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W
HEN I WROTE the final words of 
my story “Freaky Farquhar” (page 
48), I felt I had given Fly Fisherman 
readers an accurate glimpse of what 
the fishing is like at the southern-
most island group in the Seychelles. 
The bumphead parrotfish, trigger-
fish, golden trevally, and GTs (giant 
trevally) I chased on the flats there 

were strangely beautiful, and unlike anything else I’d ex-
perienced in 20 years of saltwater fishing.

But just days after I finished the story, Cyclone Fantala 
passed directly over Farquhar not once, but three times. 
On April 18, 2016, the tempest became the strongest in 
the history of the Indian Ocean, with sustained winds 
of up to 175 mph. In our hemisphere that would make 
it the equivalent of a Category 5 hurricane on the Saffir-
Simpson wind scale.

As the storm raged outside for more than three days, 
the island’s only 12 remaining inhabitants—including Fly-
Castaway fishing guides Matthieu Cosson and Justin Roll-
inson—sheltered in a concrete cyclone bunker constructed 
in 2006 specifically for this purpose. 

When they emerged, the idyllic, tropical paradise 
looked like a war zone with every single building razed, 
and 99 percent of the trees blown down or stripped bare. 
“I had tears in my eyes when I saw the photos,” said 
FlyCastaway owner Gerhard Laubscher. “The cyclone de-
stroyed everything in its wake.”

Fly Fisherman doesn’t often publish stories about places 
where you can’t go fishing, but this is one of those cases. 
Right now, no one can fish at Farquhar because there is no 
infrastructure to support it. The closest place to get a gal-

Rebuilding 
Paradise

lon of gasoline or fresh water is 700 kilometers away. For six months Farquhar is in essence a “no fish-
ing” zone while the slow process of rebuilding takes place. Laubscher expects a new lodge to be open in 
March of 2017, nearly 11 months after the storm. The good news is that  the new facility will be a sub-
stantial upgrade with single rooms instead of doubles, a larger enclosed dining area, a bigger outside 
lounge and bar area, and a building that serves as the saltwater equivalent of a mud room with freshwa-
ter hoses, and storage for wet boots and rigged fly rods and reels.

As far as the fishing goes, Laubscher says monsoon season always rejuvenates the flats and that this 
latest cyclone will undoubtedly improve the fishing. “It’s a giant flushing of the entire flats ecosystem, 
which is always good for the fishing and quite frankly, we needed it,” said Laubscher. “It brings cooler 
water and freshens everything up. My guides have had a look around, and say some of the flats are big-
ger and better than they used to be.”

If you want to be among the first to see the “new” Farquhar you won’t have to wait for the new build-
ings. Laubscher plans to bring the 137-foot former research vessel Dugong to Farquhar beginning the 
week of Nov. 14, 2016, to provide accommodations for a delayed season opener. The Dugong currently 
serves as the FlyCastaway base of operations on the island of Providence. For updates on the evolving 
situation at Farquhar, and for bookings, contact Michael Caranci at The Fly Shop (530-222-3555). 

Photo ❱ Courtesy of FlyCastaway
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We used fiberglass rods and IGFA- 
legal leaders with 12-pound-test tip-
pets. 

I have the dubious world record of 
hooking and playing 54 tarpon before 
landing my first one. Bill Barnes, who 
ran a lodge there at the time, heard 
about this young do-it-yourselfer 
camped at the mouth of the river, and 
the troubles I was having. One day he 
invited me to fish with him out of his 
16-foot johnboat, and it was that day 
I finally landed a tarpon.

My hard luck in those early days 
taught me how to fight tarpon. When 
you play by the rules you learn when 
to bow to the king, when to put pres-
sure on the fish, and everything else 
about angling for this great species. 

The following year, I got my first 
Winston fiberglass rod, and also a 
Fenwick rod called the Tarpon Tam-
er. With either of those, I could lift 
a 5-pound weight off the floor. I still 
fished out of a canoe, but I started 
landing fish regularly.

In the late ’80s when I was an 
outdoor writer and contributor to 
Fly Fisherman magazine, I fished for 
tarpon with Jose Wejebe. At that 
time we used graphite rods and 
16-pound-class leaders. In the 1990s 
when Kitty and I started RIO Prod-
ucts, we fished with many guides, we 
always tested what we sold, and we 
used IGFA leaders. But I noticed at 
that time, several guides were using 
30- and 40-pound-test tippets, which 
are not IGFA legal.

Andy Mill, David Dalu, Greg 
Smith, and other multiple winners of 
the Gold Cup, Golden Fly, and Don 
Hawley fly-fishing tournaments all 
use IGFA leaders in either the 12- or 
16-pound class.

I am a hunter, and we also have 
rules in hunting. I am also a life as-
sociate of the Boone & Crockett Club, 
and we promote fair chase when 
hunting big game. Canned hunting 
behind high fences is anathema to 
any true hunter. 

In quail hunting, you would nev-
er “ground sluice” a covey. The rules 
dictate that you must flush the covey, 
and control your emotions when you 
have 15 birds exploding around you 
and the dog. The sport is to pick one 
bird, and to me, sport is everything. 

I agree with Steve Huff. If you are 
not following IGFA rules, you are not 
really fly fishing.
JIM VINCENT
B L A C K F O O T ,  I D A H O

population. This is why Orri Vigfús-
son wisely stated in the article: “In 
ten years I’d be thrilled if we had a 
self-sustaining run on the East Ma-
chias.” 

The key question for this river is, at 
what point will they close the hatch-
ery and allow the wild fish to thrive 
on their own?
GUIDO RAHR
T H E  W I L D  S A L M O N  C E N T E R

❱ TOO PREACHY
I respectfully disagree with Interna-
tional Game Fish Association (IGFA) 
official Jason Schratwieser’s letter 
[“Playing by the Rules,” June-July 
2016]. I do agree with his point that 
rules are necessary for competitions. 
The problem is that, to me, fishing is 
not a competitive endeavor—except 
in the sense that I might “compete” 
with fish that are difficult to fool, or 
with the version of myself who went 
fishing last time.

Fishing is not a sport like softball 
or golf, in which competing is the 
whole point. The only rules needed 
for fishing are those designed to pro-
tect the fish and their habitat. 

And his describing heavy leaders 
as “strong-arm” tactics is a little over 
the top. I’d say spears, explosives, 
and gillnets are strong-arm tac-
tics. And gossamer, IGFA-compliant 
leaders make it more likely fish will 
escape, possibly with hooks and ter-
minal tackle attached to their bod-
ies—hardly a conservation-friendly 
idea. If you’re releasing fish, heavy 
leaders allow you to land them fast 
and without the excessive fatigue 
that might inadvertently kill them 
later. 

And I find rather pretentious IGFA 
Hall of Famer Steve Huff’s conten-
tion that, if I caught a fish without 
adhering to IGFA tippet-class rules, 
I wasn’t really fly fishing. Nonsense. 
If I caught the fish on a fly I tied my-
self (always my preference) and by 
casting a fly rod, I consider it a fly-
caught fish. I suspect many anglers 
agree with me.
BILL BOWERS
C H E S H I R E  C O U N T Y ,  N E W 

H A M P S H I R E

❱ FOLLOW THE RULES
I would like to commend Jason Sch-
ratwieser of the IGFA for his excellent 
letter “Playing by the Rules.”

In 1976, I first started tarpon fishing 
out of a dugout canoe in Costa Rica. 

❱ TEMPORARY FIX
I read with interest Ross Purnell’s ar-
ticle “Raising Athletes” [April-May 
2016] about the Peter Gray Hatchery 
on the East Machias River in Maine. 
I commend NASF and the Downeast 
Salmon Federation for working to 
save the Atlantic salmon of the East 
Machias. Clearly this population is 
close to extinction and needs help. 

If the goal of the Peter Gray Hatch-
ery is to recover the wild salmon of 
the East Machias, then using native 
broodstock to prevent extinction 
may make sense. But while hatcher-
ies can quickly increase abundance 
in a depressed salmon population, 
they cannot solve the environmental 
problems that caused the salmon to 
decline in the first place. If wild fish 
recovery is the goal, then the hatch-
ery effort should be phased out once 
the river is restored. Otherwise you 
are simply substituting hatchery fish 
for wild fish. 

Hatcheries play an important role 
by producing salmon and steelhead 
for harvest. But they have not been 
successful at restoring self-sustaining 
runs of wild salmon and steelhead. 
More than 100 scientific articles have 
documented the negative effects of 
hatchery fish. Instead of leading to 
recovery, the hatchery fish rapidly be-
come domesticated, and replace wild 
fish in the river by competing for food 
and space. They also weaken the ge-
netic integrity of the locally adapted 
stocks, thus undermining the very 
key to wild fish health and resilience. 

“Raising Athletes” describes the re-
covery of the Atlantic salmon on the 
River Tyne in England as “the great-
est Atlantic salmon turnaround in 
history.” But was this a result of the 
construction of the Kielder salmon 
hatchery? It is not clear. 

A 2004 scientific report on the Tyne 
River (Milner et al. 2004, Fisheries 
Technical Report 2004/1) found that 
thanks to a successful effort to clean 
up the Tyne estuary, salmon and sea 
trout recovery began 15 years before 
the Kielder hatchery was operation-
al, and that “the dominant recovery 
process has always been natural re-
colonization, but stocking was prob-
ably an important contributory factor 
in the early years.”

Ideally, a hatchery program using 
native broodstock can boost salmon 
abundance temporarily, until the riv-
er and estuary ecosystem is repaired 
enough to sustain a healthy wild 



is purely an internal competition, and 
requires adherence to no rules other 
than those regulating the fishery. For 
me, the method and gear used by a 
fellow fisherman to catch a fish are 
far less important than the etiquette 
he or she displays while fishing.
JIM RAY
L Y N C H B U R G ,  V I R G I N I A

But don’t tell me that I’m not fly 
fishing because my shock tippet did 
not meet some arbitrary IGFA rules. 
And don’t tell my daughter that she 
was not fly fishing because I briefly 
held her rod as she landed her first 
trout. IGFA rules are not the litmus 
test for determining whether some-
one is fly fishing.
ANDREW M. KENEFICK
S E A T T L E ,  W A S H I N G T O N

❱ ETIQUETTE, NOT 
RULES
Jason Schratwieser of the IGFA makes 
some interesting points concerning 
rules and their application to fly fish-
ing. His premise is that rules “are 
designed to promote fair play and es-
tablish standardized practices.” True 
enough, when rules are applied to 
competition.

However, the great majority of fish-
ermen really don’t care to target IGFA 
record fish, and are purely fishing for 
pleasure. I believe that for the great 
majority of us, taking on the chal-
lenge of catching and releasing a fish 

❱ TRUE SPORTS
I found Jason Schratwieser’s letter 
“Playing by the Rules” to be bizarre 
and flawed; yet, I was heartened by 
Ross Purnell’s rebuttal in “Riffles & 
Runs.” Schratwieser asserts that you 
are not really fly fishing if you are 
not following IGFA rules. His logic 
is based on the flawed premise that 
all “true sports” need rules. He mis-
takes “sport” for “competition.” Yes, 
all competitions need rules, but not 
all sports are competitions. And fish-
ing is seldom a competition.

Skiing is a true sport, but I don’t 
need to follow the rules governing 
the Olympic downhill event. Moun-
tain climbing is a sport, yet it is not a 
competition and does not have rules 
for competing. These sports (and fly 
fishing) have standards of etiquette 
and they have regulations, but they 
are not centered around competition.

If you want to make fly fishing a 
competition, following a set of rules 
is important—whether they are the 
rules of a local one-fly tournament 
or the criteria for an IGFA record. 

