture- and abrasion-resistant 
4-layer fabric has endured extremes 
of use from Tierra del Fuego to the 
Kamchatka Peninsula and points 
beyond. It remains the waterproof/
breathable engine of every wader 

in our lineup.

Streamlined ft. 
We removed two inches of fabric 
from the chest, waist and hip for a 
closer ft. It still allows free move-
ment and is easy to layer under  
for long sessions in bitter cold. 
We’ve also repatterned the legs 
and crotch for more articulation, 
which can come in handy during 
the unplanned gymnastics of 
chasing a fsh downstream or 
hopping after a drift(ing) boat 

with one leg over the gunwale. 

Get an Inside Look

Improved gravel 
guard and booties.
Speaking of shaking a leg, the new 
fat panel on our gravel guards helps 
water drain out quickly if you are in 
and out of a boat frequently. They also 
resist abrasion and wear if you spend a 
lot of time hiking to your favorite water, 
which you might just fnd yourself 
doing more of when you slip your feet 
into our new booties. They now have 
a sculpted, more sock-like ft and are 
made from a denser foam that resists 

compaction better over the long haul.

We put a fsh on it. 
While not a technical detail, all of our 
waders now sport our iconic Fitz Roy 
Trout on the outside—just in case you 
need a reminder of why we build 
waders in the frst place. It also never 
hurts to have a little good luck charm 

for those tough, yet instructive days.

More than a number.
Take a look inside a pair of Patagonia 
waders: You’ll see a unique serial 
number that tracks every detail in  
the production of that pair. 
 It’s the work of Patagonia’s Wader 
Task Force—a group of people, from 
chemical engineers and textile devel-
opers to designers and feld testers, 
all dedicated to one task: building 
the best waders. 
 Tracking every detail, every time  
is just part of what they do. The 
Wader Task Force is an ongoing 
process of inquiry, a feedback loop 
that takes everything we learn from 
testing, design and production and 
applies it to the development of the 
next generation of waders. 
 This is the next generation.

Get inside a pair at  
your favorite local  
fy shop and see  
for yourself.
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Our 2016 waders:  
Re-engineered from 
the booties up. 

Men’s Rio 

Gallegos 

Zip-Front 

Waders
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The

Jungle
There are twice as many varieties of fish 

found in the Amazon as there are

in the entire Atlantic Ocean. 

Small wonder then that there is a jungle         

of exciting, new fly fishing options 

in Brazil, Bolivia, and Colombia. 

We are now accepting reservations for:

The Marié  

There is no finer trophy peacock bass fishing on Earth, and every inch of this incomparable,

isolated Brazilian fishery is dedicated to fly fishing only and catch-and-release! Guests enjoy 

luxury live-aboard accommodations, superb meals, float plane transportation from Manaus, 

and exclusive access to more than 450 miles of absolutely spectacular fishing in the far 

reaches of the Amazon rainforest.

Week-long packages from September thru mid-December

The Mataveni

After more than three decades of solitude, Colombian natives controlling 

the magnificent Mataveni River are again welcoming very limited numbers of anglers 

to what is once more being heralded as the top peacock bass fishery in the tropics.

Limited week-long packages in January thru mid-April

Tsimane Lodges

Over-the-top angling for huge Dorado in the clear, 

mountain streams of the Bolivian highlands (see the 

accompanying feature article in this issue of Fly Fisherman).

These sensational fish are big, strong, fearless, aggressive,

and so mean that they’ll eat anything that 

comes within range, including each other. 

Packages from June thru October

Pirarucú

Brazilian officials and local native tribes

recently began allowing Catch and Release,

fly-fishing-only in the 2.5 million-acre 

Mamirauá Reserve for Arapaima*, a 

prehistoric fish that averages 20-100 lbs

and can reach behemoth proportions at

over 400 lbs and cohabits with arowana,

tambaqui, and peacock bass. 

This is one of the most stunning jungle

settings on Earth and rates as one of the

ultimate fly fishing thrills.     

September thru December

Join us!

* Arapaima are “lung breathers” and can survive
out of the water for up to 45 minutes!

Call us today for more info or reservations 800-669-3474

travel@theflyshop.com.       www.theflyshop.com

A N G L I N G ’ S  N E W  F R O N T I E R
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Ross Purnell, editor
ross@flyfisherman.com
Twitter:@rossflyfisher
Instagram:rossflyfisher
Facebook.com/flyfisherman

T
HIS MAGAZINE HAS a long history of op-
posing fish hatcheries, and for good reasons. 
Hatcheries have been used as “mitigation” 
for damming our coastal steelhead and 
salmon rivers. They have helped geneti-
cally exterminate native gamefish across 
this continent by over-running cutthroat 
streams with descendants of coastal rain-
bows (which can interbreed), or even by in-

troducing foreign cutthroats on top of natives.
Even when introduced hatchery trout cannot interbreed 

with natives, they are aggressive and often oversized when 
they are released from their concrete runways. Like con-
victs escaped from a penitentiary, they often don’t play 
nice after a long period of confinement and they compete 
with native trout for food and territory.

Wild trout are decimated by “friendly fire” from state 
fish and game agencies when they use hatcheries to stock 
“catchable” trout on top of preexisting wild trout pop-
ulations. Meat fishermen often can’t tell the difference 
between a stocked trout and a wild trout—or don’t care—
and hatchery stocking creates a level of harvest that is 
not sustainable.

And hatcheries often pollute the rivers they are situated 
upon, especially if the facility is producing a high volume 
of trout. Case in point, see page 30 of the February- 
March 2016 issue “Hellish Plan for Holy Waters” where 
Harrietta Hills Trout Farm LLC received a permit from 
the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality to 
discharge 25 pounds of phosphorus and 432 pounds of 
suspended solids (excrement and uneaten fish food) per 
day into the Au Sable River upstream of a storied catch-
and-release area.

Despite all these transgressions, the use of hatcheries to 
introduce trout to places like New Zealand and Patagonia 
has created today what are some of the world’s finest fish-
ing destinations. I was recently on the Rio Grande River, 
Argentina, catching sea-run brown trout on a stream that 
was 100 years ago completely barren, and on page 26 of 
this issue you can read a review of Finding Fontinalis—a 
film centered on chasing giant brook trout that date their 
ancestry back through a steamship and a hatchery. If used 
wisely, hatcheries can serve great purposes.

The Good, 
The Bad 
And The 

Ugly

The best case for the idea of a noble hatchery may be the Peter Gray Hatchery on the East Machi-
as River in Maine (see full story page 18). Atlantic salmon on most rivers in the U.S. are gone, but on 
the East Machias there is a remnant viable brood stock, habitat is being restored, the dam is gone, and 
there is a glimmer of hope that wild salmon may once again return if the new hatchery methods de-
veloped by Peter Gray, and funded by the North Atlantic Salmon Fund, prove successful in America. 
This is one hatchery I’m rooting for, and if it works, I hope there are more like it. 

Photo ❱ Jessica DeLorenzo
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have protected within our borders, 
we have been able to generate over 
$33.5 billion from outdoor recreation 
and create 313,000 jobs! By having 
a population of outdoor intellectuals 
and spirited creativity, we are bet-
ter prepared to send a clear message 
to the world that healthy open lands 
are a vital link between our fragile 
habitat and economic health. 

As the CEO and founder of a fly-
fishing products company, I am 
acutely aware of what clean water, 
open space, and federally protect-
ed lands mean to my business, the 
guides, the retailers, and the small 
towns across the landscape. The 
idea of current federal public lands 
ownership being transferred to state 
management is flawed, as these spe-
cial places face the threat of exploi-
tation for private financial gain. They 
would become chips to gamble with 
in a high-stakes game of political 
charades that would pit recreational 
values against resource extraction, 

important to your readers. 
Protecting and managing our pub-

lic lands is a birthright of being an 
American, as there is not anoth-
er country in the world that has set 
aside as much land for public use as 
the United States. Our national heri-
tage and the economic opportunities 
that are derived from these lands are 
numerous, including natural resourc-
es such as timber, oil and gas, miner-
als, and water. 

The benefit from a recreational 
perspective is significant and can-
not be ignored, as recreation is the 
third largest economic sector in our 
country, with over $650 billion in an-
nual contributions and more than 6 
million jobs involved. Public lands 
and the lifestyle that revolve around 
them open the doors of opportuni-
ty for those states that embrace the 
spirit of space. In my state of Colo-
rado, where quality talent and great 
companies are located because of 
the diverse playground that we 

❱ SAVE PUBLIC LANDS
Within the 640 million acres of pub-
lic lands in America or one-third of 
our landmass, including our nation-
al parks, forests, monuments, wilder-
ness areas, wildlife refuges, and the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 
the citizens of this free country can 
contribute much of our American 
identity.

These lands owned by the public 
and carefully managed by the fed-
eral government for our enjoyment 
and use of resources are critical for 
the numerous species that live with-
in this framework of habitat that re-
quires clean water and open space for 
survival. As a longtime reader of Fly 

Fisherman, I have been influenced by 
your numerous stories that highlight 
our public lands, and I applaud the 
recent in-depth stories on Utah’s Uin-
ta Wilderness, and the Gros Ventre 
River on public land outside of Grand 
Teton National Park. Both show that 
these federal public lands are vitally 
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Log On:

We encourage you to submit your  

letters to the editor via e-mail to:

t ight l ines@flyf isherman.com

You can also mail your letters to:

Tight Lines  

Fly Fisherman

6385 Flank Drive, Suite 800

Harrisburg, PA 17112

Due to the amount of correspon-

dence we receive, we regret that  

we cannot respond to each letter. 

Mailing addresses are required.

which is much farther down the to-
tem pole in terms of economic value 
to the country. Right now, we need 
a balanced approach of how we use 
our public lands, and we must con-
tinue to work alongside those that 
give us our energy, who like my com-
pany, are actually in the business of 
conservation as they have a respon-
sibility to first and foremost protect 
the species and natural habitat on 
the lands from which they gain their 
income. The success of our compa-
nies cannot be measured by reve-
nue alone, but by the impact we can 
have to help influence others to take 
notice of the beauty and fragility of 
what exists in our own backyards.

Some of the most important wa-
ter sources in the country either ex-
ist upon, or flow through our public 
lands, and fuel the sport-fishing sec-
tor’s 828,000 jobs, $50 billion in retail 
sales, and an economic impact annu-
ally of $115 billion. Our nation’s recre-
ational and natural resource heritage 
is a part of the American persona. It 
is the core or heartbeat of how we 
are perceived by the outside world. 
Our ecosystems, so vast and differen-
tiated, are our valuable assets to help 
grow our economy.

Let’s band together as hunters and 
anglers, bird watchers and dog walk-
ers, energy producers, and clean en-
ergy evangelists, to embrace the 
common bond we fundamentally 
know is as important as anything in 
the First Amendment: the right to ac-
cess public lands that are forever pro-
tected by the federal government, for 
the people, by the people, and for all 
of the species that depend upon this 
land and water to thrive. 
JOHNNY LE COQ
F I S H P O N D ,  I N C .

Enhance your experience – whether 

targeting browns, brookies and 

rainbows, steelhead and salmon, even 

warm water pursuits like northerns and 

muskies – rely on G. Loomis. From our 

Lite Presentation, single and two-hand 

long casters, Long Handle Predator and 

the award-winning PRO4x ShortStix, 

there’s a G. Loomis fy rod for nearly 

every species. . FEEL CONNECTED. 

gloomis.com

Y
DON’T LEAVE YOUR ROD TO
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S H O R T  C A S T S

Submit:

Have a tip worth sharing? E-mail to:

t ips@flyf isherman.com

If we select your fishing advice for 

this column, you’l l receive a free In-

Touch RIO Perception f ly l ine.

     Edited ❱ Jay Nichols         Illustrations ❱ Joe Mahler

Jay Nichols is the Headwater Books (headwaterbooks.com) publisher and au-
thor of 1001 Fly Fishing Tips: Expert Advice, Hints and Shortcuts From the 
World’s Leading Fly Fishers. Joe Mahler ( joemahler.com) is a casting instructor 
and author of Essential Knots and Rigs for Trout and Essential Knots and Rigs 
for Salt Water.

❱ DIY WELDED LOOPS
Weld your own loops in any fly 
line with some heat shrink tubing 
and a heat gun. First cut the end 
of the line at an angle, slip an ap-
propriately sized diameter of clear 
heat shrink over the end, and over-
lap the ends approximately 1 to 1½ 
inches. Evenly heat the tubing and 
line with your heat gun (approxi-
mately 400 degrees), taking caution 
not to burn your fingers. After the 
two lines fuse together, roll them 
with your palm on a flat surface 
to smooth them out, and then clip 
the tubing. See rioproducts.com/ 
fishing-tips/ for a video on this tip.
ZACK DALTON
R I O  P R O D U C T S ,  I D A H O

❱ HOOKS AND LOOPS
Velcro straps are reusable, inexpensive, 
weatherproof, and strong. They are useful 
for a variety of things including holding rod 
sections together when traveling through 
bush; holding together rod tubes to make 
them easier to transport; and securing line 
around a spare spool. You can also wrap 
them around your shirt cuffs to keep out 
mosquitoes and other nasty bugs, or wrap 
them tightly on your pant cuffs before slip-
ping on waders to prevent your pants from 
riding up.
WILLIAM WONG
G U E L P H ,  O N T A R I O

❱ LINE DRILL
Quickly remove fly line (or backing) from your reel 
for cleaning or storage with a cordless drill. Drill two 
clamps (broom holders) into a scrap piece of 2x4 to hold 
the butt end of a rod and reel in place. Insert a bolt (3" 
or longer, 5/16" diameter, or whatever fits best in the 
hole) through the spool that came with the line and 
then tighten with a wing nut. Insert the bolt into your 
drill. Use a small piece of painter’s tape to adhere the 
tip of the line or leader butt (if attached) to the spool 
before you start winding.
FRED COX
M E C H A N I C S B U R G ,  P E N N S Y L V A N I A





Guyana has some of South America’s largest unspoiled 
rainforests, and they are veined with rivers running to the 
tropical Atlantic Ocean. It’s prime territory to look for tarpon.

➤

Photo ❱ Tim Romano
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H O R I Z O N S

T

Three days of 
muddy misery, 

then jackpot in the 
Guyana jungle

Tenkara 
Tarpon

HE MARKET APOTHECARY was full 
of remedies like “belly clean out,” “wind 
medicine,” and “men builder tonic.” The 
crab oil salesman looked of Indian de-
scent, with a white beard and a kind face, 
and he presented his potions in old Coke 
bottles labeled with a permanent marker. 
He was certainly closer to a witch doc-
tor than a pharmacist, and as good as he 

made it sound, I wasn’t risking my health at the start of 
a fishing trip. His stand was across from a dreadlocked 
woman selling baskets of chicken feet and bowls of un-
identified organs. Cow tongues hung at eye level next to 
a sign reading “Halal Butchered Meat.”

Twenty paces away was a purveyor of mangoes and 
pineapples, with product stacked like cordwood and 
spilling into the streets. Another woman tried to sell me 
a bundle of bora—a thin green bean that looks much 
like spring onions. A young girl peddled the latest mov-
ies from her basket of pirated DVDs. Curry and cumin 
and other indistinguishable spices filled the air, a nod to 
the East Indian heritage prominent through the country. 
This was the market in Georgetown, Guyana.

Street markets are an excellent way to immerse your-
self in the local culture—a glimpse at the authentic 
people most tourists miss in their travels. It takes you  
out of your comfort zone, as your personal space is of-
ten trampled by people bumping into you. The noises, 
smells, and crowds can be overwhelming, but for me it 
is the best way to taste the essence of a place.

Beyond the cultural aspect, it is also great tool for any 
fisherman. A walk through the fish market can offer in-
valuable intelligence about any nearby fisheries.

More than once a fishmonger has shared some in-
sight on a location or bait that helped my own fishing. 
I’ve found tables full of permit in Mexico, giant snook 
in Panama, bonefish in the Bahamas. It’s dishearten-
ing to see gamefish displayed this way, but fishing for 
entertainment is a luxury few places on the planet are 
afforded.

O L I V E R  W H I T E





There’s much to be learned in street markets in Third World countries. A fishy 
wild goose chase is always a good idea, but don’t try the medicines.

➤
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The Georgetown market offered ta-
bles full of standard fare like mullet 
and snapper, unrecognizable species 
of catfish, and one vendor had a table 
covered in tarpon. They had all been 
butchered into 12-inch slabs with no 
heads—but the scales were undeni-
ably tarpon. My best guess is the fish 
were all 15 to 30 pounds, and there 
were lots of them. 

A quick interrogation yielded a 
small amount of valuable informa-
tion. The fish were caught in a net, 
and although Georgetown is a coast-
al city, the tarpon were harvested in 
a river north of the city—far enough 
upstream that tide had no effect, he 
said. Further, he caught them incon-
sistently, none for weeks on end and 
then one day, a net full and a trip to 
the market. In my mind, that meant 
he was finding them as they moved 
from the river to the salt. The fish 
were almost always the same size, but 
he had seen bigger fish rolling in the 
estuary of the same river. 