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.
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Every failure is 
one step closer 

to success

Chasing 
Dragons

UIDES IN THE Bahamas are genetically coded 
with an internal GPS—I have no explanation other 
than it’s passed down in their DNA from gener-
ation to generation. On every island I’ve visited, 
these guys navigate the endless maze of creeks 
and channels from memory. It’s totally old school.

A low-lying island made mostly of flats and 
mangroves leaves few distinguishing points of 
reference. A landmark is often “the big man-

grove,” or “where the osprey nest is.” It’s amazing and scary.
I own a couple of lodges in the Bahamas, and I have always 

wanted to be able to jump in and help out wherever there is a void. 
I have spent a lot of time learning and navigating the labyrinths 
these guys grew up with—but I use a technology crutch called a 
Garmin. I had one of my guides call me one time when his guests 
were out of beer and desperate for hydration. He was at “the place 
you caught that huge ’cuda.” I caught that ’cuda six years earlier, 
and getting there and back on my own might have been one of my 
better accomplishments. Getting to that spot again sounded like 
a long shot.

My first saltwater trip was to South Andros 15 years ago when I 
was still in college. It’s a quite a place to get a taste of the flats and 
you could say I was spoiled right from the beginning. After that, I 
was enamored with the idea of saltwater fishing and saved up tip 
money to scratch that itch whenever I could. I made close to a dozen 
trips to Bair’s Lodge before becoming an owner in 2008. Owning 
a place where I happened to catch my first bonefish increased the 
sentimental value, and it also offered unprecedented access to the 
best guides and to time on the water.

I explored and fished every chance I could. I’m comfortable. I 
don’t have it mastered, but I know the ins and outs, and at least feel 
like I have been everywhere at least once. If someone starts talking 
about fishing in South Andros I can hold my own.

Last year I was completely shocked when a client brought an old 
copy of the Angling Report. It was more than 20 years old with bat-
tered pages and torn corners. There was an article about catching 
giant cubera snapper in a landlocked blue hole in South Andros, 
and he was interested in doing the same thing.

In all of my years of exploring, this had never crossed my radar, 
so of course I was intrigued and excited.



Blue holes aren’t always blue—especially after days of rain, 
and howling wind to agitate the water.

➤

Photo ❱ Adam Barker



Cubera snappers are toothy denizens of reefs, blue holes, and deep cuts  
between mangrove forests.

➤

Photo ❱ Cathy & Barry Beck

Walking into unknown territory requires a higher level of preparation and a 
flexible game plan. Anything can happen, or maybe nothing will happen.

➤

Photo ❱ Adam Barker
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The Bahamas sits on an immense 
plateau of tertiary limestone that was 
formed millions of years ago. Dur-
ing the last Ice Age the entire land-
scape was high and dry. The exposed 
limestone bedrock collected rainwa-
ter in puddles, and that slightly acidic 
fresh water dissolved the limestone to 
form the caves and blue holes we see 
in the Bahamas today. Often these go 
straight down hundreds of feet before 
channeling off into endless tunnels, 
joining the sea in some other location.

Even seemingly landlocked blue 
holes sometimes have tidal flow, and 

often strange oceanic fish and sharks 
in odd places. Andros is home to 
more blue holes than anywhere in the 
world. These geologic anomalies are 
full of mystery in the Bahamas. When 
the guides are running a boat they 
deviate their course to avoid driving 
over a hole. One time I asked a guide 
where a hole went and he responded, 
“Straight to hell.”

Seeds for adventures get planted 
in all sorts of ways—this was one of 
them. As I bumped into old-timers 
and guides I asked about the myste-
rious landlocked home of cuberas. 

The legend was at first validated, but 
as I dug deeper it turned to be hear-
say that circled back to the 20-year-old 
Angling Report. When you are chasing 
dragons sometimes you end up chas-
ing your own tail.

Finally I found a couple of Ras-
tafarians who spend a lot of time in 
the bush. In the summer, land crabs 
migrate across the island to wash their 
eggs off in the ocean. The locals make 
a good living on Andros catching 
these delicacies and exporting them 
to other islands. One of these Rastas 
found the blue hole with cuberas on 
one of his crab hunts. Of course, his 
directions left much to be desired. “It’s 
past the big turn and over the swamp,” 
he said. “It’s a long hike, maybe four 
or five hours.”

I was skeptical, but then he showed 
me terrible cell phone pictures to 
prove it. As it turns out, he had hiked 
there many times to net snapper, and 
haul them back to sell. I filed that 
information away for future reference.

My day to look for the blue hole 
was a blowout day for bonefishing. 
The wind was howling and there was 
no visibility, a perfect day to tromp 
through the bush in search of the mys-
tery blue hole. Adam Barker and I went 
in search of the Rasta who might take 
us there. After a few hours of driving 
around an island with only one road, 
we tracked him down. He hadn’t been 
to the hole in some time but “There 
should be some fish there.” It was a lit-
tle late in the day to start something 
like this, but off we went with gear, 
rods, lunch, and a little chum—just in 
case we needed it. 

Our guide was like a ninja, darting 
through the bush at breakneck pace. 
An hour and half into it, we were still 
excited, and walking on solid ground. 
By the third hour, we were in thigh-
deep water and pulling our boots out 
of the muck on every step. It was get-
ting painful. Flats boots may pro-
tect your feet from urchins and sharp 
shells, but they are not made for multi-
mile hikes through the bush. I was 
hurting, but there was no turning back 
now. 

Rastaguide was on point. As prom-
ised, it took four hours. As we neared 
the fabled blue hole our excitement 
level rose, but he knocked us down a 
couple of notches. He said that due to 
heavy rain, the knee-deep water we 
were walking through was normally 
dry ground. And as soon as we saw 
the mystery hole, the wind left our 



sails. It was the size of my Suburban, 
with brown water and no visible signs 
of life. It was nothing special. In fact, 
the only thing special about it was that 
anyone had ever bothered to walk out 
here to find it in the first place.

“Is this actually it?” I asked him. 
“Is this really where you netted those 
snappers in the pictures?” “Yeah mon,” 
was his reply.

Underwhelmed, and filled with 
doubt and disappointment, I cast 
my fly into the hole. I let it sink and 
stripped it back. Nothing.

We worked the edges, put on heavy 
flies and counted to 60 and let them 
drift down before stripping them 
back. Nothing. We broke out the 
chum. Nothing. It was a giant bagel, a 
lot of walking for no reward.

As we turned around for the four-
hour walk home, I thought how few 
of my adventures have actually been 
home runs. I’ve had many fishless 
weeks, traveled around the world to 
play cards and drink beer and watch 
the weather howl. Most fishing trips 
are riddled with hiccups and disap-
pointments, and there are occasionally 
massive failures; boats break down, 
the weather sucks, the guide is really a 
taxi driver, the tide is wrong, the wind 
roars, the fish just don’t bite or aren’t 
there, the airlines lost your bags and 
you are stuck with a Zebco 404 and 
a handline, or you should have been 
there last week.

Measuring the success of your trip 
in the size or numbers of fish you 
caught will end in disappointment. 
My adventures are both successes and 
failures, but above all they are adven-
tures, and I cherish every minute of it.

The failures aren’t great for maga-
zine articles or photos of giant fish, 
but they are a very real part of fishing. 
Learning to relish the adventure and 
enjoy the journey is the key to genu-
ine success.

Roll the dice, take the risk, explore 
and learn. Fishing is about putting in 
the time, eventually you are rewarded 
with moments of greatness when it all 
comes together. Chase dragons and 
one day you may slay them. 

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.

gloomis.com
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F
IRST THERE WERE the alewives, plankton- 
feeding pelagic baitfish that migrated into the Great 
Lakes through the construction of canals, and were 
first observed in Lake Ontario in 1873. The largest 
freshwater inland ocean in the world later became 
a soup from industrial phosphate discharges over 
the next century, creating massive plankton blooms 
that resulted in alewife population explosions. In 
response, we stocked Pacific salmon to control the 

alewives. Sea lampreys migrated into the Great Lakes the same 
way, circumventing Niagara Falls via the Welland Canal, and they 
sucked the lifeblood out of native lake trout stocks. 

Zebra mussels came by ship, and after they took hold, their filter 
feeding eliminated the plankton, causing the alewife population to 
crash, and the $7 billion annual Pacific salmon sport fishery to falter. 
From the ballasts of international ships came the next invaders, round 
gobies. This domino effect of invasive species altering both the food 
chain and the habitat has resulted in dramatic ecosystem swings in 
the Great Lakes, and uncertain challenges to fisheries managers try-
ing to balance them. We’re not here to condemn these efforts and 
institutions, yet man’s alteration of the natural environment has conse-
quences we can never predict or control. And yes, our beloved steel-
head too, can also be viewed as an invasive fish species.

Opening Access
Cattaraugus Creek on the south shore of Lake Erie is one of the 

most productive steelhead tributaries in the Great Lakes region and 
it’s only going to get better—or so hopes the Erie County Chamber 
of Commerce and the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation, along with the thousands of anglers who flock to Steel-
head Alley on a seasonal basis to get their fix of chrome. Cattarau-
gus Creek (aka “The Big Kitty” or just the Catt), has the potential to 
become the best wild steelhead fishery on the East Coast.

When you first drive over the tributary on Interstate 90 and look 
down, it would be hard to determine that potential, but upstream 
from the Seneca Nation of Indians Reservation, the Cattaraugus 
watershed becomes one of the most ecologically diverse areas in 
Western New York State.

Removing  
a dam on the Catt 

is (possibly) a  
good idea

Playing  
God in the 

Great Lakes

K A R L  W E I X L M A N N
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There has been a lot of ta lk, 
speculation, and discussion among 
steelheaders about the removal or re-
construction of the Springville Dam, 
also known as the Scoby Dam, that 
was originally built as a hydroelectric 
project in 1922, but hasn’t generated 
electricity since 1998. This would al-
low steelhead to migrate into upper 
Cattaraugus Creek and its tributaries 
past the Wyoming County line in New 
York State. It would also give steel-
head access to approximately 70 more 
miles of fishable stream.

Natural reproduction of steelhead 
on Cattaraugus Creek that has previ-
ously been estimated at around 25 
percent of the total river population 
would increase exponentially. More 
than 34 miles of public fishing ease-
ments already exist above the dam 
where wild, natural ly reproduc-
ing populations of trout already ex-
ist. These were the first trout that I 
ever caught with fly-fishing tackle. 
In March of 2006, 73 percent of re-
spondents to a survey at the Hamburg 
Sportsman Show said they favored 
steelhead passage above the dam, 
yet there are many other factors to 
consider.

Upstream from the dam are 17 miles 
of main stem and 27 miles of tributar-
ies that currently sustain a resident, 
wild population of brown and rain-
bow trout. Native brook trout also in-
habit the headwaters of 15 tributaries. 
In 1978, one of those wild 20-inch 
browns came out of a logjam to fol-
low my nightcrawler. Although I never 
did catch that trout, the Cattaraugus 

and that trout in the tributary, Clear 
Creek near Arcade New York, were im-
portant chapters in my development 
as an angler.

Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) studies on the Pere Marquette 
River in Michigan have shown that 
competition with steelhead has had 
a negative impact on resident brown 
trout populations. In 1998, a study 
showed that the habitat used by steel-
head parr and juvenile brown trout 
was the same, and that they had the 
same dietary needs. “Differences in 
the abundance of brown trout over 
8 inches . . . lead researchers to con-
clude that competition with steelhead 
adversely affected the abundance of 
resident brown trout.” 

At the Hunt Creek Fisheries Re-
search Station in Michigan, studies 
showed negative results after steel-
head introductions. In data collected 
between 1995-1997 and 1998-2005, 
survival of yearling wild brown trout 
populations declined by 23% to 36%, 
while the size of age 2- and 3-year-
old trout increased, perhaps due to 
increased numbers of young steel-
head that were now available as a 
forage species for fewer surviving 
brown trout.

It is possible that the spawning ar-
eas of high-quality gravel in the upper 
Catt will be taken over by steelhead, 
because some of these fall-running 
steelhead spawn at the same time as 
wild brown trout. 

During the spawn, the much larg-
er steelhead dig redds in the most 
desirable locations, and large male 

steelhead dominate these locations. 
The 2005 study at Hunt Creek said 
that “there was likely some mortality 
to brown trout eggs or sac fry by steel-
head redd superimposition.”

But there are conflicting reports 
from the Grand River in Ontario, 
where data has shown that since 
1994, with 2 to 3 times more steel-
head present, brown trout numbers 
have not declined. 

With an increase in biomass from 
Lake Erie that would include steelhead 
eggs and immature steelhead, it’s pos-
sible that wild trout in the Catt could 
get much larger, but the trout of my 
youth could also disappear or be dis-
placed by steelhead. And the days of 
walking and fishing a lonely stream 
will become a memory of the past if 
steelhead are present.

Sea Lampreys
Cattaraugus Creek has the largest 

spawning population of sea lampreys 
on the south shore of Lake Erie, cost-
ing the Great Lakes Fisheries Com-
mission about $200,000 for every 
three-year cycle of lampricide treat-
ments. These treatments apparently 
do not affect steelhead because lam-
pricide sinks into the stream sub-
strates to kill lamprey larvae.

Total removal of the dam would 
allow lampreys to more than double 
their spawning area, causing further 
damage to steelhead and lake trout in 
Lake Erie, and result in more of those 
nasty-looking oval sores and scars on 
the sides of fish we’ve seen increase 
in the last decade. 

But an explosion in the lamprey 
population isn’t supposed to hap-
pen because the NYSDEC and the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers have 
designed and approved a fish pas-
sageway and dam reconstruction that 
allows steelhead to migrate into the 
upper Cattaraugus, but keeps lam-
preys out. A detailed project report 
from the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers Buffalo District in 2014 showed 
that “Analysis of the proposed project 
is not a major federal action which 
would result in significant adverse im-
pacts on the quality of the human or 
natural environment.”

In August of 2015 the “Springville 
Dam Ecosystem and Restoration Proj-
ect” was approved by both the NYSDEC 
and the Corps with the goal of opening 
up 70 miles of high-quality spawning 
habitat to steelhead while continuing 
to block migration of invasive species 

Lowering Springville Dam on Cattaraugus Creek and installing a fish passageway 
would open 70 miles of new spawning habitat in the upper watershed.

➤

Photo ❱ Andrew Kornacki, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers



like the sea lamprey. This allows the 
study team to move forward in the 
engineering and design phase of the 
project, with construction scheduled to 
begin in the summer of 2018 if fund-
ing is secured. Plans include lowering 
the spillway height to approximately 13 
feet along the current 338-foot length, 
which will continue serving as a lam-
prey barrier.  The project also includes 
construction of what is called a rock, 
riffle, ramp, to act as a fish ladder.

To prevent lampreys from reaching 
the prime habitat upstream, Geoff Hintz, 
Buffalo Division Project Manager for the 
USACE said, “The ramp would have a 
stop-log barrier with a jump pool and a 
fish trap at the upstream end. The stop-
log barrier would remain in place during 
the lamprey migratory season and divert 
fish into a trap for sorting. Outside of the 
lamprey migratory season, the stop-log 
would be removed and all fish species 
allowed to move upstream.” Seasonal 
trapping and sorting is to be conducted 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

Lampreys spawn during the months 
of April, May, and June, when trapping 

and sorting of fish is to be conducted.
“With this project we are protect-

ing and improving our environmen-
tal heritage in the Cattaraugus Creek 
watershed, enhancing the ecosystem 
for native fish by opening up miles of 
new spawning areas, but preventing 
the spread of invasive and destructive 
sea lampreys,” explained Mark Polon-
carz of Erie County. Perhaps Polon-
carz does not realize that steelhead 
are not a native fish species in any of 
the Great Lakes, and that native spe-
cies like the brook trout may now be 
threatened. 

To quote the NYSDEC Bureau of 
Fisheries Review of the project, “Bi-
ological changes in the fishery are 
more difficult to predict but devel-
opment of a naturally reproducing 
steelhead population in the upper 
Cattaraugus Creek system would like-
ly cause some reduction in abundance 
of resident rainbow and brown trout.” 
It also went on to say that, “Increased 
use of the resource in spring may lead 
to conflicts among anglers as well as 
declines in the “quality” of angling for 

those preferring a more secluded or 
isolated angling experience.” 

It would be satisfying to revisit 
my old fishing haunts I enjoyed as 
a youngster, and have the possibil-
ity of catching steelhead on the same 
streams I used to wet wade in tennis 
shoes during summer months, flick-
ing dry flies upstream and hoping for 
a rise from a wild rainbow or brown. 
This project could make the Cattarau-
gus one of the premier destinations 
in the entire Great Lakes region for 
hooking wild, naturally reproduced 
steelhead, and could set a precedent 
for dam alteration or removal on all 
Great Lakes tributaries. The possibili-
ties are exciting to say the least, but 
should also be tempered by the fact 
that nature has its own way of doing 
things, and that our best-laid plans 
have not always gone so well. 

Karl Weixlmann is a guide and the au-
thor of Great Lakes Steelhead, Salm-
on & Trout: Essential Techniques for 
Fly Fishing the Tributaries (Stackpole 
Books, 2009). 
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The president of 
Simms speaks 

out on mine 
threats, danger-
ous politics, and 
helping veterans

K.C. Walsh

HE PRESIDENT AND majority shareholder of 
Simms Fishing Products, K.C. Walsh, isn’t a glad-
hander. He’s marked with a distinct pensiveness, 
sincerity, and frankness, the type who’d rather be 
honest than pleasant.

For 23 years, he’s led Simms from a small com-
pany with great products to a significant manu-
facturer of some of the most functional fishing 
apparel on the market, with an impressive distribu-

tion model, and widespread brand appeal. Walsh has made tough 
business decisions and stuck to them. And while he holds a repu-
tation for being observant and deliberate, he doesn’t shy away from 
complicated and controversial subjects. Quite the contrary, he’s 
got plenty to say, and an impeccable sense of when to say it. He 
recently took on mining company Tintina Resources in a poignant 
and balanced opinion piece in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle, out-
lining the tremendous risks of a proposed exploratory copper mine 
on the wild and famed Smith River.

“I’ve floated the Smith about nine times. I now do an annual 
trip with my kids. I just love this river. It’s an example of a fishery 
that could really get goofed up by mining. We’ve see what hap-
pened on the Animas River in Colorado, and lots of examples in 
this state,” Walsh said. “It’s something that Montana has to be 
very careful about. Now that they’ve filed the mine application, it’s 
time for all of us to really pick it up and convince the DEQ and the 
governor to do the right thing.”

As a 50-year member of Trout Unlimited, Walsh is well-versed 
in environmental history, and how our rivers and quality of life are 
ultimately tied together.

“My move to Montana started when I was 12 years old,” Walsh 
said. “I came up here and spent a better part of a summer on the 
Bitterroot River with my grandparents. They rented a house. My 
grandfather was an avid fly fisherman and got me into it at a young 
age. I just had a terrific time with them up here. In the back of my 
mind I always had this vision of living in Montana.”

But Montana would have to wait. 
“When I finished grad school in Pennsylvania [at The Wharton 

School], I ferried a car out West for a friend and wanted to drive 
through Bozeman,” he said. I drove into this town and thought, ‘Oh 
my God, this is where I want to live.’ And instead, I got the booby 
prize: I wound up taking a job in Los Angeles.”

S A R A H  G R I G G



Everything from Atlantic salmon in the Hunt River (shown) 
to westslope cutthroat trout in Montana depends on cold 
water for survival. Walsh believes all sportsmen—and 
particularly those in the outdoor industry—must present  
a united front to push back or slow climate change.

➤
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A self-described Calvinist when 
it comes to work, he found himself 
burning out on a corporate hamster 
wheel in Southern California, flying 
out for work on Sunday nights or 
Monday mornings and returning Fri-
day evenings. 

“I knew that lifestyle wasn’t some-
thing I wanted,” he explained. After 
six years and with enough savings 
tucked away to buy a house in a 
semi-dangerous Los Angeles neigh-
borhood, he knew he wanted a 
change.

Walsh purchased Simms in 1993, 
and relocated his young family to 
Bozeman. He built his company 
around one core goal: to connect an-
glers to their best days on the water 
through quality fishing products.

“All of us at Simms are extremely 
proud of our heritage. This compa-
ny started making fishing waders in 
the mid-80s. We believe in American 
production,” he said. “And I think 

we’re doing our best here in Boze-
man to elevate that.”

A few years ago, to accommodate 
growth, the Simms production fa-
cility moved to a newly constructed 
building on the outskirts of Boze-
man. It’s a spectacular space best 
described as fly fishing meets Piet 
Mondrian, and the factory and ware-
house continue to expand with the 
company. 

In a large, naturally lit produc-
tion area, wader sewing stations fill 
a colorful space that defies every 
dark, dank notion of “garment pro-
duction” ever conjured. In view of 
the decline—perhaps more aptly de-
scribed as “lingering extinction”—of 
American production and vocational 
skills, Simms represents a shining, 
functional reminder that “Made in 
America” is still possible. The way 
Walsh’s team produces Simms wad-
ers is people-oriented and relies on 
experience and expertise.

“One of the great luxuries we have 
at Simms is that we have a great team 
of people,” Walsh said. “Some of our 
production staff have been with us 
20 years and they know more about 
making these products than anyone 
else in the world.

“Many of our staff, both in pro-
duction and management, are keen 
anglers,” said Walsh. Connection is a 
recurring theme with Walsh, wheth-
er it’s connecting employees and 
anglers to water, or his business to 
major policy issues.

 Jim Klug, Director of Operations 
at Yellow Dog Fly Fishing Adven-
tures, sees Walsh as a businessman 
with backbone when it comes to tak-
ing a stand on issues impacting all 
of us.

“K.C. isn’t afraid to tie his compa-
ny’s reputation, identity, and path to 
issues that matter to him, to Montan-
ans, and to the vast majority of fly 
fishermen,” said Klug. “What a lot of 
people don’t realize is that there’s a 
risk that goes with taking a stance on 
certain conservation issues. A lot of 
business owners won’t do it. But if it’s 
your business, you need to put your 
money where your mouth is.” 

Walsh’s passion for healthy fisher-
ies, and policies that promote public 
access for all sportsmen, increasingly 
drive the company’s identity. 

“I wanted to move Simms forward in 
such a way that we’d have an impact on 
fisheries and the environment. I’m very 
involved personally, and many of our 
managers are also involved in fisheries 
organizations,” said Walsh.

“We all believe that every new angler 
or lapsed angler that we get involved 
in this activity is someone who cares 
about fish and fresh water. There’s a 
really great synergy between people 
who love to fish and their passion for 
the environment. And so, in terms of 
connecting people to their best days on 
the water, we’re also aiming to connect 
people to the environment as well.”

Walsh sees a critical link between 
fly fishers and conventional anglers, 
especially when it comes to politi-
cal matters. Several years ago, Simms 
set goals to expand beyond the fly- 
fishing world, and built a bridge to con-
ventional sport fishing by producing 
gear for bass anglers and others.

“The market told us that bass, 
offshore, and general convention-
al angling enthusiasts wanted more 
products from our company. The mar-
ket informed that decision,” he said. 

K.C. Walsh has used his business as a platform to speak out against the 
proposed Black Butte mine in the Smith River watershed.