My stop in Georgetown was just a 
short layover on the way into the in-
terior to chase monster arapaima. [See 
“Rumble in the Jungle” in the Oct-Dec 
2014 issue. The ediTor.] But with this 
tarpon discovery the seed was plant-
ed, and I knew we’d be making anoth-
er trip to Guyana specifically to see if 
we could find a viable tarpon fishery. 

Meanwhile, we kept up the question-
ing. We met a tilapia farmer who had 
been catching tarpon on fly in his 
ponds, and he had heard of tarpon 
on the coast as well. He pointed us 
to Tony Mekdeci who offered the real 
breakthrough.

Mekdeci  owned the charter com-
pany we already planned on using 
to get to the country’s interior. His 
family was responsible for building 
the majority of roads in Guyana. His 
knowledge of the area and geogra-
phy is unmatched, and more impor-
tant he’s a fly fisher. This was the 
guy we needed.

He was full of information and 
was willing to share it. He rattled off 
stories and places in the interior for 
arapaima, peacocks, giant catfish, 
and arowana. He had fished with Stu 
Apte in the 1970s and had been ex-
ploring the country ever since then. 
He was invaluable, he had been ev-
erywhere we were headed, and when 
I asked about tarpon he smiled and 
said, “Guyana has the best tarpon 
fishing no one has ever heard of.” 

Flying High
Broome Airstrip in Mabaruma is a 

tiny town in the northwest corner of 
the country, and the nearest airstrip 
to our final destination—the Amak-
ura River on the border between 

Venezuela and Guyana. We hit the 
town for critical supplies such as 
rum (Guyana has some of the world’s 
best) and beer.

Our ultimate goal was a small 
tributary called Luri Creek where 
we were told the tarpon live. The 
plan was to camp with river peo-
ple who have small farms and live 
a simple existence. The kids paddle 
canoes to school as the river is the 
only road and the only means of 
transportation.

There were no guides or boats 
to rent. We hired some fuel smug-
glers—guys who earned a living 
running their boats into Venezuela, 
buying barrels of fuel for pennies 
a gallon, and then selling the prod-
uct back in Guyana for a huge profit. 
The boats were crudely handmade 
and shaped with a pronounced up-
turned bow and an oversize engine 
for the smuggling trade. They met 
us in Mabaruma, and we started the 
three-hour journey to camp.

We were a great group of friends 
and mostly talented anglers—Al Per-
kinson from Costa, Rich Hohne from 
Simms, Kirk Deeter from Trout Un-
limited, Tim Romano shooting imag-
es and sticking his fair share of fish, 
and Patrick Henry our in-country 
contact who helped with all the per-
missions and logistics.

Henry works under a contract from 
US AID, the arm of the U.S. govern-
ment that provides foreign aid and he 
was largely responsible for getting ev-
erything off the ground in Guyana for 
both the tarpon exploration and the 
previous arapaima project. We also 
brought Rovin Alvin, the Amerindian 
we were training to be a fly-fishing 
guide for arapaima.

We had angling talent, but the riv-
er was a giant mess. It looked more 
like a processional mud slide than a 
freshwater stream. Visibility was non-
existent, less than a couple of inches. 
The main river offered little encour-
agement, no structure, nothing to tar-
get or focus on, just a muddy wave 
of water. As we cruised upstream, the 
only things of interest were numer-
ous primitive fish traps. Stakes in the 
mud created natural funnels toward 
large nets. The nets were tied in the 
back, making it easy for fishermen to 
untie the net quickly and dump their 
harvest into the boats.

The biomass extraction was stagger-
ing, we saw thousands of pounds of 
fish taken from the river. We stopped 





Al Perkinson (left) and Rich Hohne show off one of many tarpon doubles. A 
few of the smallish tarpon were even taken on tenkara rods.

➤
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There were times all six of us were 
hooked up, with tarpon jumping ev-
ery which way.

Most of the fish were in the 2- to 
15-pound range, and while a few 
fish approached 20 pounds, nothing 
broke through that. I put on a sinking 
line with the idea maybe there were 
bigger fish feeding below the smaller 
ones. I also tried bigger flies to deter 
the small ones. It led to a few of the 
larger fish in the 20-pound range but 
no signs of anything truly large.

Fishing was absolutely ridiculous, 
in three days we landed more than 
1,000 tarpon. My biggest mistake was 
not packing a lighter rod. I had 7- 
through 12-weights but would have 
killed for a 4-weight.

Kirk Deeter presciently had packed 
a tenkara rod, he broke it out and 
rigged it with a small tarpon fly. Most 
people equate tenkara rods with small 
streams and pan-size trout, but they 
are also perfect for juvenile tarpon. A 
5-pound trout or bonefish would de-
stroy the tippet on a tenkara rod, but 
a tarpon immediately goes airborne, 
burning up energy, and the up-and-
down fight often remains close. When 
they jump, just bow to the fish, and 
you’ll find they are very landable. It’s 
really tenkara fishing at its finest.

Patrick Henry is what we fishing 
guides call a “never ever.” He had 
never even touched a fly rod. We 
stuck the tenkara in his hand, gave 
him a 30-second tutorial, and he 
quickly landed dozens of tarpon, a 
perfect introduction to fly fishing on 
what is most likely the world’s great-
est creek for juvenile tarpon. That rod 
landed dozens of fish before one of 
the bigger tarpon got hold of the fly 
and skyrocketed out of the water into 
a shower of shattered graphite. 

This was my first exposure to the 
tenkara craze. I had been a naysay-
er, but the simplicity of tenkara is ap-
pealing, and I was a quick convert. 
It’s a perfect rod for learning. Bud-
ding fly fishers can focus on just the 
casting stroke without the complica-
tions of line control. It is simple, fun, 
and effective. As soon as I got home 
I bought one. Starting with tarpon 
didn’t hurt. 

Oliver White owns Abaco Lodge in 
the Bahamas and co-hosts with Jimmy 
Kimmel, Jim Belushi, Lefty Kreh, Yvon 
Chouinard, and others the TV series 
Buccaneers & Bones on the Outdoor 
Channel.

We felt like we were chasing dragons. 
Had it all been a hoax? Then, halfway 
through our trip, we found the spot—
mythical Luri Creek, home to the most 
ridiculous juvenile tarpon fishing I’ve 
ever seen or heard of. 

A tiny body of water, 60 feet wide 
at its maximum, and probably only 3 
or 4 miles long, Luri Creek is unique 
in that it starts almost at the ocean. 
In fact, on a super tide the saltwater 
spills into the creek’s headwaters. It 
then flows slowly downriver and fi-
nally into the ocean 20 miles later.

As soon as we saw Luri Creek 
we knew it was different. The wa-
ter was tannic and tea colored but 
maintained great visibility—a stark 
contrast to the mud bath of the main 
river. Instantly we saw the telltale 
rolling of tarpon. Everywhere. The 
first cast wasn’t even a cast, while 
stripping out line to make a cast I 
dropped the fly in the water, and as 
soon as the feathers got wet a fish 
devoured it. Every cast after was the 
same, fish after fish, as my personal 
count of tarpon landed was growing 
exponentially by the hour. 

We threw everything we had—tar-
pon flies, poppers, Chernobyl Ants, it 
didn’t matter. They ate them all with 
reckless abandon. I hooked a fish that 
jumped directly into the other boat. 

a few times to watch the harvest, but 
we didn’t see any tarpon.

Our camp upriver was extremely 
primitive. There was no running wa-
ter, plumbing, or electricity. The toi-
let required a long walk down a gang 
plank through the marsh, and con-
sisted of just a hole in the ground. 
It proved to be a risky endeavor af-
ter drinking too much rum. The barn 
where we strung our hammocks was 
full of tarantulas, giant frogs, and 
wasps.

When our host Auntie Phil locked 
up the dogs at night in a chicken wire 
enclosure, I asked her if they had 
been running away at night. “No,” she 
said. “A jaguar ate one of them last 
night.” Welcome to the jungle.

The chorus of snoring at night kept 
the jaguars at bay, and our camp crit-
ters didn’t dull our enthusiasm for the 
tarpon exploration. We headed up-
river in search of magic, and our ex-
pectations were high. The water was 
uninviting, but we ducked up every 
tributary we found looking for fish. It 
was fruitless. We hacked our way into 
many smaller tributaries and fished 
them hard, but found no fish or sign 
of fish in the feeder streams or along 
the shore of the main river.

For a couple of days there was 
nothing to be found anywhere. 
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A
TLANTIC SALMON RECOVERY so 
far in America has been an expensive 
failure. In 2012 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service abandoned its 50-year salmon re-
covery program on the Connecticut Riv-
er that cost roughly $25 million over that 
timespan—most of that money support-
ing the production of salmon fry raised 
at the Richard Cronin National Salmon 

Station. In the final year of that effort, 54 adult fish re-
turned to the river.

The Merrimack River salmon recovery program was 
canceled in 2013 when only 22 adult fish returned to that 
New Hampshire river. The program released an average 
of one million salmon fry into the river annually for 38 
years at a taxpayer cost of $750,000 in the final year alone 
when only 22 adult fish returned to the river.

Not only did these and other decades-long collabora-
tive state and federal efforts fail in their mission to restore 
salmon stocks to historic levels, they oversaw a dramatic 
decline in salmon populations in every state and every 
watershed under their umbrella of responsibility.

Now, for all intents and purposes, wild Atlantic salmon 
in the United States are gone from their native U.S. range 
outside of Maine. And in 2000, all the salmon in Maine 
were listed as endangered. Of the Maine rivers that his-
torically held salmon, eight still have salmon. They are 
completely extirpated from 14 other drainages.

It’s clear to anyone who has watched this precipitous 
decline that the same well-trodden path of the past de-
cades will not get us any closer to the goal of salmon re-
covery or even of saving what few salmon we have left. 
We have to do something different.

Why the Peter 
Gray Hatchery 

may be the last 
hope of Atlantic 

salmon in America

Raising 
Athletes

R O S S  P U R N E L L



When the salmon parr are 2.5 
to 5 inches long in November, 
volunteers—including many 
local students—help clip the 
fins of the young fish for iden-
tification purposes. The young 
salmon spend the winter in 
fresh water, and then migrate 
downstream to the ocean in 
the spring.

➤
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Iceland
In 2015 I traveled to Iceland for 

a whirlwind tour of some of that 
country’s finest salmon rivers. I was 
hosted by Eleven Experience—a detail- 
oriented adventure travel business 
owned by American Chad Pike. Elev-
en has been quietly building lodges 
and developing fishing programs on 
some of the best fishing waters in the 
world, from Colorado, to the Bahamas, 
and most notably in Iceland where the 
company has been acquiring rod days 
on salmon rivers such as the Laxá and 
the Selá that have shown steady in-
creases in catch rates. The fishing is so 
good that Eleven is building a multi-
million dollar fishing and heli-skiing 
lodge called Deplar Farm at the head-
waters of the Fljótaá River, and has 
purchased all the annual angling days 
on the nearby Hölkná River.

Chad Pike is a passionate fly fisher 
and conservationist who grew up in 
New Hampshire, so while his business 
is capitalizing on the best salmon fish-
ing in the world, his family’s Grassy 
Creek Foundation is simultaneously 
funding the most significant Atlantic 
salmon recovery program in the U.S.

The blueprint for this Hail Mary re-
covery comes from the River Tyne in 
the U.K. where for decades the annu-
al average catch rate hovered around 
a few hundred salmon. A new hatch-
ery program started by Peter Gray in 
1979 boosted the catch to 724 salm-
on in 1985, with a continuous two de-
cades of improvement that resulted in 

average annual catch rates of 4,000 
salmon and 5,500 salmon last year.

The story of the Tyne is recounted 
by Peter Gray and coauthor Michael 
Charleston in their book Swimming 
Against the Tide (The Medlar Press, 
2011). The lessons from this greatest 
Atlantic salmon turnaround in his-
tory were not lost on Orri Vigfússon, 
chairman of the North Atlantic Salmon 
Fund (NASF), who had been thinking 
a long time about funding a project in 
the United States—he just needed a 
strong candidate river.

The Power of Maine
If there is a kind of Noah’s Ark that 

could bring back U.S. Atlantic salm-
on it might just be the genetic stock 
of the East Machias River. In 1999, the 
Downeast Salmon Federation (DSF) 
demolished a 74-year-old dam on 
the East Machias that interfered with 
spawning runs of salmon, but didn’t 
completely wipe out the strain. The 
salmon persisted, and the genetical-
ly pure East Machias salmon became 
brood stock at the nearby Craig Brook 
National Fish Hatchery.

The former Bangor Hydro Electric 
Facility was renovated to become the 
East Machias Aquatic Research Cen-
ter—headquarters for the grassroots 
DSF—and the original plan was to 
build a fairly standard hatchery on-site 
to pursue the organization’s mission to 
restore Atlantic salmon to Maine.

“We planned to stock salmon fry, 
which is what we do on the Pleasant 

River, but while we were at the plan-
ning stage we started talking to Orri 
Vigfússon and Peter Gray about the 
River Tyne and the successes they had 
there,” said Dwayne Shaw, executive 
director of the DSF.

“Peter’s philosophy was that our 
hatchery efforts here in America have 
failed to recover salmon stocks be-
cause we’ve been producing inferi-
or fish,” said Shaw. “He believed we 
needed to produce ‘little athletes’ with 
a superior ability to survive, grow, 
navigate the North Atlantic, and return 
as healthy adults.”

“We work with a lot of great peo-
ple in the United States and have many 
supporters there,” said Vigfússon. 
“I have been looking to do a project 
there for many years but I needed the 
right methodology and I needed the 
right river to get started. Chad Pike is 
a great supporter of the NASF and has 
followed the success of the River Tyne 
for many years, so when I raised the 
idea of using the same techniques in 
Maine, he was enthusiastic.”

“I have been fortunate to experi-
ence the pristine rivers of Iceland and 
Norway where nature is still working 
properly, as well as rivers like the Tyne 
in the U.K. where nature needed a 
boost,” said Pike. “When Orri showed 
we could take these techniques to my 
home waters in New England, it got 
me excited to fund what can hope-
fully become a prototype for further 
restoration of what were once prolific 
salmon runs in Maine waters. It is high 
risk, but it could be very high reward.”

Officially, NASF sponsored the con-
struction ($300,000) and the operation 
($150,000 annually) of the Peter Gray 
Memorial Hatchery, but Pike’s fam-
ily Grassy Creek Foundation is one 
of NASF’s major donors, and he ear-
marked some of his donation specifi-
cally for the project. It’s the first time 
NASF has been involved in a boots-on-
the-ground project in America.

Peter Gray passed away suddenly in 
2012—the same year that first batch of 
80,000 eggs were hatched at the facil-
ity that now bears his name. Hanging 
on the wall of the facility just above 
the feeding tanks is a wooden plaque 
that says merely “raising athletes.” The 
newly hatched eggs went straight into 
incubation boxes designed by Peter 
Gray. The Kielder substrate incubator 
isn’t just a bare box of aerated water, it 
contains artificial gravel that simulates 
the habitat that would nurture the al-
evins in the wild.

“Peter’s box allows the individual 

The East Machias Aquatic Research Center sits on the site of a former power 
plant and houses the Peter Gray Hatchery.

➤
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fish to swim out when they want, and 
when they are ready, rather than when 
the hatchery manager visually deter-
mines they are ready and dumps them 
all into the feeding tank,” says Shaw. 
“That one step in the process produc-
es much healthier fish going into the 
next stage.”

It takes four to six weeks in the 
incubator for the alevins to dissolve 
their yolk. In the wild, when the yolk 
is gone the alevins swim up out of the 
river cobble just when the insect life is 
developing to feed them.

The newly built Peter Gray Hatch-
ery is a flow-through streamside 
hatchery—just like the Kielder Hatch-
ery on the Tyne.

“Our water is not coming out of a 
well or pond like so many other hatch-
eries, it’s coming from the East Machi-
as River so we are relying on 10,000 
years of evolutionary connection be-
tween the fish and their river to raise 
wild fish and preserve their genetic 
legacy,” says Shaw. “We don’t filter the 
water so there are insects and other 
and natural variations in water chem-
istry and temperature coming into the 
feeding tanks—the hatchery is essen-
tially an extension of the river.”

In most hatcheries the feeding tanks 
are painted blue to make observation 
easier for hatchery employees. Howev-
er, Gray found that observation is an 
anathema to salmon fry, and in order 

to hide, they all gathered where the 
water source entered the tank, using 
rippled water as cover. That competi-
tion for extremely limited space causes 
excessive fin biting that kills some fry, 
and leaves the rest with damaged fins 
that hinder their long-term ability to 
survive in the wild.

Gray strongly believed that intact 
fins are a critical part of raising lit-
tle athletes and he found that when 
he painted the feeding tanks black, 
the salmon dispersed evenly through-
out the entire feeding tank, preserv-
ing the fin quality and enhancing the 
vitality of the fish.