➤
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There is no finer trophy peacock bass fishing on Earth,

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.

Give us a call to learn more about our new season!

Week-long packages from September thru mid-December

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

travel@theflyshop.com.   www.theflyshop.com
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We are very excited about the new developments to our trophy peacock bass  program.
5 new hidden lakes accessed by 2-person, stand-up kayaks now included as an option 

Untamed Amazon, mothership,  will have a new 3rd floor outdoor balcony/deck 
New  overnight tent camping option in the headwaters for an ultimate adventure 



K.C. Walsh has floated the Smith 
River nine times, and for his 
family, it’s an annual event.

➤
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When it comes to conservation, 
Walsh has more than stances to offer. 
Annually, Simms contributes signifi-
cantly to a list of river conservation 
groups. 

“Our goal right now is to contrib-
ute 5 percent of our pretax profits 
annually. And I’d love to increase 
that as we get bigger,” he said. He 
expressed great respect for the sub-
stantial financial contributions and 
leadership of Orvis, Patagonia, Cos-
ta and other larger companies in the 
fly-fishing industry: “They could be 
doing a lot of other things with their 
excess cash flow, and their commit-
ment is incredible and inspiring to 
our team.”

Warriors in Quiet Waters (WQW),  
a nonprofit that brings U.S. war vet-
erans to Montana to heal through 
fly fishing, holds a special place at 
Simms. This year, the company plans 
to make a $100,000 cash donation to 
the veterans group through sales of 
limited-edition WQW waders.

Simms helps out in other ways by 
outfitting participating veterans with 
waders before they head out for a 
week of fishing.

“Being a partner of WQW since 
their launch nine years ago, we’ve 
outfitted men and women who have 
experienced things we can’t even 
imagine. Some of these folks haven’t 
left their homes in years, let alone 
traveled halfway across the country 
to spend a week fly fishing in Mon-
tana,” Walsh said. “But to see this 
group after a one-week period, it’s 
life changing. It’s been so fulfilling 
for us to be part of it. The healing 
power of fly fishing is amazing.”

One of the toughest things about 
interviewing Walsh is that he will al-
ways put his team and the company 
before himself.

“Probably the most common com-
ment I receive from people walking 
into this building is, ‘You must be so 
proud of what you’ve built,’” he said. 
“I’m always taken aback by that, be-
cause I never think of the business 
in those terms. First off, I don’t think 
it’s built yet. I think we’re just start-
ing. Second, I haven’t built it. It’s the 
team of people here. I’d be nowhere 
without our great team of people at 
Simms. We’re building. It’s not some-
thing I built.” 

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

“We used to think of bass fishermen 
as less sophisticated anglers, and fly 
fishers as the more refined fishing 
sportsman.”

But the experience has been eye-
opening for Walsh and his team. 

“People who are hardcore tackle 
enthusiasts are the same folks who 
enjoy fly fishing,” he said.

“At the very pinnacle of our 
sport—overall angling—you find that 
most enthusiasts do both convention-
al gear and fly. Shaw Grigsby is one 
of the most well-known bass fisher-
men and one of his favorite things 
is to fish for tarpon with a fly rod. 
Marty and Scott Glorvigen are enthu-
siastic fly fishers for steelhead, but 
they are really renowned walleye and 
musky fishermen.”

Beyond market demand, Walsh 
views this “reaching across the aisle,” 
so to speak, as a critical gesture to 
powerfully tackling issues facing 
fisheries. He’s adamant about the role 
all anglers must actively assume: “In 
the political arena, if we’re going to 
move the needle, we’ve gotta move 
beyond the fly-fishing community—

which represents roughly 4 million 
anglers—when 40 million fishing li-
censes are sold in the U.S. each year. 
We need all 40 million of those peo-
ple to be engaged in issues like the 
Pebble Mine or Smith River mine.”

Climate change is another area in 
which Walsh is advocating for great-
er angler pushback, on all sides of 
the sport. 

“For those of us in the fishing 
business, we’re like agriculturalists. 
We’re dependent on weather condi-
tions. At Simms, our year often de-
pends on snowpack that develops in 
early November and can be highly 
variable by geography. So, we’ve had 
a couple of really tough years in Cali-
fornia and a few better years in the 
northern Rockies,” he offers, briefly 
illuminating the harsh realities of re-
cent snow and rainfall.

“We’re right on the front line of 
climate change. I don’t think any-
one in our industry can have their 
head in the sand on this issue. Fish 
depend on cool, clear water. And 
global warming is not conducive to 
great fishing.” 

Our national discussions, or rather, 
total lack of national discussions, on 
climatological science and a viable ac-
tion plan deeply concerns him. Many 
old-school Republicans feel their 
party’s traditional pro-sportsmen 
platform and dialogue around the 
environment have been hijacked by 
impostors abusing the party name. 

“What the Tea Partiers have done 
is a shame,” Walsh says, shaking his 
head in dismay. “I had dinner with 
Bob Inglis, a former congressman 
from South Carolina, last month. He’s 
in a very interesting position because 
he’s a conservative Republican who 
lost office to a Tea Partier because 
he recognized climate change as an 
important issue. It’s people like Bob 
who are going to make an impact on 
this issue in the United States. It has 
to become a bipartisan concern.”

Walsh testified in Helena to voice 
opposition to limiting public access 
to lands and water, vehemently stat-
ing, “The entire sportfishing industry 
depends on public lands and access. 
Access is the number one issue for us 
right now. Whether it’s on waters in 
Montana, Utah, in the West, or out on 
the coast, with the marine protected 
areas. We’re a strong supporter of the 
Utah Stream Access Coalition . . . I 
just fundamentally feel the best ad-
vocates for clean waters are people 
who love fish.”
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flnflfllflnflflflnflflflflcflnflflflflflnflmflflnflflhflfl

flflflflflflflncflflflflflwflflnflfluccflflflflflnflflflflflluflfl,fl
whflflhflflflflhflflflmflflnflflflwflflchflngflflflflmflflnfl
flnflflflmflflflflflflfl flflfl flfl fluflflfl-flflflfl-flflnkfl lflnflfl
flflflfl flflflfllhflflflfl flnfl Cfllflflflflnflfl’flfl Efllfl Rflvflfl,fl
flflflflwflflchflngflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflngfl flugfl flnflCflflflflCflflflBfly.fl Chflngflngfl
flhflflflflflflfllflcflnflhfllflflyfluflflunchflflflmflfllflflflckflfl,fl
fluflflwhflflfl flflflyfluflhflflflnflflflflnflflfluflfl flwflflflxflflflfl
flflflfllflflflflflwflflkflfluflflflhflflflflflflflcflflflyflflflmflflflflflyfluflfl
lflcfllflwflflflfl—flnflflwhflflflflflflflhflflflflflcflnflflflflflfllflwflflfl
flflflfl?flThflfl’flflflhflflflflflflflflflhflnflflChflflky’flflTflflfllflflPlfly,flwhflflflflyfluflgflflflflflcflmfllflflflflflflfll,flflwflflflflflflflflflnfllflflflflfllfl,flflnflflflflFflflh-
flflnflflSwflflflwflflflflflflflfllflcflflflflflflgflflhflflflflflflflflflfluflflflhflflflflmflflcflflflflflflflflhflfl(flflflflflflflfl)flflflflcflflflflflflflflflfllflflnflflflflflflnglflflflxflflflflflflflfll.

YfluflcflnflgflflflflhflflTflflfllflflPlflyflwflflhflflflflhflflflflflTyflflflflflflflflflflflflfl-cflflflflflflfllflflnflflflwflflflxflflflflflflflfllflfl($205-$235),flflflflflhflflmflchflnflflfl
Bflflflflflflflflflflflfl($320-$350,flcheekyfishing.com)flflnflflflzflflflflflflflflvflflyflhflngflflflflmflflflfluflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl,flflfllmfln,flflnflflflflflfllhflflfl.

Winston Boron III X Super 10

BflflflnflIIIflflflflWflnflflfln’flfllflflflflflflflnflflmflflflflflflvflncflflflflflflflflflflflnflflflflflflflflnflflflchnfllflgy—flfl’flflnflflflflhflflflflhflflwhfllflflflflflflflflflflflflfln,fl
fluflflflhflflflflflflnflflnflflhflflfluflflflflflcflflflnflgflvflflflflhflflflflflflflxflflflflflflflflngflh,flflflflflflnflflfl,flflnflflwflflghflflflflvflngfl.flSflncflflflnflflflflucflngflBfl-

flflnflIIIflflflflfl,flWflnflflflnflhflflflcflflflflflflflnumflflfluflflflflflcflfllflyflflflflflfluflflngflBflflflnflIIIflflncluflflngflMflcflflflflfly,flflnflflfllflflflJunglflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflflcflckflflflflflflflnflflgfllflflnflflflflflflfl.flThflfllflflflflflfluflflflflflflBflflflnflIIIflSuflflflfl10flflflflflfl($845,flwinstonrods.com)flflflflflflhflflflflchnfl-
cfllflflnflflflflnflflflflvflflfluflflnflflflflflflflEuflflflnymflhflng.flWflnflflflnflflflyflflflhflflflflflflnflmflkflflflflflflfllflflflflflflflflguflflwhflnflhflgh-flflflckflngflflhflflflfl
3-,fl4-,flflnflfl5-wflflghfl,fl10-flflflflflnymflhflngflflflflfl.flThflfl’flflnflflflflflfighflflngflfluflflflyfluflflflflflflhflflfl,flflfl’flflflfl2-flnchfl“cflflkflflxflflnflflfln”flflflflfl
whflnflyfluflnflflflflflflflmflvflflyfluflflhflnflfluflflflnflflflflwnflflhflflflflflflflnflflflflflflflflnflflflflflchflngflflflfluflflflflnfl.

Sonar Titan

Ifl’flflnflflflflflcflflchyflnflmfl,flfluflflflhflflfllflhflnumflflflcflINT/SINKfl3/SINKfl5fllflnflfl($84, scientificanglers.com)flflflflflflnflmflflflflflflflmflflfl
flflnflflflcflflflflflflgflflngflflflflflflmflmflflfl.flThflflnflwfllflnflflflflflflflflflflflflflflhflflSflnflflflflflmflly,flwhflchflflncluflflflflflllflScflflnflflficflAnglflflflflflflnk-

flngfllflnflfl.flBuflflunlflkflflmflnyflflflnkflng-flflflfllflnflfl,flwhflchflhflngflflflwkwflflfllyflflnflflflflflnflflflflwflflnflflunflflflflm-flflflmflflflflflflflnkflngflflflfl,fl
flhflflfllflnflflflflflyflflflfluflflflflflflhflflflflflulflflflScflflnflflficflAnglflflflflTflflflnflflflflflfl,flwhflchflmflflnflflflflflfluflnflflflvflflflmflflflfllflkflflflflflflflflflngfllflnfl,fl
flnflflhflflflfllflnflyflflflflflflwflflflflflflflmflflflhlyflcflflflflflhflfllflflgflflflflflflflflflyflu’vflflgflflflflnflyfluflflflflx.fl

Thflfl“flwflflflflflcflflncfl”flflflflflhflflflflyfllflnfl,flhflwflvflfl,flflflflmflflflflflhflnfljuflflflflhflflflflflflfl,flflfl’flflflnflflhflflflflflfllfl-flflnflflflyflcflmflflflflflflflnflflflflflhflfl
lflnfl,flwhflchflhfllflflflyfluflgflflflflflflflflflflwflflhfllflflflflflflflflflfl,flflnflflmflflnflflflnflflflflflflflflghfl-lflnflflcflnnflcflflflnflflflflwflflnflyfluflflflflflflflflflflflnflfl
flhflflfly.flThflflINT/SINKfl3/SINKfl5fllflnflflhflflflflflflfllflflgflflflnflflnflflflmflflflflflflflflunnflngfllflnfl,flflnflfllflvflflhflnfllflngfllflnflflflhflflflflflnkflfl
flflfl2.5flflflfl3.5flflnchflflflflflflflflflcflnflfl(flflfl),flflnflflflflflflflflflflflflhflflflflflflfl33.5'flflhflflflflflnkflflflflfl
4.5flflflfl6flflflfl.

Thflflflflflflflflghflfllflnflflflllflwflflyfluflflflflflflflflucflflflhflflflyflflcflflflnflyfluflwflnflflwflflhfluflflflhflfl
flflflflflnflngflflflflflcflflflflflflflflyfllflnflflwflflhflflflgflflnflflflflwflflnflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflnglflflflflflwflflnflflhflfl
flflflflflngflflnflflflflnkflngflflflflflflflnfl.flNflflflflnlyflflflflflflflllflflhflflflflxflflflfllflnflflkflllflflhflflflcflflflnflflflfl
yfluflflflyflwhflnflyfluflflflflflflflyflngflflflflflwflflchflflnflflmflvflflflfl,flflxcflflflfllflnflflflflflucflflflyfluflflflflfll-
flflyflflflflflflfllflflflflflkflflflflnflflflflflflflhflflhflflk.

I’vflfluflflflflflhflfl6-wflflghflflvflflflflflnflflflflflhflflfllflnflflflflflflflflflflflmflflflfiflhflngflflflflflflflfluflflflnflfl
flmflllmfluflhflflflflflflflnflmflflflumflflflfllflflgflflflflvflflfl,flflnflflflfl’flflflflgflflflflfllflnflflflflflflflflflllwflflflflflfl
flnflflflflflfllflngflflflflflflflvflflflwhflflflflyfluflflflflflflwflflflflngflflhflflughflflfllflflgflflflnflflflflflflflnflfl
flflflflflmfllflflflflflflflflfln.flWhfllflflflhflfl6-wflflghflflflflflflflflflflflflcflflflflfluflfllflnflflflflflflflhflflwflngfl2-flflflfl
4-flnchflflflflflculflflflflflflflflflflmflflfl,flflhflflflflggflflflflflflnflfiflflflwflllflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl,flflflkfl,flflnflfl
muflkyflflyflfiflhflflflfllflflkflngflflflflflhflflvflflflfllflnflflflhflflflcflnflfluflnflflvflflfl6-flflflfl10-flnchflflflflflfl
lflkflflBlflnflflChflcklflflflflGflmflflChflngflflfl,flflnflflflhflnflgflflflflhflflflflyflflflwnflquflcklyflflflflflhflfl
fiflh.flFflflflflhflflflflflflflflhwflflflflflflflg-gflmflflhunflflflfl,flflhflfllflnflflcflmflflflflnflhflflvflflflflgflflflnfl
wflflghflflflflflflfluflflflwflflhfluflflflflfl11-wflflghflflflflflfl.

—Ross Purnell



 

Scientific Anglers  
Ampere Outfit

Oufifififfifihefibfix,fl prefissembledfl flflfl
fififikleflmufihflfifflfiheflfiimeflsfiundsfl

unfippefiizing,fl likefl bfixedfl mfififirfinifl
findflfiheese.flBufiflsfimefiimesflflfiuflrunfl
fifirfissfl fifl pfifikfigedfl mefilfl findfl refilfi
izefl “Hefl,fl fihisfl isfl fififiufillflfl gfifid,fl findfl
fihere’sflevenflrefilflmefififlfindflfiheeseflinfl
here.”

Sfiienfiifififl Anglersfl Amperefl Oufifi
fififlisflfifllififilefllikeflfihfifi,flbefifiuseflwhilefl
ifi’sflfiflprepfifikfigedflfiufifififlfihfififlfifimesfl
refidflflfififlfishflwifihflfiflrfid,flreel,flline,fl
findfllefider,flififlhfisfldefienfiflfifimpfinenfisfl
fihfififlwfirkflwellflfifigefiherflfififlgefiflflfiurfl
friend’sfllififileflbrfifiher,flflfiurflfifiwfirkfi
er,flflfiurflfifiusin,flfirflgirlfriendflfinflfihefl
wfifierflfindflfishingflfisflsfifinflfisflpfissifi
ble.flBewfire,flifflflfiu’refllfifikingflffirflfifl
rfidflfindflreelflffirflflfiurflfifinfiéeflfihenflflfiufl

mighfiflwfinfiflfififlpufiflfifigefiherflsfimefihingfl
fihfififlrequiresflfifllififileflmfireflpersfinfilflfififi
fienfiifin,flsfimefihingflfihfififlrequiresfleffi
ffirfifl likefl lfivinglflflwindingfl fihefl linefl
finflfiheflreelflflfiurself,flbufiflffirfleverflfi
fineflelse,flfihisflgefisflfihefljfibfldfineflwifihfl
mfiximumfleffifiienfiflflfindflsfiflsfl“Hefl,fl
lefisflgfiflfishing!”

AmpereflOufififisfl($200fi$230)flfifimefl
infl5fi,fl6fi,flfindfl8fiweighfiflfifinfigurfifiifinsfl
wifihflfifldiefififisfiflfiluminumflAmperefl
reel,flfindflfiflnfinfiexfiuredflSfiienfiifififlAnfi
glersfllinefldesignedflspefiifififillflflffirflfihefl
deepflburgundflflAmpereflrfids.

IflgfiveflfinflAmpereflfiufifififlfififlfiflfififi
wfirkerflwhfiflwfisflfiflfifimplefieflbeginfi
ner,flfindflsheflwfisflfifififihingflbfissflfindfl
bluegillsflsfirfiighfiflfiufiflfifflfiheflbfixfljusfifl
30flminufiesfl lfifier.flTheflmediumfiffisfifl
rfidflwfisflquifikflfififllfifid,flfindflefisflflfififl
lefirn.flOneflweekfllfifier,flJfifiquieflwfisfl
fihrfiwingflfiighfifl lfifipsflupflfififl40flfeefifl
findflmfikingflfififiurfifieflfifisfisflfififlfishflshefl
spfifified.flMfisfiflimpfirfifinfi,flsheflwfisflenfi
jfiflingflfishing,flfindflisn’fiflfihfififlfiheflbesfifl
pfissiblefl fiufififimeflfiffl finefl fiffl fihesefl
pfifikfiges?

—Ross Purnell
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fivfififirficfifififizfififitfififififificfifififir.

Tfififi20-,fi30-,fififififi40-fifitfirfiHfip-
pfirfifi($300-$400,fiyeti.com)fiwfitfifi
1-fificfi-tfifickfiCfififiCfifififiIfififififitfifififi
kfifipfificfififfirfififiyfi,fififitfitfifiyfijfifitfififitfi
fifififittfififififitficfifififirfiwfitfifitfififififitrfi-
fifictfifififififfififififiwfitfifificfififirfificfifimfifi
wfitfififirfififififififififififififififififififififizfifi
firfififififififififirfififififizfippfir.

—Ross Purnell 
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Montana’s stream access laws may 
play a pivotal role in Montana’s 

2016 gubernatorial election cycle, as 
Republican candidate Greg Gianforte 
is defending himself against accusa-
tions that in 2009, Gianforte and his 
wife filed a lawsuit against Montana 
Fish, Wildlife & Parks to eliminate a 
public fishing easement to the East 
Gallatin River.

According to a 2009 report in the 

Bozeman Daily Chronicle, “Susan 
Gianforte, wife of RightNow Tech-
nologies CEO Greg Gianforte, is listed 
as the registered agent of East Galla-
tin LLC, the company filing suit to 
yank the easement from the northwest 
corner of its Manley Road property, 
which runs alongside 75 acres of Mon-
tana Fish, Wildlife & Parks land.”

Fish, Wildlife & Parks obtained the 
easement in 1993, and the Gianfortes 

bought the property in 2005.
Democrats supporting incumbent 

Governor Steve Bullock used the 2009 
lawsuit to paint a picture of the gu-
bernatorial challenger as a rich New 
Jersey transplant and landowner who 
is out of touch with Montana values.

But according to Gianforte, he 
never wanted the easement removed, 
he just wanted it clearly marked. He 
says the issue was quickly resolved af-
ter FWP visited the site in July 2009, 
corrected the legal description of the 
boundaries, and improved the trail 
and fencing to keep anglers on the 
easement and off his property.

“Susan and I allow stream access, 
parking on our property, and archery 
hunting on our land. We often sit by 
the river after a long day and wave to 
folks walking along the banks or ca-
noeing downstream,” Gianforte wrote 
on gregformontana.com. “Come on 
and down and fish for yourself. The 
river is, and always has been, open.”

Floodplains are an important part of any river ecosys-
tem, but the urbanization of West Coast rivers and 

estuaries has damaged or reduced floodplain habitat, 
giving juvenile salmon and steelhead a poor shot at even 
surviving to the smolt stage.

To address these problems, The Nigiri Project used  
flooded rice fields on the Knaggs Ranch near Davis, 
California, as surrogate wetlands to produce supersize 
juvenile salmon for the Sacramento River. Since 2012, 
Principal Investigator Jacob Katz, Ph.D., has been raising 
salmon in these wetlands, and comparing their growth 
rates to salmon reared in the main river channel.

“Gorging on a 1,000 times more bugs than are found 
in the river channel, juvenile Chinook salmon on the 
floodplain double their weight every week,” said Katz. 
“Over the three-week period of the experiment in 2016, 
floodplain salmon grew 700 percent faster than their riv-
er counterparts.”

“Those bigger fish have a much better chance of mak-
ing the journey to the ocean, surviving in the ocean, 
and coming back as adults,” said Katz. When the salmon 
come out of the rice fields, they swim down canals, into 
the Yolo Bypass, the Sacramento River, and out to sea.

“We started with 10,000 salmon released into the cor-
ner of a single Yolo Bypass rice field in 2012,” said Katz. 
“We have increased the number of fish released, and ex-
panded release locations annually. Next year we hope 
to release 1 million fish at multiple floodplain locations 
throughout the Central Valley.”

UC Davis Center for Watershed Sciences, CalTrout, 
Knaggs Ranch LLC, and Cal Marsh and Farm are part-
ners in the project, and the multiple use of the water also 
produces Black Fox brand “salmon friendly” rice that is 
clearly marked as a result of the Nigiri Project. 

Stream Access a Gubernatorial Issue

Salmon parr that grow in floodplain habitat grow faster, 
reach larger sizes, and have a better chance of survival than 
juvenile salmon that live in the main river channel.
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Gubernatorial candidate Greg Gianforte (above) is a fly fisher with property 
abutting a Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks fishing easement on  
the East Gallatin River.
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Salmon Need  
Floodplains

Photo ❱ Courtesy of Greg Gianforte 
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Summer saltwater fishing in a marine preserve

Of the four “super slam” 
species, California yellowtail 

are perhaps the most 
glamorous due to their large 
potential size and powerful 

fighting style.
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HE FLY LINE CUT THE 

WATER’S SURFACE LIKE 

A BLADE IN A SURGEON’S 

HAND—QUICK, CLEAN, 

AND PRECISE. Whi le 

the yellowtail moved with power 

and speed it created a mark of lin-

ear perfection, and easily burned 90 

feet away from the boat without any 

signs of fatigue. Just a few yards away 

loomed a kelp forest—safe haven for 

the California yellowtail but a tangle 

of trouble for me. Keeping a smooth 

load on the fly rod, I arched the tip 

low and to my left to make the butt 

of my rod work against the fish, and 

pressure it toward open water.

The yellowtail turned back toward 
me and under the boat—I followed 
by driving my rod into the water. The 
game morphed. No more surface runs. 
Only deep-water grinds. It’s the kind 
of connection that tests your gear and 
your resolve. It’s about using your legs. 