Timing is Everything
Most of the millions of Atlantic 

salmon stocked as part of state and 
federal recovery programs over the 
past 30 or more years were dumped 
in the river as salmon fry in the spring 
after only about a month in a feeding 
tank. This, according to Peter Gray, is 
the single most important reason for 
the hatchery failures of the past. Just 
a month after dissolving their yolk, 
the fry are ill-equipped to deal with 
variable spring/summer flows, escape 
predators, or to compete with other 
fish for food and territory.

“Gray believed that 90 percent or 
more of released hatchery fry died 
before spending a year in a river,” 
said Michael Charleston, co-author of 
Swimming Against the Tide. “He was 
sure that an autumn release of even 
1,000 salmon parr would produce 
more returning adults than 90,000 
ready-to-feed fry.

Gray’s primary directive was to 
keep the fry in the hatchery more than 
twice as long and to produce larger, 
healthier, and stronger parr to be re-
leased in the fall.

To prepare them for to release, Gray 
trained them the same way as many 
other athletes—making them swim on 
a treadmill (of sorts). 

“To produce little athletes, you need 
to keep them moving constantly, so 
what we do is increase the water veloc-
ity gradually over time as the fish are 
growing, so we are training the fish 
to constantly fight that current,” said 
Shaw. “It’s not something you usually 
see in a hatchery but it helps our fish 
stay sleek and toned. They come out 
with beautiful fins and are really wild 
looking.”

In 2012 the hatchery started with 
80,000 eggs, and stocked 52,000 fall 
parr. The goal is to stock nearly half 

a million fall parr annually, and every 
year, the national fish hatchery has 
been providing more and more eggs. 
In 2013, 2014, and 2015, the DSF 
stocked 77,568, 149,815, and 192,032 
fall parr respectively, but Shaw wants 
to stock many more.

“We have not yet stocked the density 
we’re after, we’d like to stock 400,000 
annually. Bringing salmon back to 
the East Machias is really a numbers 
game, we’re not talking about the Cali-
fornia condor with one egg every four 
years, we’re talking about an animal 
with incredible fecundity,” said Shaw 
“What we’re attempting to do is to 
quadruple the stocking rate, but to do 
that we need more hatchery capacity 
and more eggs.”

The East Machias project is now in 
its fourth year of a five-year contract 
with the NASF. In the summer of 2016 
they expect to see the first results of 
the first parr stocking, with adult salm-
on hatched at the Peter Gray Hatchery 
returning to the East Machias.

“In 2015 the total number of salm-
on redds in the river was only sev-
en, so the population of wild Atlantic 
salmon in the river is on the brink of 
extinction,” said Shaw. “If we can get 
that number of redds to start moving 
up the scale instead of down, we have 
accomplished something much differ-
ent than what has been done in the 
past 100 years. It’ll take some time 
to get to where we want to go, the 
first step is just moving forward in the 
right direction.”

If the DSF can perfect Peter Gray’s 
stocking methodology on the East Ma-
chias, and get that river on the road to 
recovery, it could be implemented on 
all the former salmon rivers of Maine. 

“My hope is that the hatchery tech-
niques we are experimenting with in 
Maine will work on the East Machias 
as it worked on the River Tyne,” said 
Vigfússon. “In ten years I’d be thrilled 
if we had a self-sustaining run on the 
East Machias, and hatcheries using the 
same methodology on several other 
rivers in Maine.”

Let’s all hope that Vigfússon’s dream 
comes true, because if it doesn’t work, 
we could be witnessing the final days 
of wild Atlantic salmon in the United 
States. For more information, or to 
make donations to NASF or its Maine 
Restoration project please contact Orri 
at nasf@vortex.is. 

Ross Purnell is the editor of Fly Fish-

erman. 

Orri Vigfússon, chairman of the 
North Atlantic Salmon Fund.
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and demanding saltwater and fresh-
water fly tier. Jaworowski: “The Fleye 
Design approach is true art—a living, 
organic process, not merely a mechan-
ical one. Bob doesn’t tie so much as 
create.”

Jaworowski witnessed Popovics’s 
lifelong voyages of discovery in his 
Jersey Shore home waters and his 
creation of epoxy flies: “Plastic flies 
caught on, and epoxy flies of every ilk 
began to appear across the country.” 

Popovics’s “Pop Lips” silicone fly 
created a wounded-baitfish action in 
the water that far outshone the Rapala- 
type lure action that fly fishers had 
desired for decades. When I first wit-
nessed the lips action Bob demon-
strated for me in a tank years ago, I 
realized immediately that fly design 
had finally and suddenly exceeded 
traditional hard-surfaced lure design 
with breathing, swimming, lifelike re-
alism. Fly design had changed forever.

Fleye Design is written in first per-
son, direct from the author to the read-
er in clear step-by-step explanations 
of fly-tying steps, illustrated with per-
haps the best step-by-step photos ever 
offered in a tying book. The sequenc-
es by Jay Nichols are of professional 
studio quality, showing every detail of 
the meticulously tied creations. 

Fleye Design is the most innovative, 
evolutionary, and revolutionary fly- 
tying book published in the last cen-
tury. It describes how Bob Popovics, 
over the past three decades, opened 
new doors to modern saltwater fly 
fishing through the use of epoxies, 
silicone, acrylics, and other man-
made materials, and by breathing new 
life into classic materials like deer 
hair with a mastery and creativity 

natural movements, and their ap-
pearance to predator species. He’s 
created abnormally large flies that 
are almost weightless, and can be 
cast with exceptionally light tackle.

“The tying sequence photos are su-
perb and are so detailed and clear 
that almost anyone could follow them. 
Bob’s new and easy-to-understand 
text and photos will enrich anyone 
who loves the vise and fishing with 
flies they tied.”

Ed Jaworowski: “He has a sense of 
form and presence, a natural and vis-
ceral awareness of baitfish structure 
and movement. He is simply more in 
touch with the nature of baitfish, and 
he’s spent his fly-tying career sharing 
that gift with the rest of us. He has 
given birth to what I can legitimately 
call the ‘Popovics school’ of fly tying.”

So what is the inherent nature of 
Popovics’s genius?

Jaworowski put it this way: “Two 
words embody Bob’s approach to ty-
ing: ‘What if?’ What if I tie it in at 
this angle, or bend it like this, per-
haps splay it or fold it back? No, that’s 
no good; what if I do it like this? I 
recall the narrator of a documentary 
about Leonardo da Vinci saying that 
if we looked at a portrait of a man 
and noticed that he had six fingers 
on his hand, most people would re-
act to it, saying, ‘It doesn’t look right.’ 
But Leonardo would immediately and 
instinctively observe, ‘It won’t work 
right.’ Bob has some of that.

“His mind wants to go somewhere: 
he has a vision. But he lets the mate-
rial teach his fingers how to get there. 
Bob toys, pokes, and prods materials 
until they tell him something. Each 
session at the vise is a learning pro-
cess, discarding this, rejecting that, 
but leading ultimately to a eureka mo-
ment like Thomas Edison, who said 
he never had a failed experiment; he 
simply found 10,000 ways that didn’t 
work.”

Popovics’s accounts in this book 
describing the extraordinary possi-
bilities and complexities of deer hair 
and how to use it to achieve a spe-
cific fly shape and performance, per-
fectly illustrate the Popovics/da Vinci/
Edison mindset. His personal tutorials 
are must reading for every inquisitive 

Fleye Design
Fleye Design: Techniques, Insights, 
Patterns by Bob Popovics and Jay 
Nichols. Stackpole Books, 2016, 270 
pages, $50 hardcover, ISBN 978-0-
8117-1323-8.

This is a difficult book to review for 
one simple reason: How does one 

describe perfection, or at least the 
pursuit of it as a life mission? Fleye 
Design describes the achievements 
of Bob Popovics in his long search 
for the perfect saltwater baitfish im-
itations (night and day haunting his 
New Jersey shoreline laboratory). Af-
ter reading and rereading it, I slowly 
realized that its contents follow Popo-
vics’s method of fly tying: layering 
knowledge and techniques in words 
and photos the way the author layers 
the elements of his flies to create the 
most mobile, lifelike “fleyes” to match 
the baitfish of the world. In this book 
Popovics has created a vade mecum 
for modern saltwater baitfish hatch 
matching that compares with the best 
of freshwater aquatic insect hatch-
matching literature.

To explain the achievement of 
Popovics’s book I got help from its 
contributors: Ed Jaworowski, Jonny 
King, Steve Farrar, Blane Chocklett, 
Dave Skok, David Nelson, Paul Dix-
on, and of course Lefty Kreh. They de-
scribe his genius, the magnitude and 
breadth of his evolutionary and revo-
lutionary techniques, and their impact 
on the art and craft of fly tying.

Lefty Kreh: “As a student of tying, I 
believe there are hardly more than a 
dozen new saltwater patterns. We fly 
tiers make use of variations of other 
patterns to build the “new” one. Bob 
Popovics differs from all the tiers I’ve 
known and respect, and I believe he 
is the most innovative of all tiers. Un-
like the rest of us, Bob has developed 
entirely new methods of constructing 
flies for both salt and fresh water, as 
well as using entirely different mate-
rials. In Fleye Design, he has made an 
intense study of existing natural and 
synthetic materials.

“What else sets Bob apart from 
other tiers is how he develops his 
patterns after years of observa-
tion as to how baitfish swim, their 

Bookshelf❱



we’ve not seen before. Fleye Design 
is a modern classic and should find 
a place on every serious f ly tier’s 
bench. Mission accomplished, Bob. 
Semper Fidelis!

—John Randolph 

Tying Nymphs
Tying Nymphs: Essential Flies and 
Techniques for the Top Patterns by 
Charlie Craven. Headwater Books, 
2016, 192 pages, $30 hardcover, ISBN 
978-1934753354.

Charlie Craven is one of those 
generational fly tiers, and by 

that I mean a communicator with a 
critical mind who rises above what’s 
been done in the generations before 
and elevates the craft of tying trout 
flies by building on the foundations 

of his predecessors, and by changing 
the architecture in such a significant 
fashion that everyone after must fol-
low suit.

In the 1970s Jack Dennis set the 
standard in fly-tying instruction with 
Western Trout Fly Tying Manual, and 
in the 1980s and 1990s, it was Ran-
dall Kaufmann with Fly Tyers Nymph 
Manual and Tying Dry Flies. Charlie 
Craven is the new alpha tier in the 
publishing world, who doesn’t just 
adapt/create and share great fishing 
flies—his obsessive attention to detail 
makes you a better tier and packs your 
boxes full of flies you’ll be proud of. 

It’s not just that he is a creative ge-
nius with a quirky sense of humor that 
shines through even in an instruction-
al manual. He has refined the advan-
tages of better digital photography, 

he has more accurately identified and 
overcome the problem areas that most 
fly tiers are likely to encounter, and he 
takes advantage of new materials and 
fresh ideas that the best of his peers 
are putting forward.

Quite simply, Tying Nymphs is the 
new standard in fly-tying instruction, 
one that will be imitated for many 
years, and possibly surpassed in a de-
cade or two, but until then, it’s the 
best on tying trout nymphs we have 
available.

—Ross Purnell
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Film❱

Finding Fontinalis
Finding Fontinalis by Travis Lowe 
with Bart Bonime, Yvon Chouinard, 
Augustin Fox, and Bryan Gregson. 
Part of the 2016 Fly Fishing Film Tour 
(flyfilmtour.com), 23 minutes. 

In 1878 Dr. J.W. Cook embarked on 
an eight-day expedition down the 

Nipigon River in Ontario, Canada. As 
legend stands, Cook landed a world 
record 14.5-pound brook trout, or 
Salvelinus fontinalis. Some historians 
believe the good doctor had too much 
to drink and the great fish was actual-
ly caught by his guide—using bait—
but one thing is for sure: brookies of 
this magnitude existed. And probably 
still do. 

Travis Lowe’s new film Finding 
Fontinalis takes viewers on a globe-
trotting tour in search of the world’s 
largest brook trout. Aside from North-
ern Canada, today the largest brook 
trout in the world reside in Chilean 
Patagonia, where they were planted 
more than 100 years ago to create a 
recreational fishery. These fish have 
taken a stronghold in those waters 
which, without predation, allows them 
to grow to Biblical proportions. In this 
spectacular film, Yvon Chouinard, 
Bart Bonime, and Bryan Gregson—
owner, employee, and ambassador of 
Patagonia—search these rivers for the 
biggest fontinalis on the planet. 

Lowe presents the team’s mission 
up front, the history and the chal-
lenges, and the passion behind the 
hunt for trophy fontinalis. His doc-
umentary style married with first-
hand coverage and raw, off-the-cuff 
footage, show the emotion, the pas-
sion, camaraderie, and the difficulty 
of the expedition. By the end of the 
film we realize that the powerful mo-
tivator behind all this is much more 
than recreation. 

After painting a compelling histori-
cal backdrop for the modern notion of 
chasing trophies, Lowe and his team 
take us deep into Patagonia, where 
culture melds with adventure, where 
men meet and over whifty glasses of 
wine and cups of steaming mate they 
hatch plans to float the storied Rio 
Corcovado and other flows—some of 
the most productive brook trout riv-
ers on the planet. The cherry on the 

cake would be to land a world record, 
but the real mission, as it seems in 
the end, is to recognize, even cele-
brate this marvelous fishery, and use 
that leverage to conserve this scarce 
resource. 

The team is guided through the pam-
pas of Patagonia, arid, wind-whipped 
plains that rest between snow-capped 
ridgelines. Through these valleys, 
azure-blue rivers flow with brook trout 
in the 6- to 10-pound range.

This area was first surveyed by 
Francisco Moreno in 1875 and it was 
upon his recognition of water with 
great potential that the region was 
first stocked with brook trout fry that 
were delivered via steamships from 
another continent. According to Lowe, 
this history, and much more, includ-
ing chasing the ghosts of Butch Cassi-
dy and the Sundance Kid, is included 
in the full-length film that will be re-
leased in the fall of 2016.

From a technical standpoint, this 
film is just about as sharp as you can 
get. From precise hand-held view-
points to stunning aerial drone pho-
tography, from evocative vantages to 
a scripted, but not-too-scripted story-
line, Finding Fontinalis brings Chilean 
Patagonia to you, in your living room.

The one downside? You’ll never 
look at brook trout the same. This film 
forces us to recognize that these fish, 
the true American native coldwater 
gamefish, are not just to be honored, 
they’re in critical danger on an inter-
national basis. Chile didn’t have brook 
trout before 1875—they aren’t native 
to South America—but we now have 
a responsibility to protect one of the 
few great last bastions of the species.

I live in northern New Hampshire 
and should, if timber harvest and 

tanneries never happened, be able to 
catch a 5-pound fontinalis in my lo-
cal waters. Today, a one-pound fish is 
a minor miracle. It’s this reality that 
makes Finding Fontinalis so compel-
ling to ardent brook trout anglers. We 
had these fish once, 150 years ago, in 
our local rivers, and we threw it all 
away. Today we have to fly to the tip 
of a different continent to find what 
ought to be our heritage and our 
North American birthright.

This is why Finding Fontinalis is 
so powerful. Not only does it take you 
on a journey to winding cobalt rivers; 
broad, windy lakes; and in deep, em-
erald pools; it teaches us how we ar-
rived at this crises, and what’s at stake 
if we don’t change direction. 

In the 23-minute short shown at the 
Fly Fishing Film Tour, we see the great 
fish, and feel the passion for them, but 
there’s more to this story in the full-
length feature film, which I await with 
great anticipation. 

—Brian Irwin

Gold Fever
Gold Fever by Mikey Weir. Burl Pro-
ductions, part of the 2016 Internation-
al Fly Fishing Film Festival (flyfilmfest.
com),  11 minutes. 

During the California Gold Rush 
in the Sierra Nevada (starting in 

1849) forty-niners risked deadly per-
il for what they dreamed would be a 
huge reward. Some traveled 18,000 
nautical miles and eight months 
around the tip of South America to 
reach San Francisco from the East 
Coast. Others traveled overland using 
the California Trail. Each route was 
dangerous, but after San Francisco 
newspaper publisher Samuel Bran-
nan strode through the streets hold-
ing aloft a vial of precious metal and 
shouting “Gold! Gold! Gold from the 
American River!” gold fever took hold 
of America, and the world.

Filmmaker Mikey Weir has gold 
fever of a different kind. He’s after 
arm-length brown trout with buttery 
yellow flanks, and it seems he’s also 
willing to do just about anything to 
catch them. In the opening scenes we 
seem him running Tunnel Chute rap-
ids (Class V) on the Middle Fork of 
the American River with a fly rod in 



one hand and a whitewater helmet on 
his head.

“It’s fairly violent. When you hit that 
bottom hole, if you’re swimming, you 
go down to what we call the dream 
route,” says Grady Garlough (Rise Up 
Outfitters) in describing the initial ob-
stacle. “You go real deep. If something 
happens, it gets ugly really quick. 

It’s not a joke. You gotta weigh those 
options of what are you are willing to 
risk to get into places.”