Protecting your back. Using short lifts 
and reeling back down.

These are lessons every trout fish-
erman has to learn on a jaunt to Cata-
lina Island, and that’s just landing the 
fish. First you have to find them. Capt. 
Vaughn Podmore and I were fishing 
the east side of the island when I 
hooked that yellowtail. It’s a classic 
collection of coves, rocky cover, flats, 
deep shelves, and tremendous kelp 
forests.

Catalina’s shoreline environments 
present a world-class testing ground 
for all your skills. It’s a year-round 
fishery with four important gamefish:  
California yellowtail, Pacific bonito, 
barracuda, and calico bass. Though 
each species has a premier window 
of opportunity, there’s plenty of over-
lap, including the chance at a “super 
slam” in the summer months.

Target a single species or play the 
blind grab-bag, it’s all there with 
enough exploration opportunities to 
last you a lifetime.

California Yellowtail
(Seriola lalandi dorsalis)

Without question this is one of my 
favorite gamefish. I’ve been blessed 
to experience yellowtail from New 
Zealand to Mexico, and the Catalina 
population plays second fiddle to no-
body. These California yellowtail are 
robust, consistently accessible, and 

T 

Catalina Island is all about fishing 
structure: Barracuda patrol the 
perimeter of it, yellowtail and 
bonito are over it, and calico bass 
are down deep in it.

➤
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comprised of high-quality specimens. 
They’re sleek packages of electrify-
ing muscle. In general the popula-
tion is loaded with firecracker models 
from 2 to 7 pounds but there are more 
than enough 8- to 15-pound beauties 
around to keep it interesting. Yellow-
tail grow well beyond 70 pounds, so 
the potential maximum size becomes 
mind-boggling to fly rodders.

Yellowtail are kin to amberjacks 
and almaco jacks and they exhibit  
the characteristic forked caudal fin, 
which looks like a large sickle. In 
contrast, their pectoral fins are quite 
short. The dorsal and anal fins are 
long and low in profile for dynamic 
streamlined efficiency.

They are a coastal inshore species 
and spend much of their time in rela-
tively shallow water. Their migratory 
movement concentrates them around 
offshore island habitat. Catalina is 
a major waypoint in their migrato-
ry route that moves up Baja through 
Southern California. It’s a perfect 
combination of macro and micro hab-
itat not just for yellowtail but also for 
prey species like sardines, anchovies, 
mackerel, squid, red pelagic crabs, 
and more.

The yellowtail migration usual-
ly begins to show itself in March 
and continues a slow build through-
out spring, peaking in the summer 
when major schools inhabit the re-
gion through September.

Pacific Bonito
(Sarda chiliensis)

Locally known as boneheads or bo-
nita, they belong to the family of tuna 
and mackerel. While Pacific bonito in-
habit a huge range from South Ameri-
ca to the Pacific Northwest, the largest 
concentration is in the stretch from 
Baja through Southern California. 

The Catalina Island population 
swells in the spring when migratory 
fish mix with resident populations. 
The population peaks in the summer 
but if you want to target the largest 
specimens, you’ll want to concentrate 
your efforts during the fall after the 
fish have a full summer of growing 
under their belts, and the population 
of smaller fish has thinned.

During the summer, you’ll be im-
pressed with the blistering strength 
of mostly 2- through 6-pound boni-
to, which are the perfect introduc-
tion into the tuna world. They sport 
a similar body shape and have similar 
finlets. The blue/green metallic color 
scheme is accented with a series of 
prominent dark oblique stripes giving 
way to a white belly.

Bonito often frequent the same en-
virons as yellowtail and feed on the 

same forage so every cast has the po-
tential to surprise you.

California Barracuda
(Sphyraena argentea)

Imagine a fish shaped like a three-
foot-long pipe. It’s long, round, and 
hard-hitting. You’ll hear local anglers 
refer to barracuda as stove pipes but 
let’s add a few critical elements. At the 
front end you need to envision a long 
tapering snout equipped with a set of 
large needlelike teeth. At the opposite 
end, a compact caudal fin. Though it 
doesn’t reach the overall size of the 
great barracuda, our California ver-
sion still brings an impressive punch.

California barracuda habitually pa-
trol the outer edges of kelp forests, 
and cruise atop shallow flats and reef 
structure. They feed mostly on smaller 
fish that stray from this shelter.

As a migratory group, the SoCal 
barracuda population travels between 
Southern Baja and Point Conception. 
The movement  northward is during 
June, July, and August, and then re-
verses itself in the fall. Catalina is 

positioned perfectly to experience 
peak action in June and July.

Most of the ’cudas are 3- to 6-pound 
fish. Anything over three feet is a tro-
phy fish entering the realm of double-
digit weight.

Kelp Bass
(Paralabrax clathratus)

Scientific journals list them as kelp 
bass, but most anglers use the term 
calico bass or just “calicos.” It’s an ex-
cellent descriptor to the camouflage 
pattern on the back and sides of this 
gamefish, which is a cousin of sea 
bass and groupers. 

All of the fish in this family are built 
like bulldozers. The chest is thick with 
a short caudal stalk that powers a sub-
stantial broomlike tail. These bass can 
turn on a dime and they love to live 
in, and power through heavy cover.

Being from the San Francisco Bay 
Area I was brought up fishing shal-
low reefs and kelp beds, and I’ve trav-
eled from Southeast Alaska to Mexico 
to savor this game. Calico bass aren’t 
a bycatch, they are worth going after.

The small resort town of 
Avalon on Catalina Island has 
hotels, restaurants, guides, 
and boat rentals.

➤







Unlike barracuda, yellowtail, and 
bonito, calicos are homebodies that 
are closely tied to reef habitat. Pinna-
cles, crevices, caves, and kelp forests 
are key to their survival. Getting your 
flies deep into these spots is essen-
tial to seeing more and larger calicos, 
but it’s also a zone that causes line 
and fly abrasion and entanglement. 
This is the realm for a mega tug of 
war. You fight tight to cover. You le-
verage and pry away from structure. 
You can’t fear the habitat, but some-
times it will break you.

The mouth structure of calicos al-
lows them to capture most any edi-
ble item they want. Crustaceans big 
and small, a wide variety of fish, even 
baby octopi and squid are fair game 
for these bass. That’s a forage base 
built for year-round sustainability.

Catalina calicos range from 1 to 
10 pounds or more. Pre-spawn activ-
ity gets rolling from March through 
May, and spawn takes place during the 
summer months. Both fall and winter 
provide fly fishers with access to some 
of the biggest specimens of the year.

Gearing Up
Both 8- and 10-weight rods have 

places for the variety of species 
around Catalina. The lighter rod is a 
match for bonito, calicos, barracuda, 
and firecracker yellowtail. The heavier 
outfit lets you handle larger fish and 
given the variety of sizes you’ll find 
there, I believe a 10-weight is the best 
all-around outfit. 

Your line selection doesn’t have to 
be complicated. In the summer, use 
any tropical sinking-tip saltwater line 
or full intermediate line. Floating lines 
can produce occasionally, but sinking-
tip and intermediate lines are better to 
defeat the coastal hydraulics, and get 
your flies down to the fish.

Straight leaders of 20-pound-test 
fluorocarbon monofilament 6 to 7 feet 
long are common. Tie a Bimini knot 
at the butt end to connect to your fly 
line. At the front of the leader, use a 
no-slip loop knot to connect to the fly. 
It’s not IGFA legal, but it’s simple and 
helps you land fish quickly. If you get 
into a bunch of small bonito, then 12- 
to 14-pound-test monofilament is fine.

California
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Calico bass are in the 
same family as groupers 
and sea bass, and they 
hunt and feed deep 
inside kelp beds and 
other structures in 
similar ways.
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on the mainland have contributed 
to outstanding ocean conditions, or if 
the Marine Protection Act is starting to 
pay major dividends, but it all adds up 
to an outstanding fishery not many fly 
fishers know about or take advantage 
of. Whatever the reasons, the Catali-
na Island fishery  is now bursting with 
opportunity. It couldn’t come at a bet-
ter time. 

Ken Hanley is a native Californian, a fly 
tier, and a licensed guide.

For barracuda, use a RIO Products 
tippet ring at the end of the leader and 
then add another foot of 30-pound-
test f luorocarbon as a bite tippet. 
Podmore believes California barracu-
da can be “wire shy” and prefers to 
merely replace the 30-pound tippet af-
ter each fish.

I know we all dig flies. We all carry 
way more than we need. It comes as a 
side effect of our fly-fishing addiction, 
but that’s another story. 

You really only need three types 
of flies for Catalina Island: a Clouser- 
style fly, a Deceiver-style fly, and a 
heavy streamer with pronounced jig-
ging action. All these baitfish imita-
tions are approximately 2 to 5 inches 
long on #1/0 and #2/0 hooks. Pod-
more’s versions of these are his own 
VP Anchovy, the Yak Hair Sardine 
(olive over white Deceiver), and the 
Lemon Head TJ Hooker. Drop in a 
few squid and pelagic red crab imita-
tions and your collection is complete.

Another piece of essential gear is 
a large landing net. Using one maxi-
mizes your ability to control and man-
age each catch with minimal impact. 
This isn’t the place for “Shoulda, coul-
da, woulda.” If you’re a do-it-yourself 
fly fisher, bring your own net. It’s a 
game-changer.

Travel Logistics
Catalina is close to Long Beach, 

Sunset Beach, and Newport Beach, 
and if you’ve got your own boat these 
are logical launch sites. The island is 
approximately 20 miles off the coast.

I recommend working with a lo-
cal fly-fishing guide, but if that’s not 
your style, there are numerous DIY 
options.

The Catalina Express operates a 
public ferry service out of Long Beach. 
In the town of Avalon, you’ll be able 
to find lodging, food, entertainment, 
and boat rentals. Joe’s Rent A Boat of-
fers small powered skiffs and kayaks. 

Conservation and  
Adaptation

Back in 1999 California enacted 
the Marine Life Protection Act. The 
act created specially designated zones 
known as Marine Protected Areas 
(MPAs) with different rules and regu-
lations. In the Catalina Island region, 
there are now eight State Marine Con-
servation Areas plus one  State Marine 
Reserve that have undoubtedly helped 
preserve and in some cases restore the 
fish stocks in the area.

DIY anglers should be familiar with 
these restricted areas around Catalina. 
The California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife has detailed information and 
maps available at wildlife.ca.gov.

It’s no secret that California has 
been in the grip of a major drought 
these past few years. I’ve never seen 
anything like it. It’s caused fly fish-
ers to undertake much soul searching 
on whether they should take another 
trip to their favorite (but suffering)  
trout stream, or consider presenting 
flies to a wider variety of species in 
new territories. Looking west to the 
Pacific is a smart option during these 
drought cycle years.

The topography of the California 
coastline creates a region known as 
the Southern California Bight. It’s 
the dramatic curving coastal region 
from Point Conception down to San 
Diego and includes Catalina Island. 
The bight has its own major currents, 
topography, and wind. 

Here’s how Alexa Johnson and the 
Catalina Island Conservancy describe 
the impact of the currents moving 
within the Bight. “Just south of San 
Diego, some of the water from the 
California Current swings back to-
ward the coast and travels north up 
the shoreline, creating a small coun-
terclockwise whirlpool around the 
Channel Islands. This countercurrent, 
called an eddy, creates a complex 
and diverse system of environmen-
tal conditions. The influence of both 
the cold California Current and warm 
Southern California Countercurrent 
around the Channel Islands allows 
for some of the richest marine diver-
sity on the planet.”

This countercurrent marine eco-
system has an immense biomass of 
phytoplankton. Historically, it’s al-
ways  been productive, but the past 
two years have been phenomenal.

It’s hard to say if drought conditions 

FLY GUIDES

Saltyfly Guide Service

Captain Vaughn Podmore
714-235-7715
saltyflyhb@yahoo.com

FlyTime Guide Service

Captain Bill Matthews
310-924-1359
bmatthews56@roadrunner.com

BOAT RENTALS

Joe’s Rent A Boat

Avalon Pleasure Pier, Catalina Island
310-510-0455

FERRY SERVICE

Catalina Express 

800-481-3470

Local 
Contacts

Bonito are quick-hitting 
little tunas with huge 
appetites. They grow quickly 
through the summer, and 
peak in size in the fall 
before moving south.
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Many fly fishers look for 
low flows on their favorite 
tailwater to find easy 
wading and dry-fly fishing 
for modestly sized trout. 
Trophy hunters like author 
Blane Chocklett watch 
for peaking flows and use 
oversize streamers to target 
the river’s largest trout.

➤
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THE ACCESS POINTS ARE ALREADY 

BUSY AT 7 A.M. as guides and their 

clients prepare to fish in time for the 

morning hatch. Small Sulphurs and 

midges, fished on long leaders and 

light tippets, have been producing 

dependable catches of 12- to 16-inch 

trout (some larger) for weeks, and 

the word is out. From my longtime 

fishing friend’s deck, which happens 

to overlook a popular access on the 

South Holston River near Bristol, 

Tennessee, we spend a few minutes 

watching the scene, then go back in-

side to tie more 6- to 10-inch articu-

lated streamers made from craft fur. 

We are not in a rush. The Tennes-

see Valley Authority calls for releas-

es starting at 9 A.M. and this river 

is an all-or-nothing release. That 

means we have plenty of time for 

the push, and timing is everything.

While most fly fishers set their 

watches to the hatch, another cadre 
of big-fish hunters keeps close tabs on 
releases and flows to give them the 
opportunity to catch a unicorn.

As the water rises out of the dam, 
the dinner bell rings for the river’s 
giants. The largest browns and rain-
bows, wary in low water, go on the 
hunt under the safety and cover of 
high water, providing one of the best 
opportunities to catch the kind of 
trout fly fishers hear about, but sel-
dom actually see.

And while daily conditions may 
change, the best part of it all is that 
these high-water events happen on 
a regular basis not just on the South 
Holston, but on any tailwater across 
the country where water releases are 
tied to hydroelectric demand.

The tactics and knowledge re-
quired to successfully fish these high 
flows (or, as they do on the White, 
stay on the leading edge of the push 
of water) are specialized and diverse. 
However, several types of retrieves, 

High flows on the White River in Arkansas (shown 
here) and other tailwaters trigger feeding binges of 
large predatory brown trout.

➤

Photo ❱ Steve Dally

All banks are not created 
equal, but here’s what 
a great one looks like. 
Look  for banks that 
have adequate depth 
with depressions, logs, 
and other structures that 
provide opportunities for 
big browns to hunt and 
to rest. Use a two-handed 
retrieve with your rod 
tip in the water to force 
your line deeper, and to 
maintain better contact 
with the fly.

➤
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fly patterns, and tactics remain con-
stant for big water no matter where 
you choose to chase these fish. Many 
of these ideas can be applied to oth-
er rivers that might not be tailwaters, 
but still have large trout that wait for 
high water to hunt.

Finding the Fish
The key characteristic you are look-

ing for are areas the fish can hide and 
hunt without spending too much en-
ergy. These places change as higher 
flows bring swifter currents that push 
many of the fish into their feeding 
haunts. The most common places to 
start looking are near the banks.

Not all banks are created equal, and 
can change dramatically throughout a 
float or from river to river. I tend to 
look for banks that have depressions 
and depth to them. Also, many tailwa-
ters have flooded grass that holds lots 
of food and has depressions for these 
fish to lie in wait for a meal. Other 
sections of river that are deeper and 
wider have less current speed because 
of the extra depth, versus a shallower 
narrower section that has more speed 
due to the constriction of the flow.

Getting flies close to the bank and 
fishing them back to the boat usually 
covers the spectrum of retrieve tactics. 
The hard strip and long pause tech-
nique allows you to fish tight to cover 
and along the contours of the river bot-
tom, as well as keep the rod tip deep 
in the water as the fly approaches the 
boat. The pause accentuates the design 
of flies like the D&D fly from Tommy 
Lynch and other deer-hair head flies 
such as Chad Johnson’s Sluggo. 

Alex Lafkas, a well-known guide 
in Michigan and on the White Riv-
er in Arkansas, agrees, saying “Keep-
ing the boat farther off the banks and 
making longer casts all the way to the 
bank allows you to cover the bank 
structure and the deeper water com-
ing off the bank such as drop-offs, 
ledges, and seams.”

Other places to find these fish are 
deep between ledges, pillow wa-
ter in front of or behind boulders in 
shoals, or in front of or behind is-
lands (at the tailouts or beginning of 
pools, respectively). Then you have 
the logjams and other debris that 
naturally attract baitfish and small-
er trout. Backwaters and current 
eddies are good, as well as deeper 
sections of river, distinct breaks like 
grass beds, and along drop-offs or 
undercuts, which are also prime wa-
ter. All of these places are classic big-
fish haunts because they supply food, 
shelter, and ambush points.

Retrieves
Though retrieves can and do vary 

depending on water color, flow, tem-
perature, weather, and overall dis-
position of the trout, I’ve found a 
couple of techniques to be consis-
tently successful during high water. 
The first and most often overlooked is 
the two-hand retrieve, which is fair-
ly standard for saltwater fly fishers. 
The ability to retrieve line hand-over-
hand in a constant motion gives the 
proper illusion of a frantic prey item 
fleeing the area, and it is well docu-
mented that running from a predator 
is never a good idea.

Second—and this is especially the 
case on bright days, slower areas of the 
river, and clear water—the longer a fish 
has to look at your fly, the less chance 
you have to fool it into eating.

It is much harder to catch trout in 
slower-moving sections of water than 
it is in the faster riffles. Why? Because 
in faster water, the food (or fly imitat-
ing the food) is moving much faster, 
causing the fish to respond quicker and 
more instinctively. They simply must 
make a faster decision on whether to 
eat the fly or let it go. 

Your ability to “change gears” in 
the retrieve is also important. Some-
times it is a matter of reading the 
individual fish. For example, if you 
are retrieving your fly at a semi-fast 
speed, and a fish follows the fly but 
doesn’t eat, it’s a good idea to speed 
up to a third, fourth, or even fifth 
gear based on how the fish reacts to 
each increase. Think about how cats 
react to a laser pointer—the more you 
take it away, the more they want it. 
The last thing you want to do is start 
with a fast retrieve and then not have 
another gear to shift to as the fish 
tracks your fly. 

Something I like to tell my clients 
is to “Keep thinking you are the fly or 
prey, and keep trying to make yourself 
look like you should be eaten.” Once 
you get the fly in the water, stay fo-
cused and swim the fly, don’t just strip 
it back in. Really concentrate on what 
you are trying to accomplish. 

Depending on the fly pattern, a 
speed-up-to-a-stop can work well to 
trigger larger predators that often pick 
out the wounded, sick, young, old, or 
most vulnerable prey. The best flies for 
this have larger heads that jackknife 
such as T-Bones, Game Changers, Slug-
gos, and Lap Dancers.

The retrieves can vary from a cou-
ple of hard strips and a pause, or strip, 
pause, strip, pause. I suggest chang-
ing the cadence to best find out what 
the fish want before contemplating a 
fly change.

These techniques also can change 
depending on the type of water and 
the fly you are fishing at the time. Re-
ally fast pocketwater sometimes only 
gives you a chance to hit the spot and 
let it sink into the zone with a cou-
ple strips before the fly is out of the 
fish’s field of awareness. Other times 

Low flow on a tailwater means the fish are more 
concentrated, and it’s easier to wade, but large trout 
are often dormant, and skulking in the deepest holes.

➤
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you may be in slower ledge water or 
water with overhead cover such as 
logs and it may work better to let the 
fly land upstream of the log or ledge, 
and slowly strip and pause the fly 
parallel to the structure.

It is often critical to get your flies to 
sink quicker and swim deeper all the 
way back to the boat. In fast water, 
make a cast and immediately mend 
the line as it lands. Next, I shove the 
rod tip deep in the water to help pull 
the sinking line down. This not only 
helps get the fly deeper quicker but 
also keeps the fly swimming deep-
er as you bring it back to the boat. 
This is especially important on bright 
days, and something I am constantly 
coaching when my clients are fishing 
for muskies or big browns.

Last, don’t give up on your retrieve. 
In a lot of instances I swim the fly all 
the way to the boat and watch the fish 
eat the fly right at my rod tip.

When you see a trout following the 
fly, be ready to finish with the figure 
8 technique so widely used in musky 
fishing. Some fish need more coaxing 

to get them to eat because they are not 
quite sure if they want the fly, or they 
didn’t see the fly until it was already 
near the boat.

To perform a figure 8 properly, you 
need to keep the fly constantly accel-
erating as long as possible. Retrieve 
the fly to within 2 feet of the rod tip, 
keeping the tip 3 to 5 feet deep in 
the water. As the fly gets to within 2 
feet of your rod tip, make an L-shaped 
sweeping motion downstream, then 
continue into a wide oval or figure 8 
motion with the rod tip, accelerating 
through the turns like a race car driv-
er. When you get that visual boatside 
strike, you’ll be grateful you added the 
figure 8 to your arsenal.

Tackle
Over the years, streamers for trout 

have grown in size. It is not uncom-
mon for me to use trout flies in the 
5- to 10-inch range. Though there are 
exceptions, big fish like a big meal, 
and a lot of times a steak can be a lot 
more appealing than a potato chip. 
However, matching the hatch, water 

conditions, and weather can and will 
trump size alone. 

For big-water streamer fanatics, 7-, 
8-, or even 9-weight rods are part of 
the game and help you consistent-
ly deliver the flies to the target with 
the least amount of effort and stress. 
When properly equipped, casting 
large flies and sinking lines all day is 
possible. If you are working too hard, 
then it is time to look at a heavier line 
weight to make the job easier. 

The nuances of fly line selection 
are often overlooked, but it’s just as 
important as your rod choice. When 
choosing a line for streamer fishing, 
think about how long a cast you’ll 
need. How quickly does the fly and 
line need to sink after it lands in the 
water? Will you be fishing fast and 
deep water or just fast and shallow 
water? Are the flies somewhat buoy-
ant? Are you going to be fishing large 
flies in cold conditions?

When choosing a line, I look for 
running lines that do not coil and 
tangle, and sinking heads that de-
liver large f lies to the target with 
as little effort as possible. The line 
you choose should be specific to the 
depth, flow, and fly type. Lines like 
Scientific Anglers Sonar Titan triple-
density line work well because they 
keep you in direct contact with the fly 
throughout the cast and the retrieve. 
It has a fast-sinking head, medium 
sink in the center, and intermedi-
ate sinking running line to keep you 
from getting line sag and to keep the 
fly down in the zone longer.

One of the best things you can do if 
you are new to this game is to spend 
some practice time casting sinking 
lines.

Chris Scalley, owner and head 
guide of Rivers Through Atlanta says, 
“Learn how to cast sinking lines effec-
tively, and learn to water haul to help 
deliver the fly to the target.”

With large flies and sinking lines, 
you want to reduce false casting as 
much as possible, and the water haul 
is a lifesaver not just for your casting 
arm, but also your boat mates.

If you want to get a fly down deep 
and quick, use a short leader 3 to 4 
feet long. This pulls the fly down with 
the line as it lands and swims.