“That’s what it takes to get to the 
good fishing these days,” says Weir. 
“There’s a little risk involved, but the 
payoff is catching these really beauti-
ful, quality, healthy, wild fish that no-
body else has caught.”

At the bottom of the 15-mile run 
Weir and his friends face an even 
more frightening Ruck-A-Chucky 
Falls, but in between they find the 
treasure they are looking for—soli-
tude and massive brown trout in the 
country’s most populous state (and 
one of the driest).

Gold Fever catches the excitement 
and adventure of finding a gold mine 
of trout fishing in your backyard—and 
of having it all to yourself. If you’re fa-
miliar with the legacy of Weir’s other 
films like Trout Bum Diaries, Fish Eye, 
and Soulfish, you’ll love this latest pro-
duction. Weir has the edgy passion for 
our sport you rarely find elsewhere, 
and he matches it with a reverence for 
all the gifts of nature. For me, it was 
the highlight of the International Fly 
Fishing Film Festival. 

—Ross Purnell



H A T C H E S

28 •  F L Y  F I S H E R M A N  •

Simms Warriors & Quiet 
Waters G3 Guide Waders

In the summer of 2007, retired Ma-
rine Colonel Eric Hastings and Dr. 

Volney Steele brought two groups of 
traumatically injured combat veterans 
to Bozeman. The 14 Marines and sail-
ors from the Naval Medical Center in 
San Diego were outfitted with quality 
fly-fishing gear; float trips on nearby 
blue-ribbon waters; instruction from 
local guides; and comfortable accom-
modations away from hospitals, war 
zones, and rehab facilities. Building 
on that initial success, Warriors & 
Quiet Waters (WQW) has grown annu-
ally and last year, together with help 
from dozens of volunteers, helped 69 
wounded warriors and 15 spouses 
make Montana fly fishing part of their 
recovery and rehabilitation.

If you’re a guide in the Bozeman 
area you can help by volunteering 
your time to WQW. Consumers can 
help support wounded vets with this 
limited-edition run of 2,000 Simms 
G3 Guide Waders ($550, simmsfishing. 
com). With every purchase, WQW 
gets $50—an effort that will result in 
a total of $100,000 for the foundation.

The identifiable waders have a Mul-
ticam camo pocket, belt loops, and 
top hem trims; and a Warriors & Qui-
et Waters custom patch attaches to the 
fly patch. Other than the military styl-
ings, these are standard made-in-Mon-
tana G3 Guide Waders with 3-layer 
GORE-TEX Pro Shell in the upper 
body and 5-layer Pro Shell in legs. 
Available in 19 stock sizes.

Redington Zero

These are the lightest trout reels 
on the market—3 ounces for 

the largest 4/5-weight, 3.3" diam-
eter—and surprisingly, they are 
not machined. Zero reels ( $90, 
redington.com) are die-cast with 
a skeletonized design Redington 
says is “unmachinable” by any CNC 
machine, and stronger than any oth-
er die-cast reel. 

Scientific Anglers  
Mastery MPX

The Mastery GPX was one of the 
best-selling lines of all time, 

popular from the Great Lakes to the 
Rocky Mountain West, so the Sci-
entific Anglers development team 
spent three years refining, fishing, 
and casting the new MPX in order 
to make sure they could improve it. 
Some things stayed the same with 
the smooth Mastery line, but the new 
MPX ($75, scientificanglers.com) has 
subtle differences in how the mass 
is distributed for better performance 
over a greater range of situations.

“When it came time to give the GPX 
a redesign, the last thing we wanted to 
do was abandon everything that made 
it so popular,” said research and de-
velopment manager Andrew Bosway. 
“We were able to take everything good 
about the GPX—its quick-loading ca-
pabilities, all-around versatility, and 
distance capabilities—and improve 
upon them by redistributing the mass 
of the head.” 

New & Notable❱



Sage Pulse

This isn’t Sage’s top technology in terms of blank design, but it’s a workhorse rod you can depend on in almost 
any situation from throwing Sofa Pillows on Rock Creek, to delicate Trico work in Cheesman Canyon. Our tester 

used the 8-weight Pulse ($450-$650, sageflyfish.com) for bonefish in Biscayne Bay, and a 13-foot 7-weight for sea-run 
trout in Tierra del Fuego. “What surprises me about the Pulse is the consistent performance across a range of sizes 
and a broad spectrum of applications,” he said. “Some brands have a sweet spot where, for instance, the 4-weight is 
really good, but the 8-weight sucks. The Pulse is consistently good no matter what weight you pick up or where you 
take it fishing.”

Winston BIII Plus

While most BIII Plus rods ($855-$895, winstonrods.com) will go to salt water, they will also work anywhere you 
deal with big flies, fat fly lines, nasty headwinds, and powerful fish. Musky fishing? This is the rod. The sweet 

spots in this series are the 8- and 9-weight “jungle rods” with a longer cork handle and fighting butt, and a reinforced 
butt and midsection for more lifting power when you’re dealing with stubborn peacock bass and golden dorado. All 
BIII Plus rods have oversized chrome snake guides, Nanolite stripping guides, oversized tip-top, and green anodized 
aluminum reel seats. 
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You can’t just walk up to the fabled portions of the 
Smith River and start casting. That’s because a 59-

mile stretch of the Smith is a carefully managed state park 
with only one access point at the top, and another at the 
bottom. Floaters must enter an annual lottery to win the 
opportunity to drift the fabled blue-ribbon trout stream.

But environmental groups like the Montana Environ-
mental Information Center (MEIC) and Earthworks say a 
proposed copper mine a mile from an important spawn-
ing tributary could harm or even destroy the recreation-
al fishery, which according to the American Fly Fishing 
Trade Association contributes 107 jobs and nearly $10 
million annually to Montana’s economy.

Fly Fisherman readers first learned of the Black Butte 
Copper Project in the Feb-Mar 2014 issue, but at that time 
it was still a proposal with no detailed operational plan. 

A two-year multi-agency study re-
leased by the Pennsylvania De-

partment of Environmental Protection 
(DEP) narrows the list of causes for 
the dramatic downturn in smallmouth 
bass in the Susquehanna River near 
Harrisburg, but doesn’t point to a sin-
gle “smoking gun” responsible for the 
river’s chronic problems.

Prior to 2005, the river was one of 
the most popular fisheries in the state. 
For the past decade it has been a poster 
child for “inter-sex” bass  (smallmouth 
with both male and female reproduc-
tive organs), and for deformed bass 

with lesions and open sores. 
The peer-reviewed study released 

in December, 2015, started with 14 
possible causes of reduced small-
mouth bass recruitment, and elimi-
nated 12 of those candidate causes 
as “unlikely” or “uncertain.” Accord-
ing to the study, the “likely” causes 
of the bass crash are endocrine dis-
rupters and herbicides that interfere 
with bass hormonal systems, and 
pathogens and parasites that nor-
mally don’t kill bass, but greatly af-
fect Susquehanna smallmouth due to 
weakened immune systems.

PA Fish & Boat Commission Di-
rector John Arway has been trying 
for years to get the DEP to list the 
Susquehanna as impaired under the 
federal Clean Water Act, but the state 
agency has avoided the classification, 
“because it starts a time line for devel-
oping a restoration plan,” he said.

Instead of listing the river as im-
paired, DEP secretary John Quigley 
said, “DEP will continue to monitor 
the health of the Susquehanna River. 
We will move research into the tribu-
taries to try to find the sources of po-
tential water quality issues.” 

Smith River Mine “Best-in-Class”

Ten Years Later, More Research Needed

Photo ❱ FishEyeGuyPhotography.com

A copper mine on an important spawning tributary of the 
Smith River has Montana fly fishers concerned about the 
future of one of the state’s best trout rivers.

➤

In December 2015, mine owner Tintina Resources submit-
ted its long-awaited mine operating permit application to 
the Montana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ). 
The DEQ will review the application and either reject it or 
approve it and move to the next stage—an environmental 
impact statement requiring a public comment period.

The permit application contains some novel provisions 
like a “cemented tailing facility” intended to hold back 
sulfuric acid and other toxins that have in previous de-
cades leaked from other copper and gold mines. Detailed 
plans for the mine are at tintinaresources.com.

“We are designing a mining operation which we feel 
will be best-in-class with respect to protecting the envi-
ronment, while providing a significant economic oppor-
tunity for Meagher County and the surrounding area,” 
said Jerry Zieg, vice president of exploration. According 
to Tintina, the mine would add 200 local jobs, with rev-
enues of $2 billion over 11 to 14 years.

A leaky tailings pond is just one of many worries out-
lined by environmental watchdogs. Groundwater ex-
traction could dewater Sheep Creek and raise water 
temperatures in the Smith River, which already suffers 
from unnaturally low flows due to irrigation extraction.

“As goes Sheep Creek, so goes the quality of trout fish-
ing in the Smith River,” said Tom Reed, a frequent contrib-
utor to Fly Fisherman and the northwest director for Trout 
Unlimited. “The Smith’s wild rainbow and brown trout 
are a sustainable resource. A boom-and-bust mine with 
an estimated life of 11 years and the potential to harm the 
fishery is simply not a good idea.”

“Mining companies are notorious for making promises 
up front, but not keeping them once their operation is up 
and running,” said Derf Johnson, clean water director for 
MEIC. “Acid mine drainage has been the death sentence for 
several of Montana’s rivers and streams.

An active petition at saveoursmith.org asking Montana 
Governor Steve Bullock to protect the Smith River has 
7,000 signatures.



“I believe there is no more pristine fshery in the world... it exceeded all my hopes.”   –Cam Stringer

“It’s bar-none, the best trout fshing in the World... one of the few truly wild places.”   –Ralph Nacey

“I stopped pausing to take pictures of anything less than 24 inches.”   –Anna Johns

“...fshed for Rainbows in Alaska for over 28 years. I have never seen anything there  

that compares to fshing with The Best of Kamchatka.”   –Frank Wake    Fly Fish Wild Alaska

“Oz was top notch, from the transportation, to the food, to the outstanding fshing.”
–Bruce King   Retired Alaska Dept. of Fish and Game, Rainbow Trout Research Biologist

TWO YURT RIVER FLOAT TRIP 
During our short season only 40 anglers (3 guides/6 anglers per week) will be lucky enough to venture 

to the Two Yurt River. Draining a large lake, Two Yurt always runs clear and regularly sees a run of 500k 

Sockeyes, 30k King Salmon, many chums and a huge run of Silvers. No other lodge/outftter has access 

to this prolifc river. Our Chef and camp hand move your gear between each set of 5 cabins spread out 

on the river. At the end of your day smashing huge trout, you will arrive at the cabins to cold beer, 

hot showers and hors d’oeuvre ready. This is a foat trip to dream about.  

OZERNAYA RIVER JET BOAT LODGE 
10 anglers maximum per week (70 anglers for the entire season) access this fantastic fshery located 

inside a restricted Russian Military Zone. The OZ is the most wadeable large spring creek on the planet 

fowing directly into the Bering Sea, over 100 miles of private water at our doorstep. From a creel survey 

conducted during the 2014 season, our anglers landed 7,953 Rainbows averaging 22 inches; 17 trout per 

person/day. The OZ also offers trophy Grayling, 36-inch Dolly Varden, and huge runs of Silver and King 

Salmon. Our Chef and two additional camp hands support the OZ lodge making it an un-rivaled food 

and wilderness experience. We are thrilled to announce that due to local politics on Kamchatka, the 

gold mine has been put on hold and will not be developed in the near future.

RAINBOWS FROM ABOVE FLY-OUT LODGE 
Kamchatka’s only full Fly-Out Lodge allows a maximum of 4 anglers per week (24 for the season) to fy 

to the most untouched Trophy Rainbow rivers on earth. Strategically located on beautiful Two Yurt Lake, 

we have access to dozens of trout streams within 30 miles of the Lodge. You will enjoy private cabins, 

hot springs, and the fexibility to create your own schedule. Included is private use of our leased MI-2 

helicopter. Our pilot has 31 years of Kamchatka fying supported by a full time mechanic with 45 years

of experience.

is the only agent/outftter who works exclusively on Kamchatka. This singular 

focus shows in our superior guide staff, cuisine, equipment selection, fshing 

programs and intense attention to details. Your trip is almost all we think about – 

it’s that important. Every program has private cabins and incredible fshing – whether it is the Ozernaya 

Spring Creek, Two Yurt River or Kamchatka’s only full fy-out program Rainbows From Above.

THE PARTNERS 
Will Blair (US Partner) and Victor Rebrikov 

(Russian Partner) have worked together 

since 1999. In that time we have taken over  

a thousand anglers to the most remote  

corners of the Kamchatka Peninsula.  

Our fshing programs are dialed in.

WHAT SETS US APART 
Our three programs operate in an area that is 

nearly 2.8 million acres, and we fsh it all. Just 

imagine one outftter in an area larger than 

Yellowstone, Rocky Mountain, Redwood and 

Lassen National Parks combined! These four 

National Parks saw 7.9 million tourists in 2014, 

our wilderness saw 136. There is a reason anglers 

leave Kamchatka with tears in their eyes: it’s a 

powerful experience to see a place so unspoiled. 

We are not a big booking agency who touts to 

be all things to all people, we are KAMCHATKA! 

Our rivers fsh great every year, unlike some 

others on the peninsula that are great when 

the stars align. We only fsh clear rivers that  

are easy to wade and full of big trout.

LIMITED-OFFER!

RECEIVE A FREE 

2-SIDED 24” X 36” 
ENGLISH MAP  

OF KAMCHATKA!

CALL OR EMAIL

530-941-8524 
bigrainbows@thebestofkamchatka.com 

TheBestofKamchatka.com

 2.8 MILLION ACRES // 3 LOCATIONS // 20 GUESTS

FISH WHERE THE FISH ARE



This is just an average dorado, but every fish 
landed is a treasure worth celebrating. Hooking 
and landing one of these razor-toothed, thickly 
armored fish in small, clear, freestone waters 
requires a stealthy approach, stout tackle, and a 
great deal of help from the local aboriginal tribes.

➤

The conquistadors were right—there is trea



> S A R A H  G R I G G

SPANIARD FRANCISCO DE ORELLANA 

WASN’T THE FIRST EUROPEAN TO EX-

PLORE THE BOLIVIAN JUNGLE. But when 

this curious soul sought river passage 

from Peru to the Atlantic in 1541, it did 

mark the first time a conquistador at-

tempted that particular route.

Gold
BOLIVIA

sure hidden deep within the jungle
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Dorado are considered powerful hunting 
partners because they corral sábalo into 
shallow water. Tribal hunters revere the 
golden dorado for this attribute because 
it allows them to harvest the sábalo with 
bow and arrow.

➤

His party was nearly decimated by 
warriors at various points along the 
way. During one such encounter, In-
can women pummeled the explorers 
with arrows, leaving their boats (and 
bodies) looking like porcupines. The 
Spaniards left standing thought these 
women were the Greek Amazons of 
mythology, naming the river “Las Am-
azonas.”

The tale is a footnote in the devel-
opment of Amazonian fly fishing. But 
if you’re going to establish an angling 
destination that requires the support 
of indigenous Bolivians, you’d best 
know it. Mythology, it turns out, is at 
the heart of jungle angling.

After 515 years of contact with Eu-
ropean settlers, the people of the 
Tsimané, Yuracaré, and Moxeño 
tribes—descendants of the Inca—are 
still nomads, hunters, and fishermen, 
living near the banks of the Amazon. 
Their mythology remains intact as 
well. Long ago, they say, there was a 
city of great riches located by a lake. 
So abundant were its treasures that, 

as an initiation rite, a tribal chief 
coated himself in gold dust and dove 
into the water, emerging as a shim-
mering god. This legend of El Dorado 
drove treasure-crazed conquistadors, 
who feverishly mapped the Amazon. 
Today, the legend lives in the golden 
dorado, the apex fish of the river re-
vered as a god by local tribes, and in-
creasingly, by fly fishers.

A God Among Fish
Argentine Marcelo Perez held a dual 

goal when stepping foot into the Bo-
livian Amazon in the 21st century: he 
sought a place for fishermen to ethi-
cally use protected areas, and to boost 
the profile of golden dorado within 
the international fly-fishing commu-
nity. In a whirl of Latino indignation 
he told me, “People didn’t know what 
a powerful fish it was. This shocked 
me, because a big dorado on the line 
is pure adrenaline.”

Along with partner Rodrigo Salles, 
Perez founded Untamed Angling in 
the heart of this indigenous territory. 



Photo ❱ RA Beattie

Combining recreation, anthropology, 
biology, and business to create a desti-
nation angling economy, the operation 
marks an unfolding trend in the world 
of fly fishing. The result is an abrupt 
and welcome departure from tradition-
al ecotourism models.

A Better Model
Since the 1980s, nonprofit and gov-

ernment groups in the developing 
world have experimented with re-
sources management models engag-
ing indigenous peoples, often called 
“community-based conservation.” Clas-
sic models from North America and 
Europe too often divided people from 
nature. In the 20th century, command- 
and-control-models excluded aborig-
inal communities from projects run 
by Westerners who founded nation-
al parks and conducted ecological re-
search in developing countries.

Take for example, the designation 
of Serengeti National Park in 1954. 
Wildlife specials feature wildebeest 
migrating across unpeopled grass-
lands, narrated by a fuddy-duddy Brit-
ish accent woven with swooning violin 
strings. The more complex truth is, the 
founding of Serengeti displaced thou-
sands of Masaai herders and, more or 
less, collapsed their pastoral economy.

The park designation aimed to pro-
tect wildlife, but pushed the Masaai 
culture onto an endangered species 
list of its own. Add inter-ethnic vio-
lence and a declining economy in the 
21st century, and the Masaai—who tra-
ditionally revered elephants as beings 

with human souls—had no choice but 
to survive by whatever means possible, 
whether abetting ivory poaching or 
other forms of unsustainable harvest.

With community-based conserva-
tion, tribes partake in the management 
of resources and related recreational 
economies. In theory, if you give peo-
ple a stake in the resource of interest, 
they will value it and ensure sustain-
able use. The concept of community-
based conservation is as idealistic as 
it is innovative. Some programs have 
flourished. Some have withered. Some 
have come to a violent end. But the 
model continues to evolve, finding new 
forms in remote corners of the planet.

The Masaai built and today run Il 
Ngwesi Eco-Lodge and safari tours. 
Within Mongolia’s Gobi Gurvan 
Saikhan National Park, The Nature 
Conservancy and park officials work 
with subsistence herders to sustainably 
graze livestock. American entrepre-
neur Gregory Carr funded the resto-
ration of Mozambique’s Gorongosa 
National Park through his nonprofit, a 
project heavily engaging locals.

Business in Bolivia
Bolivian President Evo Morales—a 

member of the Aymara tribe—is con-
sidered the first indigenous leader 
elected in the country’s history. Tribal 
identity is strong and intact throughout 
the country, making it a ripe location 
for community-based models. How 
does this approach look when under-
taken by privately funded, fly-fishing 
destination developers? 

The Tsimané, Yuracaré, and Moxeño 
people live on land owned and man-
aged by the Indian Association, Isiboro 
Sécure National Park and Indigenous 
Territory. There is no parallel land des-
ignation in our hemisphere, but it may 
be likened to a national park-meets-
federal Indian reservation in the Unit-
ed States. 

When Perez first investigated the 
region in 2006, he observed a rich 
fishery and a tribe with strong iden-
tity looking for its niche between tra-
ditional culture and the 21st century. 
For more than 500 years, the Indians’ 
interaction with the outside world ar-
rived in the form of colonial masters, 
missionaries, and drug runners. These 
outsiders arrived, introduced inden-
tured servitude or religion or goods, 
and then disappeared. While they left 
their marks, for better or worse, the 
Tsimané have proven remarkably resis-
tant and ambivalent to acculturation.

Today, new interests hover about the 
fringes. Deforestation, proposed high-
ways, dams, mining, and oil exploita-
tion threaten to degrade this fragile 
system and communities therein. Per-
ez viewed fly fishing as a way to po-
tentially mitigate some of these threats.

For three years, he met with chiefs 

Untamed Angling uses traditional 
dugout canoes to move fly fishers 
throughout the headwaters of the 
Amazon river in Bolivia. Each boat 
has a Spanish/English-speaking 
fishing guide, and two indigenous 
navigators.

➤

Gold
BOLIVIA
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and tribal organizations. Through ex-
tensive diplomatic process, he obtained 
long-term exclusivity to operate within 
the territory.

“The model is new and important. 
It took tremendous work to build. At 
the beginning, it was difficult. This is 
a high risk for us, the investors. The 
agreement is based solely on our abil-
ity to retain diplomatic relationships 
with the tribe. It has to be genuine,” 
insists Perez, “because they can push 
you out whenever they feel like it.” 

They reached a deal in which com-
munities own the land, lodges, and 
camps. Untamed Angling pays the con-
cession fees and provides lodge acces-
sories, fishing equipment, training, and 
international clientele. A fixed portion 
of each guest’s stay goes to the tribe, 
the other to Untamed Angling. The in-
come garnered by tribes funds commu-
nity projects.

As part of the agreement, Untamed 
Angling must report to Colleción Boli-
viano de Fauna—the biological insti-
tute monitoring the territory—on the 
fishing management plan, garbage re-
ports, energy and fuel consumption, 
and other details. The agreement also 
calls for catch-and-release-only for 
golden dorado and the sustainable har-
vest of other species.

One fishing operation cannot as-
suage every challenge these commu-
nities face; what it can do is provide a 
space to cultivate traditional and new 
skills. While some destination fishing 
lodges rely entirely on outside vendors, 
Untamed Angling’s operations—Pluma 
and Asunta Lodges—lean on local ser-
vices due to extreme isolation. Com-
munity members maintain the airstrip 
and the lodges. Some provide artisanal 
goods. Others act as angling trip ca-
noe guides, taking clients on the wa-
ter alongside Argentine fishing guides.

“Fishing is what they’ve done for 
thousands of years,” Marcelo explains. 
“Because of their knowledge, we are 
seeing a new kind of angler, the jungle 
angler, combining a fly angler’s tech-
nical knowledge with indigenous ex-
pertise. Their expertise improves the 
experience for the Western angler. 
They know things that we can never 
know, subtle signs and behaviors with-
in the river and jungle environment 
that we are oblivious to. The jungles 
are disappearing. But there is a new 
breed of angler who is tapped into the 
old tradition of angling while extend-
ing reach into a new ecosystem, with-
in a new tourism model.”

Making the Film
Filmmakers RA Beattie and Jako Lu-

cas—both of whom have fished the 
planet’s most obscure corners—headed 

south to document the Bolivia program 
in early 2015, and the resulting film 
Jungle Angler is now on tour in the 2016 
Fly Fishing Film Tour.

“The cool thing about fly fishing 
as an ecotourism operation is the 
awareness it brings with it,” Beattie 
explains. “Is the small investment of 
a lodge going to save a place if you 
have a multimillion-dollar industry 
like mining proposing to use the same 
land and offering greater incentives? 
Quite possibly. Anglers are super  
conscious of protecting places and 
rally to do so. Whenever you can 
bring fly fishers into a place, it’s a 
bonus. There are lots of ecotourists, 
but anglers are really vocal.” 

The itinerary for this trip doesn’t 
require the constitution of a conquis-
tador, but does demand a willingness 
to follow a lightly traveled path. Visi-
tors fly into Santa Cruz and overnight. 
From here, a puddle jumper delivers 
guests to a landing strip in the heart 
of the Amazon.

“It was a different location from 
what I’m accustomed to—the Sey-
chelles with white sands and open 
flats,” says Lucas, a native of South Af-
rica. “We didn’t have a clue where we 
were heading. You have to heighten 
your sense of awareness immediately.”

The filmmakers forged an addition-
al three days up the Rio Negro to fish, 
hauling filming and fishing equipment 
in dugout canoes, and hiking on foot.

“The further we went upstream, the 
more it was like Jurassic Park,” recalls 
Lucas. “It’s loud in the jungle, things 
are calling overhead and everything 
around you is moving. There were jag-
uar tracks everywhere. It was ominous 
to see heavy sign and never spot the 
cats. We hiked up the Negro as far as 
we could and cast to fish that had never 
seen a fly. These dorado were like T. rex, 

with hard skulls and razor teeth.”
Dorado are highly mobile, requir-

ing distinct habitats in which to breed 
and feed. The fish travel between these 
spots, covering up to 1,500 kilometers 
in their migration. Anglers must be 
closely attuned to these cycles in or-
der to locate the fish, which is why the 
tribal knowledge involved in hunting 
them is so critical. 

Adult dorado are piscivorous, feed-
ing on catfish, bream, and sábalo, a sta-
ple fish for the tribes. Beattie explained 
the more practical reason for the tribal 
reverence of the dorado: “Beyond the 
‘Devil’s Gold’ tale, the Tsimané attri-
bute mythological status to the dorado 
because they push sábalo into shallow 
water to trap and kill as part of their 
hunting behavior. Tribal hunters take 
advantage of this, harvesting the cor-
ralled sábalo with bow and arrow as 
the dorado feed around the fringes. 
The tribes revere the fish as a power-
ful hunting partner.”

Lucas was awestruck by this aspect: 
“I’m not used to the viewpoint of fish 
as godlike. Across Africa and the In-
dian Ocean, fish are always a food 
source, harvested and consumed. The 
mythological aspect was something en-
tirely unique about this fishery.”

Other than baitfish, dorado also take 
small mammals, reptiles, and birds 
from the surface. There is no mistake 
when one eats a fly. Flies for dorado 
are built to withstand serious jaw pres-
sure, sharp teeth, and aggressive runs. 
Once hooked, they go airborne.

Lucas echoed the accounts of those 
who have fought the notoriously feisty 
species: “Sight-fishing to a 30-pound 
golden dorado, you cast upstream 
and strip as fast as possible. They’ll 
catch your streamer. You’ve gotta be 
100 percent on the ball. The streams 
are small and narrow, as well as clear. 
So you have to be stealthy, which is 
tricky with all the line management. I 
set hard on one fish that just destroyed 
my fly. The hook came out, hit me in 
the shoulder, and created a massive 
bruise. That’s how aggressive every-
thing is with dorado.”

Beattie agreed it was one of the most 
extreme environments in which he had 
fished: “If you could lay out all the ex-
periences you could have worldwide, 
the jungle truly stands out. It’s consis-
tently wild. You are in the most ex-
treme environment in terms of being 
in an ecosystem in which everything 
is trying to kill everything else. The 
fishing is intense. Your entire day is 
intense. It pushes you. There are land 
leeches, freshwater stingrays, vines 
evolved to snag with massive thorns. 

“The sheer variety of life there 
is insane. That’s how the fishery is. 

➤

We hiked up 
the Rio Negro
as far as we 

could and cast 
to fish that had 
never seen a fly.
These dorado 

were like T. rex,
with hard skulls 
and razor teeth.
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You go to a fresh jungle like Boliv-
ia and every square inch of the wa-
ter is moving. The river biomass is so 
rich,” he says. “A lot of the imagery 
we found compelling was on a real-
ly small scale. You can look at the top 
of the food chain—the jaguar, the do-
rado. Great subject matter. The eco-
system as a whole is more interesting 
than just the biggest predators. We re-
ally want to capture the system holis-
tically within the film.”

But filming didn’t come without its 
challenges. “The humidity and the 
temperature were hard on the equip-
ment. Setting up shots was a chal-
lenge because the rivers are narrow. 
Then, add this aggressive fish. You 
have to be ready at all times to cap-
ture images because everything hap-
pens in a split second with dorado 
and the jungle as a whole. This real-
ly puts the hunting prowess of the lo-
cal people in perspective. They could 
pull out a bow and shoot something 
before we could even get the camer-
as ready.”

Ready-to-eat food is not a luxury, so 
if dinner scampers or swims by, hunters 
are ready to take aim. Most fly fishers 
there will witness hunting action with 
their indigenous guides, and might get 
a lesson on shooting a fish with bow 
and arrow. A Tsimané quiver consists 
of three arrows for fish and small ani-
mals, a small, round thumper for small 
birds and mammals, and a single spear 
for large game. To use each effectively 
requires years of training. The skill and 
accuracy of hunters is uncanny.

“When filming a fishing docu-
mentary, we’re often trying to cap-
ture the story as it unfolds. It’s not 
always clear when we start an adven-
ture what that story will be, but it 
became crystal clear to us that the 
local guides would be largely influ-
ential on the filming and subsequent 
tale,” says Beattie. “Their ties to land 
and wildlife are a strong reminder of 
how far removed our culture is from 
nature, and what skill sets we’ve 
lost. Working with Amazonian tribes 
recalibrates our natural priorities.”

A heavy dorado is a team effort. Here, 
Rodrigo Salles (far left), Gabriel Gygax, 
Jako Lucas, and Marcelo Perez enjoy 
the camaraderie of jungle fishing.

➤

Perez echoes this sentiment: “We 
don’t have a past, a background for 
this kind of angling. Fly fishing has its 
customs and heroes. This might be a 
romantic idea. But our background is 
rooted in the Tsimané knowledge. Con-
necting to the jungle through fly fish-
ing is possible because of them.”

In spite of that newness, Untamed 
Angling is building three new projects 
in Brazil based on the same model, 
which so far, seems to offer a win-win 
for all involved.

“With the lodges in place, the tribe 
has a long-term investment. The Indi-
ans are proud of this project,” Perez 
says. “It brings pride to their culture 
and knowledge. Young people were 
leaving the jungle communities for the 
cities, where they fell to the wayside. 
Some of them are coming back to work 
as guides, to come back to what they 
have known for generations.” 

Sarah Grigg (sarah-grigg.com) is a 
freelance writer and editor. She lives in 
Bozeman, Montana.



  

The Indian Peaks Wilderness Area near Boulder, 
Colorado, has 33 alpine lakes with naturally reproducing 
trout populations, and miles of stream fishing. The lakes 
average 10,550 feet above sea level.

➤
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JJUST A CROW’S FLIGHT WEST OF BOULDER, COLORA-

DO LIES ONE OF AMERICA’S PREMIER HIGH-ALTITUDE 

BACKCOUNTRY WILDERNESS AREAS. Colorado’s Indian 

Peaks Wilderness Area (IPWA) starts at 10,000 feet and 

hiking 1,000 feet higher takes you where alpine tun-

dra starts. More than 35 percent of IPWA is above the 

tree line. IPWA showcases seven peaks above 13,000 

feet but being a fly fisher, I’ve never been atop a single 

one—there’s no point—trout don’t live on top of moun-

tains. It’s the valleys with their lakes, streams, and 

postcard campsites I’m most interested in.

The Other Wilderness
One hundred years ago, much of the 

land within IPWA was intended to be 
part of Rocky Mountain National Park 
(RMNP). But due to landowner greed 
and the potential for gold, silver, and of 
course liquid gold (water), the land was 
held privately until 1978. That’s when 
the 95th United States Congress, under 
President Jimmy Carter, designated the 
Indian Peaks as a wilderness area via 
the guidance of the Wilderness Act of 
1964. For the past 27 years, IPWA has 
become one of the top visited wilder-
ness areas in the United States.

Unlike the nearby national park on 
the northern border of IPWA, there 
are no roads that go from one side to 
the other. In fact, there are no roads 
inside of IPWA whatsoever, and nar-
row gravel roads take you to the edge 

Backcountry camping permits cost $5 and are issued on a first-come, first-served basis by 
the U.S. Forest Service.  Nearly 1,000 feet below this backcountry campsite lies the aptly 
named Hell Canyon and Upper Lake.

➤

Cutthroat trout are the crown jewels of the Indian Peaks Wilderness Area and can grow large despite the short 
ice-free season. This specimen was caught at more than 11,000 feet above sea level.

➤
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of the wilderness area where parking 
areas at each trailhead support early 
rising visitors. A majority of the IPWA 
is accessed via 15 trailheads. With the 
exception of the Brainard Lake trail-
head, there is free parking at each 
trailhead, but space is often limited.

IPWA is much like RMNP, but in the 
same breath, worlds different. Where 
they are the same is being protected 
land for the public to enjoy—full of 
mountains, streams, lakes, glacial de-
posits, elk, mountain sheep, moose, 
and of course trout. In contrast to 
RMNP, IPWA is more wild. IPWA is 
more remote. IPWA is higher in alti-
tude, a veritable high-altitude junkie’s 
heaven.

What type of alpine fishing do you 
prefer? An lake full of risers at ice-out 
or a stream inlet or outlet full of fat 
cutthroat? Take your pick as IPWA has 
it all, but be prepared to hike to find 
the best rewards. Hike a little or a lot, 
there’s plenty to choose from depend-
ing on your desire and level of fitness.

Twenty-eight trails traverse 133 
miles, and most of the trails are 
flanked by streams teeming with fish, 
flowing from several high alpine lakes 
chocked with trout. Six of those trails 
cross over the Continental Divide giv-
ing adventurers unparalleled views of 
the Colorado Rockies.

Wild Trout
Of the 50+ alpine lakes in IPWA, 

which average 10,550 feet in altitude, 
33 have naturally reproducing trout 
populations. While the trout might 
not be on average as large as some 
other places in Colorado, they are cer-
tainly abundant. Eastern brook trout, 

Colorado River cutthroat, brown trout, 
splake, and rainbow trout all call the 
high-altitude climes of IPWA home.

The fish formerly known as the 
greenback cutthroat are also in one 
gorgeous cirque lake at 12,000 feet. A 
University of Colorado study authored 
by Jessica Metcalf in 2012 says these 
fish are not in fact greenback cutthroat 
trout, but speaking with significant ex-
perience, I believe these fish look mea-
surably different than any other species 

of cutthroat found in IPWA and RMNP. 
As a fly fisher and not a scientist, I will 
continue to call them “greenies” until 
a better name comes along.

The High Road
The best way to experience IPWA 

is to hoist a backpack and venture 
off in any chosen direction for a few 
days. An overnight trip can take you 
to the Continental Divide and back. 
A three-day trip can give you more 

Photo ❱ Steven B. Schweitzer

➤

“The streamside paths
are the tramplings of 
the uninspired herd;

follow them and your rewards 
will be commensurate.”
— Sheridan Anderson

HIGH ROADThe

Indian Peaks Wilderness Area

Illustration ❱ Alexander Mclaughlin
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time for a larger hiking loop, or for a 
one-way trip over the Continental Di-
vide to the other side. A four-day trip 
or longer will give you a high-altitude 
fishing adventure of epic proportions. 
For any travel in the IPWA backcoun-
try, it’s essential to obtain a copy of 
National Geographic’s Trails Illustrat-
ed Map #102: Indian Peaks/Gold Hill.

Summer Season
One of my favorite times of the year 

is ice-out at IPWA. Timing this event re-
quires a bit of reconnaissance from the 
locals, some planning, and a bit of luck.

The magic time of fishing these 
lakes when ice begins to break up 
and expose the frigid waters beneath 
usually occurs in early to mid-June. 
I say “usually” because some of the 
highest lakes don’t begin to ice-out 
until the last week of July or early 
August, but that is rare.

Hiking before the snow melts of-
ten requires snowshoes to get through 
some soft snow areas. Always be care-
ful when traversing across springtime 
or early summer snow. Be aware of 
what’s underneath and don’t take risks 
that aren’t warranted. There may be 
creek crossings that are not apparent, 
and you don’t want to fall through the 
ice/snow to find a raging stream below. 
For safety, hike with a partner or two 
during the early months of the year. 

Expect temperatures during the day 
to reach as high as 50 F., although high 
30s to low 40s is the norm. Tempera-
tures during the night can get down to 
the frigid single digits, so be prepared 
with proper winter camping gear.

Backpacking during the prime sum-
mer months of July through early Sep-
tember is pure heaven. Runoff typically 
subsides by the second or third week 
of July, and the creeks clear up with 

lower flows delivering a plethora of 
bug hatch activity and rising trout. 
Temperate days in the 70s, and per-
fectly cool sleeping nights in the 50s  
require no more gear than a small biv-
vy or one-person tent and a 40-degree 
sleeping bag. It’s often far more com-
fortable here than it is down in Denver.

Of course, on all overnight trips, be 
sure to pack water filtration, and what-
ever you need to cook your meals. The 
rest of your gear is personal choice.

If you backpack IPWA during the 
latter half of September or later, plan 
on sleet, hail, rain, snow, and anything 
else Mother Nature can throw at you. 
Indian Peaks is known for wind year-
round, but some of the nastiest weath-
er is in the fall. Fishing is good right 
until the water turns hard again, but 
the gear you choose will be similar to 
what you’d pack for ice-out fishing.

The U.S. Forest Service allocates 

Destination Elev (ft) Species Notes

Meadow Creek 
Reservoir

9,958 Rainbow, Colorado River cutthroat Just outside of IPWA, but worth a visit in the summer.  Trout regularly 
rise in early morning and late afternoon.

Long Lake, near 
Brainard Lake

10,522 Brook trout, cutthroat A short hike for quality brook trout fishing.

Lake Isabelle 10,868 Cutthroat A short hike past Long Lake.  Plenty of open shoreline to fish.

Brainard Lake 10,340 Brook trout, cutthroat Technically it’s just outside of IPWA, but still worth a visit.

Red Deer Lake 10,372 Brook trout, cutthroat A comfortable day hike but getting to the trailhead requires 4.2 miles 
of off-road travel with an ATV or 4-wheel-drive off-road vehicle.

Diamond Lake 10,946 Brook trout, cutthroat, splake A very popular day hike destination with a large parking area at the 
July Fourth trailhead.

Mitchell Lake 10,700 Brook trout, cutthroat A modest one-hour hike for some fun brook trout fishing in a classic 
IPWA scenic setting.

Cony Lakes 10,500 - 
11,000

Cutthroat Not an easy hike, but rewarding fishing for cutthroat.  Best as an 
overnight trip.

King Lake 11,430 Cutthroat One of the most scenic hikes in the IPWA.  If you make it to King 
Lake, consider nearby Betty and Bob lakes as well.

Upper Lake  10,730 Colorado River cutthroat Located in the aptly named Hell Canyon. It’s best to make this an 
overnight stay.

Gilbraltar Lake 11,188 Greenback cutthroat Consider an overnight stay when hiking to this idyllic high altitude lake 
tucked in a massive cirque.

Rainbow Lakes 10,000 Brook trout and some cutthroat The four largest lakes are less than a mile from the trailhead.  Perfect for 
family fishing, especially with children or beginners.

Round Lake 11,136 Colorado River cutthroat Completely off-trail and seldom fished. Requires some basic orien-
teering skill and rock-hopping to get to the lake.

Arapaho Creek 10,593 Brook trout, brown trout, and 
Colorado River cutthroat

A stream of many faces—long meadow runs, riffles, and classic pools.

Buchanan 
Creek

11,579 Colorado River cutthroat For as long as you want to hike, a fun and productive creek to fish on 
the west side of the Continental Divide.

Cascade Creek 10,941 Rainbow, brook trout, brown trout, 
and Colorado River cutthroat

Aptly named, this creek has hundreds of small to large cascades 
creating ultra-photogenic trout stream fishing.

Mitchell Creek 11,884 Brook trout and some cutthroat During normal flows, this creek flowing out of Mitchell Lake offers 
ruggged, tight quarters fishing with rock and log hopping for some 
exciting native cutthroat and brookie fishing.

The Two-Mile-High Club
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backcountry permits for the wilder-
ness from June 1 to September 15. A 
limited number of permits are avail-
able for each of the 17 backcountry 
zones. Permits are restricted to a first-
come, first-served basis so request 
your permit as far in advance as pos-
sible. Permits are $5 per reservation. 
For more detailed information search 
“Indian Peaks Wilderness Rules and 
Regulations” at fs.fed.us.

Rigging Up
Fishing high-altitude lakes doesn’t 

require anything different than a 
typical trout stream. An 8- or 9-foot 
5-weight is perfect for lakes and the 
companion wind that will greet you ev-
ery afternoon. A shorter 3- or 4-weight 
is better for the streams—or take a ten-
kara rod for simple fishing and lighter 
backpacking with no reel.

For flies, bring your favorites, but if 
you don’t carry ants and beetles in siz-
es 14 to 18, hoppers in size 12 to 14, 
size 14 caddis drys, and size 16 to 20 
Para-Adams, then your high-altitude 
box is incomplete.

Some of the productive cutthroat 
and brookie lakes, such as Mitchell, 
Long, and the Rainbow lakes are near-
ly drive-to lakes with little more than 
a mile of hiking from their respective 
trailheads. For those short on time or 
the ability to make a multi-day trip, 
these lakes offer some quick high- 
altitude escapes. And where there are 
lakes, there are streams feeding them. 
You could spend a whole day fishing 
the stream up to Mitchell Lake, snatch-
ing up brookies and cutthroats.

The true gems in IPWA are the ones 
that require some backpacking equi-
ty. These are the lakes and streams 
that rouse fervent high-altitude fever 
in fly-fishing junkies. These lakes and 
streams are characteristically above 
10,000 feet and take commensurate ef-
fort to get there. Eight such lakes re-
side above 11,000 feet, with another 23 
lakes above 10,000 feet—all fine trout 
fisheries with primarily Colorado cut-
throat and occasionally brook trout. 
Lake Dorothy, Betty & Bob lakes, King 
Lake, Blue Lake, Skyscraper Reservoir, 
Caribou, and Devil’s Thumb lakes are 
certain to fix the high-altitude hiking 
and fishing itch. You can get there and 
back with a long day hike, but your 
experience will be better if you plan 
for a multi-day backpacking trip.

As the late Sheridan Anderson 
once penned, “The streamside paths 

This view of Lake Isabelle from Pawnee Pass (12,542 feet) shows the type of  
shoreline structure alpine trout cruise when they are feeding.

➤

Photo ❱ Steven B. Schweitzer

are the tramplings of the uninspired 
herd; follow them and your rewards 
will be commensurate.”

This sentiment is most certainly 
true when it comes to experiencing 
IPWA for yourself. Plan to hike some, 
backpack some, even stay overnight 
in a tent—but certainly plan to get 
off-trail to find some pristine high-
altitude water you can call your own 
for a day. You’ll be rewarded with un-
paralleled alpine fishing for colorful 

Colorado trout that are so complex 
in hue that photos will not do them 
justice. 

Steven B. Schweitzer is the coauthor 
with Michael Kruise of A Fly Fishing 
Guide to Colorado’s Indian Peaks Wil-
derness Area (2014 flyfishthepeaks.
com) and also A Fly Fishing Guide to 
Rocky Mountain National Park (2011). 

HIGH ROADThe



Brian Esposito lifts 
a 20-pound snook he 
spotted cruising the 
shoreline along a South 
Florida beach.

➤
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easy-access beaches

SIN YOUR

NOOK

IGHTS

P
h

o
to

 ❱
M

ik
e

 
C

o
n

n
e

r



46 •  F L Y  F I S H E R M A N  •

BILLOWING COLUMNS 

OF BRIGHT WHITE 

CUMULUS CLOUDS 

RINGED THE HORIZON, 

PLACID AND PRETTY, 

BUT SURE TO BECOME 

BLACK AND BOISTEROUS 

BY MIDAFTERNOON. 

Postcard Florida sunshine 

illuminated the white 

sandbar before me, 

where ankle-deep water 

was flooding the deeper 

shoreline trough. 

Looking much like a Bahamas 
bonefish flat, the shallow point up 
ahead extended 50 yards out where 
it dropped off into waist-deep water. 
It’s this kind of “flats topography” that 
makes Hobe Sound Preserve a favor-
ite stretch of Florida Atlantic beach for 
sight casting to snook and the occa-
sional tarpon. Conditions, and my tim-
ing, were perfect. 

My hopes of success soared as a 
dark ribbon of baby anchovies be-
gan running parallel to the beach. As 
I shuffled along barefoot, nearly trans-
parent juvenile whiting and croakers 
jetted out of my path. Okay, so the 
food was here. Where were the snook?

Motion caught my eye up ahead, so 
I picked up my pace a bit. I closed in 
on the ribbon of minnows, and a tell-
tale “hollow,” a nearly perfect empty 
circle, formed within the tiny baits. In 
the center of the circle the gray, ghost-
ly silhouette of a snook materialized, 
baitfish parting to give the predator 
space. The fish made no raid on the 
baits however, and hovered menacing-
ly as if to be picking its moment.

Once I was within accurate casting 
distance, a second circle opened 15 
feet to the right of the first. But this 
snook had other ideas. The attack was 
immediate, and two fish tore through 
the minnows, one doing a showy som-
ersault in its effort. Baitfish showered 
in a fountain and the staccato pop-
pop-pop of the carnage was music. 
I laid out a 60-foot cast, and turned 
the short leader over smartly to put 
my Deceiver on their table. I moved 
it immediately with three successive 
12-inch strips and a fish rose, flashed 
as it missed, then made a solid grab.

I set the hook and the snook came 
to the surface, making a half-hearted 
jump. Its run down the beach quick-
ly cleared my fly line and 10 yards of 
backing from my stripping basket. 
The bright fish then switched up and 
made two clean jumps and tail-walked 
a bit before tiring. I cranked while 
walking toward the 10-pound snook, 
touched its tail and it surged anew, 
but shortly thereafter I was able to get 
my thumb and forefinger on its lower 
jaw. I plucked the streamer free and 

The Best Beaches
Snook travel long distances in the surf, but the largest concentrations of fish are found closest to an inlet or pass, particularly in the 

summer and early fall. Bait schools moving in and out with the tide also give the snook reason to stay in the vicinity. Plus you’ll find more struc-

ture, including hard bottom rubble, rocky outcroppings, and of course, manmade stuff such as jetties and groins near inlets, and these are all 

snook magnets. Snook range as far north as St. Augustine on the Florida Atlantic coast and roughly Homossassa on the Gulf coast, but for 

fishable numbers, consider Tampa Bay beaches (Gulf) and Sebastian (Atlantic) to be the northernmost range for them. 

Here are some popular Florida Atlantic beaches, from south to north, all with good public access:

Atlantic Coast: Palm Beach County’s MacArthur Park and Juno Beach, Carlin Park, Coral Cove Park, Blowing Rocks, Martin County/St. 

Lucie County’s Hobe Sound Public Beach and Hobe Sound Preserve, Bathtub Beach, Stuart Rocks, Tiger Shores, Jensen Public Beach,  

Walton Rocks, Ft. Pierce Jetty Park, Avalon Beach, Round Island. 

Gulf Coast: Entire shoreline of Cape Sable in Florida Bay, small Gulfside beaches of largest islands in Ten Thousand Island tract, Marco 

Island, Cape Romano, Naples beaches (particularly at Clam, Doctor, and Wiggins passes), Carl Johnson City Park at Ft. Myers Beach. Beaches 

of both Captiva and Sanibel Island.

Sarasota: Beaches bordering Longboat Pass, New Pass, and Sarasota passes. 

Tampa: Anclote Key, Honeymoon Island, Caladesi Island State Park, Fort DeSoto Park, Egmont Key.

B
Photo ❱ Mike Conner

Snook have sharp eye-
sight and can track and 
hunt bait close to shore 
in the surf wash where 
you can see them.

➤



guided the fish along in the knee-deep 
water. I scanned the area for sharks 
before letting the revived fish swim 
from my hand. 

I looked up in time to spot a string 
of 10 or so smaller males shouldering 
their way along the ribbon of baits, but 
the fish ignored them. I cast well ahead 
of them and slightly beyond the line I 
thought they’d continue on. I allowed 
my fly to settle, and made a few strips 
to catch their attention. The lead fish 
sped up, but was beaten to the fly by 
a follower. It shook its head violently 
after I set the hook, did an about-face, 
and raced through its schoolmates. 
They flushed but reformed quickly and 
continued on, leaving the hooked fish 
to fend for itself.

As I landed the 5-pounder, I glanced 
up in time to see a big female, easily 
20 pounds, heading my way. I strug-
gled with the fly and by the time I re-
moved it and released my fish, she was 
only 20 feet away. I only raised my rod 
a bit to get my line moving and she ex-
ploded in fear, leaving a sandy plume 
as she was raced for deep water. “Well, 
you’ve seen it all, haven’t you sweet-
heart?” I said under my breath. 

Just as I thought this might be an 
easy afternoon, the breeze freshened 
to 10 knots and a wind-generated 
swell formed. Nothing major, maybe 
knee high, but enough to throw more 
challenge into the game. The slow-
rolling swell would come every 15 sec-
onds or so, tightening up and cresting 
over the first bar before leveling off. 
It was still fishable, and I could keep 
my stripping basket above the swells.

The 2 P.M. sunlight was brilliant, 
and I could easily make out shell 

bottom and the occasional rocky 
patch over 150 feet away. This set 
the stage for my favorite snook of 
all, those challenging single females 
that are unpredictable. The first big 
girl was obvious—a mint-green, arm-
long fish—swimming in 2 feet of wa-
ter, smack against the bottom, pausing 
and then continuing. She was hunting 
for sure, and more tuned in to the bot-
tom than the baits near the surface, so 
I hurriedly swapped my Deceiver for 

Photo ❱ Mike Conner

The author’s pilchard 
fly imitates a common 
Florida baitfish. The 
Dirty Squibbster, DT 
Special, and Norm’s 
Schminnow are some 
other South Florida 
favorites.

➤
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Whether or not baitfish are present, they constitute most of 

the snook’s beach diet. Stick with baitfish patterns primarily, and if you 

see bait, try to match your fly size to the prey species you see along 

the beach. In clear summer surf, I use white or white-and-chartreuse 

flies. White-and-blue or white-and-olive are also good choices. Enrico 

Puglisi finger mullet and anchovy patterns are popular, as are tradi-

tional Deceivers. Many anglers swear by pilchard (scaled sardine) pat-

terns tied with a basic white wing, pearl flash, and an olive topping for 

the back. Try adding some pink flash to the center of the fly to emulate 

the pink lateral flank of most baitfish. 

Many Florida fly fishers create their own patterns for the typi-

cally clear summer surf. Among them are the Dirty Squibbster created 

by Gulf Coast fly fisher Pete Squibb, the DT Special by Capt. Steve 

Gibson, and the versatile and easy-to-tie Norm’s Schminnow, by fly 

shop owner and author Norm Ziegler.

Crab patterns occasionally score on fish that you observe hover-

ing head-down or “grubbing” along the bottom. In those cases, I also 

do well with large Gotchas and white or cream-colored Crazy Char-

lies. Fish them “bonefish style” by bumping them smack on the sand. 

Once a snook tracks this fly, let it drop and the fish will pin it down just 

like a bonefish or permit.
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a large Clouser Minnow, dressed with 
tan and white bucktail and a bit of 
muted pink flash. It is my favorite ju-
venile croaker imitation. The medium 
lead eyes would allow me to bounce it 
along bottom, creating the sand puffs 
that seem to turn the snook on. 

I cast the fly about 6 feet ahead 
of her, and waited. As she closed in 
I made 2-inch strips—just enough to 
make the fly plow along the sand. Fi-
nally, she locked in on it. I saw her 
tail and dorsal fin flare and body lan-
guage change. When she tilted—
bonefish style—I felt the tension. She 
had the fly pinned to the bottom! I 
stripped hard and glanced at my line 

coils in my stripping basket. Every-
thing looked good.

She surprised me by swimming 
evenly and calmly at first. Then she 
jetted, and took my spare line in sec-
onds. Now on the reel, she took an-
other 30 yards of my backing before 
she stopped. A respectable run for a 
snook. The rest of the fight was typ-
ical—a short burst, some tug of war, 
then another burst. I led her inside 
the bar, and out of the waves, and got 
a tape on her. She measured 34 inch-
es, 2 inches over the “keeper” maxi-
mum of 32. But she was safe anyway, 
in the middle of Florida’s closed sum-
mer harvest season for snook. 

Three more opportunities at big sin-
gles failed to draw a strike but made 
for an exciting afternoon of fishing. 
Fly scrutiny for the most part seemed 
to be the deal breaker. After all, snook 
don’t become big females by being 
pushovers. It’s all part of the game 
when you’re walking-and-spotting 
along one of Florida’s many incredi-
ble public beaches.

A Sight Bit Better 
Though many fly fishers hit the 

beaches at first light to beat the heat, 
and find some of the most active feed-
ing fish, the most exciting and produc-
tive fly fishing is when you can sight 
cast during the 9 to 5 window. Snook 
are tropical fish and aren’t fazed by 
water temps in the 84 to 88 degree 

Beach Treats

Big snook are strong 
fighters in the surf and 
often use the current 
and turbulence to their 
advantage.
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Fly fishing becomes a struggle, if not impossible, 

either from building ground swells (waves generated from 

offshore storms) or local wind-generated swells. Heavy sea-

weed can also make fishing impossible because you’ll spend 

more time cleaning weeds from your fly than fishing. A float-

ing line readily funnels surface weeds and grass right down 

to a fly. An intermediate sinking line (my favorite surf line) 

can help, but only to a point. With moderate seaweed, add 

weedguards to your flies, or tie Bendback-style streamers. 

Deal with small swells by casting straight into the 

waves rather than at an angle. It allows you to better retrieve 

your fly and keep a taut line and leader. Casts parallel to the 

beach (which are normally desirable when the fish are tight 

to the sand) might call for corrective measures such as tra-

ditional reach casts or an occasional mend (if using a float-

ing line). When the surf is a bit “tossed,” but still manageable, 

fish with weighted flies such as Clouser Minnows and Half & 

Halfs to help keep your line and leader taut. You’ll get better 

strike detection and hooksets this way. 

Even if the surf is flat, a stripping basket is a “must 

have” item to contain your line. I wear a Line Tender (made by 

HMH) that measures 17 by 16 inches, and is about 7 inches 

deep. A mesh bottom drains it quickly after the occasional 

soaking. 
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range, which is typical midday in Flor-
ida’s late-summer surf. 

The challenge of hooking a large 
post-spawn female (which all snook 
over 34 or 35 inches are) is the big 
draw, but that’s not to suggest that 
the smaller females and males under 
30 inches are pushovers. Interesting-
ly, snook are protandric hermaphro-
dites, which means the males change 
sex to become females after a number 
of spawns. Any snook weighing over 
8 pounds or so is a female.

It can be frustrating some days, 
with the surf seemingly devoid of bait-
fish, snook, and other gamefish such 
as tarpon, ladyfish, and jack creval-
le. On the brightest days when con-
ditions are calm, surf snook—which 
see plenty of fishing pressure on some 
beaches—are as tough to fool as Flori-
da bonefish. On the flip side, when it’s 
a bit windy and the water roiled, or 
overcast (or around sunrise and sun-
down) they let their guard down a lit-
tle. Toss in schools of baitfish and they 
can sometimes be “easy,” though that’s 
the exception. 

Snook that have been spawning in 
an inlet or pass become lighter in col-
or than those farther inland in tan-
nic waters. On the beach, the snook 
are largely silver, often described as 
“clean” and their fins are light yel-
low. They can blend in well with 
white sand, though their olive-colored 

backs stand out well. When the fish 
are swimming right at you, the dark-
er back stands our especially, so they 
can be spotted with good light and a 
little practice. The key is to look for 
movement first, and then zero in on 
that until the fish is obvious. 

Timing and Tactics 
Though snook can be found in the 

surf in varying numbers from April 
through November, the height of the 
season is from June through Septem-
ber, coinciding with spawning time 
(and closed harvest season on both 
the Florida Atlantic and Gulf coasts). 
By October, most fish are heading 
inland to bays and rivers, even into 
fresh headwaters for the winter. Octo-
ber usually offers big surf conditions, 
making fly fishing impossible. 

Many anglers report seeing far few-
er snook along the beaches on the full 
and new moons, which coincides with 
stronger spring tides. Looking over my 
catch records for the past five years, I 
see and land more fish during quarter 
moon periods. It is not surprising to 
have a slow day numbers-wise, only to 
return the very next day and see hun-
dreds of fish.

When the fish leave the inlets and 
passes, they move along the surf line 
either alone (primarily the bigger fe-
males), paired up, or in schools of five 
to ten fish. Sometimes smaller males 

Surf’s Up

Photo ❱ Mike Conner
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travel in schools of 15 or more fish. 
They typically move along in sin-
gle file, not unlike those strings of 
oceanside Florida Keys tarpon that 
can be so tough to fool. Luckily, snook 
don’t tend to be as finicky as those 
big, hard-fished tarpon.

Competition comes into play be-
tween the individuals, so a fly cast 
ahead of the school is eaten, so long as 
it is retrieved in a manner that looks 
like an escaping baitfish. The Golden 
Rule of all flats fishing is that a fly that 
“charges” toward fish is alarming, and 
only spooks a fish. 

A fish’s body language will tip you 
off as to the level of difficulty involved 
with feeding them. Snook that race at 
a fast clip parallel to the beach are 
travelers that rarely stop to strike a 
fly. Those that move along slowly, or 
even better, stop and face the shore 
and swim into the shallowest water 
are most likely feeding, and will ea-
gerly take a well-presented fly.  

Mike Conner is a former editor of Shal-
low Water Angler magazine, and man-
aging editor of Florida Sportsman and 
has hosted television shows for both 
publications. He has written numerous 
columns on fly fishing and fly tying, and 
is a licensed Florida charter fishing cap-
tain specializing in fly fishing.
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A  B i g h o r n  g u i d e ’ s  s e c r e t  w e a p o n

PRETTY IN PINK

One Bighorn guide had 
an “exclusive” three-year-
deal on the Crusader fly, 
but now the cat is out of 
the bag.

➤
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Y IN PINK

Photo ❱ Cathy & Barry Beck

➤

HOOK: #12-#16 Tiemco 3769 or #18  
Daiichi 1120.

BEAD: Hareline Dubbin hot pink  
Plummeting Tungsten Bead.

THREAD: Rusty dun 8/0 UNI-Thread.

BODY: Fluorescent Shrimp Pink Midge 
Diamond Braid.

THORAX/LEGS: Dun rabbit fur guard 
hairs with dun hackle barbs.

PINK CRUSADER



T
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THROUGH MY DECADES OF GUIDING 

MONTANA’S BIGHORN RIVER, I WIT-

NESSED THE IRREVERSIBLE TREND OF 

FLY TIERS STICKING A METAL BEAD 

ONTO THE HEAD OF EVERY FLY COM-

ING OFF THE VISE. Early in this trend, I 

was annoyed with every  #18 Pheasant 

Tail I saw with a big gold bead on its 

head. Why were they doing that?

I learned to tie flies around 1970 
from George Anderson, and then later 
from John Barr. Those guys were in-
spired by such classic fly tiers as Mon-
tana’s George Grant, and Oregon’s E. 
H. “Polly” Rosborough. Rosborough’s 
1960s Black Drake Nymph inspired 
Barr’s now popular Barr Emerger se-
ries. The essence of classic patterns 

from Rosborough and Grant was pre-
mised upon a fly pattern’s suggestive 
silhouette. I’ve always appreciated the 
subtle artistry of their work, and at 
first I struggled to picture what sil-
houette could be suggested to the 
trout from a giant gold tumor grow-
ing from the top of a Pheasant-tail 
Nymph? Strangely, the beadhead craze 
also spawned the common use of 
bright wire on the abdomens of many 
nymphs, seemingly inspired by Barr’s 
Copper John pattern. 

Nevertheless, the popularity of 
beadhead nymphs grew because they 
worked—and I kept asking, “Why?” A 
bead on a big stonefly nymph is one 
thing, but a gold bead on a tiny dark 
nymph must be triggering some oth-
er involuntary response from a trout’s 
brain. I finally decided to stick my 
toe in the water with some beadhead 
sow bugs.

Sow bugs are gray crustaceans in 
the Bighorn and many other fertile 
tailwaters and spring creeks—they 
look very similar to the pill bugs you 
find crawling around the foundation 
of your home. There is nothing bright 
about the naturals, so a sow bug pat-
tern with a bright bead and body 
would test my belief that bright beads 
don’t follow classic fly imitation theo-
ry. I decided to take this whole trend 
way overboard and see what happens.

The currently most popular and 
effective sow bug imitations are the 
Ray Charles sow bug created by Har-
old Jenkins of Gillette, Wyoming, 
and the tan or pink Soft Hackle Sow 
Bug by Sheridan, Wyoming tier Frank 
Johnson. Both of these are subtle, 
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Step 1. Tie in the Midge Diamond Braid 
behind the bead. Overwrap the braid 
with tying thread all the way back to the 
hook bend.

Step 2. Wrap the thread and then the 
braid forward, with each wrap snugged 
up tightly against the previous one. Tie 
off and clip the braid behind the bead, 
leaving a short gap directly behind the 
bead.

Step 3. Form a loop with your thread, 
about 4 inches long. Coat about 3 of 
inches of the loop with a light layer of 
head cement. This helps evenly disperse 
the dubbing and add durability to the 
finished fly.

T y i n g  t h e  C r u s a d e r

PRETTY IN PINK
Photo ❱ Cathy & Barry Beck



 •  f l y f i s h e r m a n . c o m  •  53

suggestive imitations, and neither has 
a bead head. My new fly, I decided, 
was going to be a sow bug on steroids 
in comparison.

I went with a pink braided tinsel 
body, a fuzzy rabbit fur dubbed col-
lar, and a fluorescent pink thread to 
finish the head (until I found some 
bright pink beads). It worked well 
the first day I tried it, but I wasn’t 
satisfied—it didn’t seem to work any 
better than the standby patterns, so 
why bother?

I’d been simultaneously working 
with Frank Johnson to learn the old 
woven-hair-hackle patterns of the 
1940s by Franz Pott, and was fascinat-
ed by these old flies. The only thing 
I didn’t like was the stiffness of the 
hair hackles. I wanted a cross between 
those stiff hackles and the limp hen fi-
bers of a typical soft-hackle pattern.

I spent the next four hours going 
back and forth from my vise to my 
dubbing blender before I finally cre-
ated “dackle,” a blend of rooster neck 

hackle fibers and rabbit fur guard 
hairs applied with a standard dubbing 
loop. This blend is perfect for a wet-fly 
look that’s not too stiff, not too soft, 
and thin enough to trim and shape.

I added this new dackle to my pink 
tinsel braid body, and finished the 
fly off with a fluorescent pink me-
tallic tungsten bead. This would test 
my theory that trout will inexplicably 
grab for that bright bead, regardless of 
its actual imitative qualities. The final 
fly had more flash than a flashbulb, 

Photo ❱ Cathy & Barry Beck

➤ Sow bugs thrive in the gravel of 
fertile, weedy streams where they 
graze on leafy debris. They are 
important to trout on tailwaters in 
both the East and the West.
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Step 4. Before the cement dries, spread 
dun rabbit fur guard hairs and dun dry-
fly hackle barbs along the length of the 
thread loop to create “dackle.”

Step 5. Pinch the loop together and 
attach your favorite dubbing loop tool to 
the loop end. Spin the loop until all the 
thread gaps close. Wrap the noodle over 
the end of the braided body leaving a 
slim gap directly behind the bead.

Step 6. Use your hand to stroke and fold 
everything toward the hook bend and 
at the same time, fill the space directly 
behind the bead. Tie off the dubbing 
noodle while continuing to sweep the 
fibers towards the rear, and then whip-
finish.



with just a touch of natural shading 
in the dubbed hackle.

I had an outing scheduled on the 
Bighorn with a couple of disabled 
military veterans from my local Proj-
ect Healing Waters group. If those be-
ginners could score with my new fly, 
then I’d be off to the races. The vets 
hammered fish all day with the fly I 
decided to call the Crusader in their 
honor.

A month later I gave a handful of 
flies to one of my buddies, Carl New-
ell, a guide from the Kingfisher Lodge, 
in hopes that he’d order a bunch from 
me for professional use. He called 
me the next week and asked me how 
much I’d charge. When I told him, he 
responded, “I’ll pay you 25 percent 
more than your asking price, and or-
der 100 dozen a year, but only on con-
dition that you don’t ever sell them to 
another guide on the Bighorn!”

Three years later Newell was tell-
ing me stories of competing guides 
following his clients from the boat 
ramps into the parking lots trying to 
get a glimpse what was tied to the end 
of their leaders—that’s how well this 
pattern works. 

I remember another day when I had 
a military vet out during a September 
tan caddis hatch. We were using the 
Crusader as a weighted dropper with 
a tan caddis pupa on top. On his first 
cast, the vet’s rig floated only about 
5 feet through the riffle before the 
leader straightened out and the line 
began screaming across the river. We 
expected the fish had taken the cad-
dis, but to our astonishment, when 
we landed it, the 21-inch ’bow had 
taken the Crusader. 

How satisfying the past few seasons 
have become due in part to the Cru-
sader. After 30 years of commercial fly 
tying, I inadvertently came up with a 
technique that combines Pott’s woven 
hackles of the 40s with Grant’s hairy 
bodies of the 70s, and tops it off with 
a modern tungsten bead. Give the 
Crusader a try on any tailwater where 
sow bugs and scuds are prevalent. It 
works! 

Gordon Rose is a guide on Montana’s 
Bighorn River. In the winter he writes for 
the Sheridan Press, and runs a fly-tying 
operation from his home in Sheridan, 
Wyoming (quillgordonflyfishers.com).

Step 7. Use the rule of thirds when 
trimming the final fly: 1⁄3 of the fibers 
should be 1⁄3 of the body length, 1⁄3 should 
be 2⁄3 of the body length, and 1⁄3 should 
extend just past the hook bend.

Step 8. Make the final trim holding 
the fly in your fingers to clip the 
longest fibers so they extend just past 
the hook bend. Put a drop of cement 
on the thread wraps behind the bead.

Continued from page 53

PRETTY IN PINK

Sow bugs are 
drab, compact 
crustaceans that 
look much like 
pill bugs.

➤
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J
AY ZIMMERMAN’S DITCH Damsel is one of 
the most creative interpretations I have seen for 
this ubiquitous stillwater insect. The design ele-
ments on the wing and wire body ensure the fly 
rides hook point up, and the use of dyed mallard 
flank adds a slight bit of variegation to the pattern.

Damselfly nymphs inhabit lakes, ponds, and 
slow-moving rivers. They are most active in the 
late spring and early summer. They emerge on dry 
land, and as such, their pre-emergence is marked 
by a mass exodus toward the bank, where the 

nymphs can crawl out onto a sun-laden stick and dry their 
exoskeletons before hatching into the wonderful and acro-
batic flying blue darts we see in the thrushes. Damselfly 
nymphs are long, skinny critters with big eyes, and they 
slide and swim with a seductive side-to-side action as they 
migrate toward dry ground. Trout, bass, and panfish all 
have a taste for these slender bites, and when you’re in 
the right place at the right time, the action can be crazy.

Damsel patterns need to be tied slim and sparse, with 
a bit of weight to keep them swimming shallow and with 
as much wiggle and shimmy as one can manage. This is a 
tall order from a fly-designing standpoint. Luckily for me 
and you, I just happen to work with Jay Zimmerman, one 
of the most creative fly designers any of us will ever meet. 

C H A R L I E  C R AV E N

This sexy, slender 
creation rides hook 

point up and  
wiggles when wet 

Ditch 
Damsel

1 2 3
      Start the thread behind the 
hook eye and wrap a smooth thread 
base to just slightly down onto 
the hook bend. Cut the end of the 
Mirage Tinsel, leaving a pointed 
tip. Catch the tip end of the Mirage 
Tinsel under a couple flat wraps 
of thread at the end of the thread 
base. Return the thread to the hook 
eye, keeping it flat on the hook as 
you go.

      Wrap the Mirage Tinsel forward 
with abutting turns all the way to 
the hook eye. Tie the tinsel off at 
the eye and clip the excess. Break 
two strands of olive and one strand 
of silver wire from the spool. Use 
your thumbnail to square the butts 
and even them up. Catch the ends 
of all three strands of wire under a 
narrow band of thread right behind 
the hook eye.

      Begin wrapping all three 
strands of wire, as one unit, back to-
ward the bend of the hook in tight, 
abutting turns. Continue wrapping 
the wire back to the hook bend, 
leaving a short tag of Mirage Tinsel 
sticking out past the end of the wire 
body. Grasp the ends of all three 
wire strands close to the hook and 
helicopter (twist around in a circle 
like a helicopter blade) the wire until 
it breaks off flush.

T Y I N G  T H E  D I T C H  D A M S E L

P
h

o
to

s
 ❱

 C
h

a
r
li
e

 
C

r
a

v
e

n

“Ditch Damsel” is an excerpt from the author’s new 192-page  

hardcover book Tying Nymphs, Headwater Books, 2016. ❲ ❲
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He and I often take a minute at the 
shop first thing in the morning to dis-
cuss what we tied the night before, or 
to share theories and ideas on new 
patterns. It was in one of these little 
brainstorming sessions that Jay first 
revealed this pattern to me. It imme-
diately caught my eye, not only from a 
creative standpoint, but also from Jay’s 
seamless melding and blending of ma-
terials to reach an end.

The Ditch Damsel, as Jay calls his 
fly, is clearly a product of his wonder-
fully creative and sometimes scattered 
brain. His damsel nymph pattern 
achieves the highly sought-after com-
bination of being truly unique and 

unconventional while still being per-
fectly practical and easy to tie. There 
aren’t many patterns that strike me as 
completely unique these days, and I 
knew the moment I saw Jay’s creation 
that it was going to be a hit. Every 
single material on this fly is used and 
applied in a distinctive and thought-
ful way, and they combine to create a 
wonderful profile and shape. The fact 
that Jay went so totally out of the box 
to create it makes it even more appeal-
ing to me.

I get so excited about stuff like this 
at this point in my life and I am not 

Photo ❱ Charlie Craven

➤

JAY ZIMMERMAN

HOOK: #10-14 Tiemco 200R.

THREAD: Yellow olive 70-denier UTC.

TAG: Opal Mirage Tinsel (medium).

BODY: Olive and silver UTC Wire (small).

EYES: Melted 16-pound-test hard mono, 
colored black.

WING: Golden-olive marabou.

SIDES: Mallard flank dyed wood duck gold.

THORAX: Olive rabbit fur.

LEGS: Olive-barred nymph Sili Legs.

HEAD: Dragonfly olive SLF Dave Whitlock 
Dubbing.

DITCH DAMSEL
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4 5 6
      Invert the hook in the vise. 
Place a set of melted mono eyes 
about an eye length back from the 
hook eye. Make three or four turns 
of thread from the back of the eyes 
on the near side to the front of the 
eyes on the far side, forming the 
first leg of an X wrap. Make three 
or four more wraps in the opposite 
direction, from the near front to 
far back side of the eyes to square 
them up on the hook. Repeat the 
process one more time to anchor 
the eyes firmly in place.

      Select a straight marabou feather 
with a square tip. Clip the tip out 
of the feather and wet it a bit to 
tame the fibers down. Measure the 
marabou feather against the hook so 
it extends from just behind the eyes 
to about a shank length beyond the 
hook bend.  Wet the tip of the feather 
with your mouth, hold the feather 
in place just behind the eyes with 
your thread hand to measure it once 
more, and then reach in and transfer 
the marabou feather to your material 
hand. Catch the base of the marabou 
feather with a couple turns of thread 
to anchor it squarely on top (really 
the bottom) of the hook.

      Select a well-marked dyed gold 
mallard flank feather and preen out 
four or six fibers so their tips are 
even. Peel the fibers from the stem 
and divide them slightly. Lay the 
mallard fibers up against the hook 
so the tips reach about two-thirds 
of the way up the wing and there is 
one bunch of two or three fibers on 
each side of the hook point. Pinch 
the mallard fibers down right behind 
the eyes on either side of the wing 
and hook point using your material 
hand. Use two wraps over the mal-
lard fibers to bind them in place. Clip 
the butt ends of the mallard fibers off 
flush at the eyes.

•  f l y f i s h e r m a n . c o m  •  57
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embarrassed to say I really wish I 
would have come up with this one 
myself. Tied on a long-shank hook in 
the inverted position, the fly swims 
hook point-up and relatively snag-
free. The ingenious use of a two-toned 
wire body to counterweight the hook 
and achieve this point-up attitude in 
the water while still being accurate-
ly slim and beautiful is one of those 

7 8 9
  Fold the end of an olive rabbit 

strip, fanning the fur out from the 
hide. You want a pretty sparse bunch 
of fur here and you can easily sepa-
rate out a small clump by folding the 
hide like this. Grasp the fur tightly in 
your fingertips and rip it straight out 
of the hide. Measure the clump of 
rabbit fur against the marabou wing 
so it is about half as long as the wing 
itself. 

  Wet the rabbit fur clump so it 
slicks down a bit and is easier to 
handle. Pinch the rabbit fur down 
behind the eyes exactly as you 
did with the marabou and mallard 
fibers. Make a few thread wraps over 
the base of the rabbit behind the 
eyes. Clip the excess butt ends flush. 
The rabbit should reach just past the 
bend of the hook. Again, watch out 
for the upturned point here. Trim 
the butt ends of the rabbit fur flush 
behind the eyes.

  Loop a length of Sili Legs 
around the shank between the hook 
eye and the mono eyes. Catch the 
Sili Legs with just a couple wraps 
of thread behind the eyes. Position 
the legs along the sides of the fly as 
shown here, not on top of the wing.  
Once the legs are positioned, cinch 
them in place with a couple more 
tight thread turns. Dub the thread 
with a small amount of dubbing. 
You want a thin strand, as we don’t 
want to bulk the head up too much.
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A good damsel imitation is essential on most stillwater fisheries. Trout, bass, and 
panfish all have a taste for these slender bites, and when you’re in the right place 
at the right time, the action can be crazy.

➤

things that a fly designer looks at and 
smacks his head. Though this tech-
nique is well used in other tying are-
nas, applying it to a small and thin 
damsel nymph is pure brilliance. Jay 
uses a marabou wing to further help 
the inversion, as well to give the fly 
a slinky action in the water. Not leav-
ing well enough alone, Jay also adds 
a few strands of finely barred dyed 

mallard or wood duck fibers to the 
flank of the wings to create a bit of 
mottling and variegation as well as a 
heaping teaspoon of class.

Perhaps the most underappreciat-
ed and trailblazing technique he used 
here was stacking a small clump of 
rabbit fur on the top of the front of 
the wing. While the fly is dry, this 
clump just seems to blend into the 
wing and may leave you wondering 
why it’s even there, but when wet, 
this clump melds into the wing, cre-
ating an ever-so-slightly thicker tho-
rax to accurately mimic the real thing. 
Finished off with a pair of wriggling 
Sili Legs and melted mono eyes, this 
fly is a dead ringer for the real thing 
and is easily cast, won’t foul or snag 
up, and is completely different than 
anything we’ve seen before.

Simple, common materials blended 
together smartly to create a unique 
look and a practical fly—man, I love 
this stuff! The fact that this fly can 
cross over well and imitate a leech 
makes it a great searching pattern for 
both cold and warmwater fish during 
the warmer months. 

Charlie Craven co-owns Charlie’s Fly 
Box in Arvada, Colorado, and is the fea-
tured tier in two Fly Fisherman DVDs: 
Warmwater Fly Tying and Saltwater Fly 
Tying. His latest book is Tying Nymphs: 
Essential Flies and Techniques for the 
Top Patterns, available from Stackpole 
Books/Headwater Books (2016).
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  Before you wrap the dubbing, 
color the eyes with a black Sharpie. 
I leave the coloring of the eyes until 
now so I don’t rub the ink off in the 
previous tying steps. From this point 
forward, avoid touching the eyes. 
Once they dry they’ll be fine. Truth 
be told, damsel nymph eyes are 
really closer to the color of the plain 
mono than black, but black makes 
the fly look way sexier.

 Grab the marabou wing, the rab-
bit tuft, and the legs in your thread 
hand and pull them up and forward 
over the hook eye. Make three or 
four turns of dubbing up against the 
base of the wing (behind it) to prop 
everything up a bit.

  Continue dubbing forward to 
the back of the mono eyes. Make a 
couple of X-wraps with the dubbed 
thread through the eyes, forming 
a rounded head. Finish up with a 
single turn of dubbing around the 
hook in front of the eyes and end 
with bare thread right behind the 
hook eye. Whip-finish and clip the 
tying thread. Trim the legs even with 
the back end of the wire body.
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❲ VIRGINIA ❳
Murray’s Fly Shop

“On the Shenandoah”
• 1 day Trout ($196) and Smallmouth ($196)

schools taught by Harry Murray and Jeff Murray
• Guide trips, visit us online for tackle by Scott, 

Orvis and Winston
P.O. Box 156, Edinburg, VA 22824

Phone: 540-984-4212  •  Fax: 540-984-4895
info@murraysflyshop.com
www.murraysflyshop.com

❲ OREGON ❳

Deluxe full house accommodations
2.5 mi. Williamson River frontage

Hike, bike, canoe visit nearby Crater Lake

Big Wild Trout
Big Smiles

lonesomeduck.com

❲ NEW ZEALAND ❳

F
or over 20 years, we have specialized exclusively 

in New Zealand fishing and travel.  Fly Fishing is 

our central focus, but we are also experts in the 

many other activities and accommodations available in 

New Zealand.  We create exclusive fishing programs, as 

well as sightseeing and nature-based programs.

Call for a brochure or visit New Zealand’s most exciting fishing site:

www.bestofNZflyfishing.com
Mike McClelland (that’s Mike shown above)

10544 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90064

Toll-free 800-528-6129  •  info@bestofNZ.net
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XIVth he had taken a skunking on 
the main stem of the Tiber. “Though 
it was not a wasted occasion, far 
from it,” he added. “From my van-
tage point I had the pleasure to ob-
serve a fair young maiden descend 
the bank to the river and, insensible 
as she was to my presence, disrobe 
entirely and bathe, to my consider-
able delight.”

This was greeted by hoots and cat-
calls by other members.

When the hubbub subsided and 
it was obvious no further fishing 
reports were forthcoming, Marcus 
Severus introduced the night’s guest 
speaker, Leonidas Wulfiviius, a well-
traveled angler of some renown. He 
had been invited to tell about a re-
cent fishing trip to Macedonia, a dis-
tant land no one else in the room 
had ever visited.

With dramatic gestures, Wulfiviius 
described how his Macedonian hosts 
had taken him to a river where local 
anglers had cleverly fashioned lures by 
winding bits of red wool around the 
shaft of a hook, then adding a pair of 
“wax-colored” feathers “which grow 
under a cock’s wattles.” This feath-
ered creation, he said, was attached to 

the end of a braided hair line which 
in turn was affixed to the end of a 
short wooden pole or rod. The angler 
then used the rod to dap the feath-
ered lure on the river’s surface, where 
fine, speckled, streamlined fish would 
sometimes rise clear out of the water 
and take the offering.

“It was a deadly method,” Leoni-
das said. “I witnessed them catch 
great baskets of fish. They invited me 

to try and I was amazed at how easy 
it was to catch the fish—and how 
much fun!”

One member asked Wulfiviius 
where a cock’s wattles were located, 
but he ignored the question. Another 
asked the name of the river he had 
fished. “They told me it was called 
the Astræus,” Wulfiviius replied, “but 
I think they made up the name to 
keep me from learning the true one. 
Those Macedonians treat us Romans 
with great suspicion, perhaps with 
some justification.”

The Anglers’ Club members who 
were still awake listened carefully to 
all this, but one among them, a youth-
ful scribe, listened more intently 
than all the rest, apparently growing 
more excited at every word of Wulfi-
viius’s discourse. When the speaker 

Continued from page 64 had finished, the scribe, whose name 
was Claudius Aelianus—everybody 
called him Al for short—did not even 
stay for the raffle. Instead, he rushed 
from the chamber and ran through 
the dark streets to his room and lit 
a candle. As its flickering flame cast 
great dancing shadows on the bare 
walls, he brushed aside a stack of 
parchment scrolls containing the un-
finished work that had occupied his 
time for many months, his De Na-
tura Animalium (“On the Nature of 
Animals”).

He took up a fresh scroll, 
smoothed it on his worktable, tacked 
down the corners, picked up a sty-
lus, and dipped it in ink, anxious to 
begin writing while Leonidas Wulfi-
viius’s words were still fresh in his 
mind.

Then he stopped for a moment to 
think about exactly what he was go-
ing to say. Leonidas Wulfiviius’s re-
port was important and exciting; he 
had actually been there and seen 
the Macedonians fishing, had even 
tried it himself. That was about as 
trustworthy as information could be, 
much better than some of the sec-
ond-, third-, fourth-, or fifth-hand ac-
counts Aelianus had unearthed from 
ancient scrolls in various libraries 
and included in his work—a necessi-
ty, because he had hardly ever been 
anywhere or seen anything himself. 
Yet he remained troubled about the 
accuracy of some of those library ac-
counts—could it really be true that 
goats breathed through their ears, or 
that beavers ate their own testicles? 
That’s what he’d found in the librar-
ies, so that’s what he’d written about 
them, though it seemed unlikely.

Leonidas’s report, by contrast, 
was about as close to the truth as 
you could get without actually be-
ing there. Still, Aelianus thought, 
it might be a good idea to qualify 
Leonidas’s account just a bit and ad-
mit he had not actually been an eye-
witness or participant.

Having made that decision, he 
leaned over the fresh scroll and start-
ed writing, beginning with these 
words:

“I have heard of a Macedonian way 
of catching fish and it is this . . . .”

And the rest, as they say, is his-
tory. 

Steve Raymond is author of ten fly-
fishing books. His latest, Trout Quintet, 
will be released in March 2016 by Sky-
horse Publishing.

Illustration ❱ Al Hassall
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O
N THE XVIITH of the month, as was 
their custom, members of the Anglers’ 
Club of Rome assembled for their regu-
lar monthly meeting. Dressed in togas, 
they seated themselves on benches in 
two concentric rings facing a stone plat-
form where guest speakers traditionally 
held forth. Some sipped wine and soon 

began snoring softly. Others munched grapes or olives, 
spitting seeds and pits on the stone floor.

Marcus Severus, the club president, opened the meet-
ing as usual by asking for fishing reports. Gluteus Max-
imus, one of the club’s oldest, fattest, most esteemed 
members, who was known for always sitting down while 
he fished, struggled to his feet. He smoothed his toga, 
looked around, and began to speak, reporting he had 
fished the Nera, a tributary of the Tiber, on the XIIIth. “I 
caught two fish, which I tempted with the nether parts 
of a roasting fowl,” he said. “The fish consumed this bait 
with alacrity. What the fish are called I know not, but 
they were exceeding ugly and did not struggle much. I of-
fered them as food to my servants, which they declined.”

Then stood Septimus Publius, who said he had fished 
for wrasse along the rocky shore-
line of a small bay in the Tyr-
rhenian Sea on the VIIth. “Upon 
the beach I found the reeking 
remains of a dead crab,” he re-
ported. “Since the wrasse, as you 
well know, is an eater of meat, I 
decided to use a portion of the 
crab for bait. I shooed away sev-
eral gulls that were feeding upon 
it, fixed what was left upon my 
hook, and lobbed it as far as pos-
sible into the sea. The bait was 
seized almost immediately by a 
fish, a wrasse of such splendid 
size and color that I quickly de-
cided to keep it. I presented it to 
my dear wife, who cleaved it in 
half and cooked it with pasta. We 
ate equal portions, so I suppose 
you could say we each enjoyed a 
half-wrassed dinner.”

He sat down amid a chorus of 
groans from his fellow members. 
Some pelted him with olive pits.

For a time no one else stood 
to report. Then old Sextus Aolus 
rose awkwardly, cleared his 
throat, and admitted that on the 
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I have heard of a Macedonian way of catching fish and it is this . . . They fasten red wool around a hook, and fix onto the wool two  

feathers which grow under a cock’s wattles, and which in color are like wax. Their rod is six feet long, and their line is the same length. 

Then they throw their snare, and the fish, attracted and maddened by the color, comes straight at it, thinking from the pretty sight to 

gain a dainty mouthful; when, however, it opens its jaws, it is caught by the hook, and enjoys a bitter repast, a captive. 

—Claudius Aelianus, circa 175-235 A.D.❲ ❲
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Trusted by anglers for 60 years, Fenwick understands performance. Our new 

fly rods deliver the powerful action you need, the delicate action you want, 

and the precise control you demand.                                               fenwickfishing.com Feel the action