On the other side of the coin, some-
times longer leaders are best for more 
buoyant flies, allowing them to dive 
and rise or dive and hang in the water.

With a 7-foot leader you can let the 
line sink freely without actively pull-
ing the fly down with it. This works 
well when you are fishing farther off 
the bank, or focusing on structure out 
in the river.

Big browns feed along flooded 
grassy embankments, riverside 
timber and fallen trees, rip-rap, and 
boulders.

➤
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Tippet size should be much heavier 
in high flows, ranging from 12-pound-
test to 20-pound-test depending on 
flows and water clarity. Fluorocarbon 
is a smart choice for abrasion resis-
tance and extra sink rate. 

Perhaps the most important aspect 
of hunting big trout in big water is the 
mental game. You simply do not have 
the luxury of keeping yourself enter-
tained with 12-inch trout. To catch big 
trout, you must stay focused on the 
prize. Steve Dally, from Ozark Fly Fish-
ers in Cotter, Arkansas, says it best: 
“Mentally prepare yourself to stay in 
the game and know that every cast, ev-
ery strip, can bring the fish of a lifetime. 
One of the great things about high-wa-
ter brown trout fishing is seeing that 
predator attack the fly. There are few 
things more rewarding in angling than 
seeing a predator attack. It is National 
Geographic kind of stuff, mate.” 

Blane Chocklett guides for trout, small-
mouth, muskies, and stripers year-
round. He is a signature fly designer for 
Umpqua Feather Merchants, ambassa-
dor for Temple Fork Outfitters, and con-
sultant for Flymen Fishing Company. He 
lives in Troutville, Virginia.

Big-Water Fly Design
Regardless of when and where you are fishing, I feel that some of the most impor-
tant attributes of a fly are its action (this brings the fish to the fly), its profile (the fish are looking 
for the kill shot), and its realism in terms of matching the most prevalent food sources. However, 
each new day brings new conditions and criteria including color and clarity of the water, over-
all brightness of the ambient light, time of year, and temperature, among other things. In addition, 
you have presentation and depth considerations to take into account.
More importantly the fish are going to let you know what they want depending on how they react 
to what you throw at them. So with all these considerations, how do you shift the odds in your 
favor? One of the best ways is to use flies that have an enticing action on the retrieve, whether that is produced with a swimming motion while 
you strip the fly, or a kick that shows its profile on the pause.

My original Game Changer fly had incredible realism and swimming action, but I’ve since refined the design with new materials for use 
in high, fast water. Feathered Game Changers are light to cast yet sink quickly; Crafty Game Changers also look realistic and sink quickly, but 
I can tie them larger with craft fur than I can with feathers. A 9-inch Crafty Game Changer accounted for my largest river brown trout to date. 
That fish is on the cover of this issue of Fly Fisherman. The way the craft fur breathes in the water delivers extra movement without changing 
the retrieve.

You can add weight to all of these flies to help them sink. Sometimes you also want to wrap lead around the bend or underside of the hook 
shank to make the flies ride correctly in the water. Adding extra weight also helps the flies sink faster to put them in the zone a little quicker. 
[Read Blane Chocklett’s original story “Get a Spine” in the April-May 2015 issue for details on how to tie the Game Changer. The Editor.]

In addition to swimming action, how a fly behaves on the pause is an important design and fishing consideration. Toothy predators such as 
browns, muskies, and pike have teeth designed to grab, maim, hold, and slice their prey. The best way for them to attack their prey with their lon-
ger mouths and grasping-style teeth is to T-bone their prey. Because of this, I believe prey profile is a trigger, and I design flies that turn in the 
water and show their profiles to the fish. For example, the T-Bone fly has a larger head and spreader dams built into the body to add more profile 
and volume in the water. This fly gives you a really good side-to-side movement when you make a couple of hard strips, then let the fly pause. The 
head and multi-articulated body forces the fly to kick off to the side as it accelerates forward after the pause. 

My flies are not the only ones that work, as evidenced by recent leviathan catches on the famed White and Red rivers in Arkansas, Ten-
nessee’s Clinch, Watauga, and South Holston rivers as well as Kentucky’s Cumberland and Georgia’s Chattahoochee and many others across 
the country. Double Deceivers (Mike Schmidt), Alex Lafkas’s Modern Deceiver, and Tommy Lynch’s Drunk and Disorderly—which incorporates 
a door wedge trimmed head that gives this fly a nice wobble-and-pitch action—are proven fish catchers on all tailwaters. Steve Dally’s Lap 
Dancer has an articulated body with a foam diving head that shows a nice darting and kicking action. Chad Johnson’s Sluggo, Big Johnson, 
and CJ’s White River Sculpin all have really attractive profiles and movement.

Also important is fishability of the fly, and by that I mean a broad set of attributes that make life easier for fly fishers. Chad Johnson says, 
“I fish and tie flies that my client and I can see, they usually have some color built into them. This helps me track the fly, and also helps the client 
see the fly too. I believe that the more you see the fly, the better you fish it.” 

Fly color is also important to the fish. There is the general rule of bright fly on bright days and dark fly on dark days, but rules are meant to 
be broken. At times, bright flies work on dark days, and I usually prefer to fish more natural-looking colors on bright clear days. Chad Johnson 
agrees and adds, “On sunny days, chartreuse and white is a killer.”

the
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Photo ❱ Jay Nichols

Never give up on your retrieve. 
Strip the fly all the way back to 
the boat and be prepared to use 

a musky technique known as the 
figure 8 to entice brown trout to eat 

right near the boat.

➤
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“Then came the gadgeteer, otherwise known as the 

sporting-goods dealer. He has draped the American 

outdoors man with an infinity of contraptions, all 

offered as aids to self-reliance, hardihood, woodcraft, or 

marksmanship, but too often functioning as substitutes for 

them. Gadgets fill the pockets, they dangle from neck and 

belt. The overflow fills the auto-trunk, and also the trailer. 

Each item of outdoor equipment grows lighter and often 

better, but the aggregate poundage becomes tonnage.”

—Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac
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> Y V O N  C H O U I N A R D

The Pheasant 

Tail & 

Partridge

Simple
FROM  A

LESSONS

Yvon Chouinard used one style of fly for an entire 
year in salt and fresh water, and even for anadromous 

fish like steelhead and Atlantic salmon. The only  
thing he changed was the size—a critical factor—and 

along with that, the hook size and weight,

➤
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OUTDOOR PURSUITS 

AND CRAFTS THAT 

I’VE BEEN INVOLVED IN—FROM 

MOUNTAINEERING AND WHITEWA-

TER KAYAKING TO SPEAR FISHING 

AND TOOL MAKING— THE PROGRES-

SION FROM NOVICE TO MASTER HAS 

ALWAYS BEEN A JOURNEY FROM THE 

COMPLEX TO THE SIMPLE. An illus-

trator becomes an artist when he can 

convey his message with fewer brush 

strokes.

Fishing with a fly seems to have 
gone in the opposite direction: It has 
become a needlessly complex and ex-
pensive pastime where anglers choose 
from hundreds of fly lines, high-tech 
rods, and trout reels with drags that 
can stop a truck. We all know that 
palming the rim of a reel with a sim-
ple click drag can stop any trout or 
salmon, but the industry has become 
dependent on building insecurity in 
the minds of their customers—if we 
aren’t outfitted with the latest gear and 
au courant signature fly, can we really 
be enjoying ourselves? (I must admit 
that I too have multiple rods and reels 
and I’ve caught myself cursing for not 
having the exact fly for that specific 
stage of that particular mayfly.)

More than 30 years ago, I was intro-
duced to the original method of fish-
ing with a fly that was first described 
in the second century A.D. by Claudi-
us Aelianus. This form of fishing is 
still practiced in parts of Spain, Ita-
ly, and Japan, in addition to places 
where people cannot afford modern 
gear. I’ve adapted this simple tenkara 
style to the large rivers of North Amer-
ica with great success. The combina-
tion of the tenkara rod and soft-hackle 
wet flies (spiders) has proven for me 
to be the most effective way to catch 
trout on a fly.

I used to fish soft-hackles as part of 
a brace of different flies. Then I start-
ed noticing that most of time, the fish 
took the Pheasant Tail & Partridge fly. 
If that was so, why bother with the 
other patterns? Why not see how far I 
could go fishing an entire season with 
only that one style of fly?

Like most “new” ideas in fishing, 
this one had been thought of before: 
Arthur Wood, the advocate of greased 
line fishing for salmon, used only a 
March Brown for a whole season and 
a Blue Charm for another. He caught 
just as many salmon and, in fact, found 

IN THE VARIOUS



PHEASANT TAIL & PARTRIDGE
NOTES: 

■ The #075 Dai-Riki and Tiemco 3769 are similar hooks that both 

sink a bit at first, and can better imitate a rising emerger. They are 

also shorter, so a size #12 is more like a #14.

■ Counterwind the copper wire for a more durable abdomen.

■ Wrap the hackle 1.5 to 2 turns. Try to find a neck from an older 

bird shot later in the season so the feathers will be more stiff and 

durable.

■ The thorax is tied last. Push it up against the hackle, keeping it 

from pressing flat against the body.

■ When wet, the thorax looks a lot like the air bubble of an emerg-

ing fly. It’s an important improvement over normal soft-hackle flies.

■ To tie a P.T. dry fly, just use a dry-fly hook. To tie a nymph, add a 

black tungsten bead in front of the hackle.

Photo ❱ Chris Gaggio
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his success with either fly was hardly 
different. Art Flick, the Catskill angler 
and fly tier who wrote The Stream-
side Guide to Naturals and Their Im-
itations, ended up using mostly one 
fly, the Grey Fox Variant. Jim Teeny 
has used only the Teeny Nymph since 
1971. Some of the most successful 
salmon fishermen in Canada use only 
the Muddler Minnow, and there are 
steelheaders who only use a Skunk. 
My scheme was to use only the Pheas-
ant Tail & Partridge style of fly for all 
trout, salmon, and saltwater fish.

Years ago, the American angler 
George LaBranche considered the 
myriad aspects of using dry flies to 
catch trout, and he ranked their im-
portance. The position of the fly on 
the water he ranked first. Second, the 
action of the fly. Third, the size of the 
fly. Fourth and fifth, the form and col-
or of the fly. For the way I typically 
fish with wet flies, I rank the fly’s ac-
tion as most important, followed by 
size, and then presentation. I believe 
most fly fishers place too much impor-
tance on form and color.

The Pheasant Tail & Partridge (P.T.)
is a neutral fly that fairly imitates most 
mayflies and caddis. It probably has its 
roots in the time of Dame Juliana Ber-
ners in 1496 when she wrote a treatise 
describing the wet-fly patterns used 
in England at that time. Frank Saw-
yer, the river keeper of the Avon, has 
been attributed as the developer of 
the modern day Pheasant-tail Nymph. 
Some years before, George Skues was 
already tying a version of the Pheas-
ant Tail soft-hackle.

My one-fly season began in the win-
ter/spring of 2015 when I used the P.T. 
on the flats of both the Bahamas and 
Cuba. Bonefish that have been fished 
heavily can get very spooky. If they 
“blow up” when you strip the fly, it’s 

probably because they have seen too 
many shiny hooks, bright eyes, and 
Flashabou.

I tied my saltwater P.T.s on size 6 
and 8 weighted bronze hooks. I used 
long hackles from the backs of grouse 
necks and tied on two at a time to 
give a bushier look. With a small 
strip, the hackles pulsate like a jel-
lyfish or shrimp. This plain brown 
fly rarely spooked wary bones, and 
even worked well over sand bottoms 
where you would normally use a light- 
colored fly. I’ve since used the P.T. for 
many other saltwater fish.

Fishing for trout in the spring and 
summer in Wyoming, Montana, and 
Idaho, I fished a size 10 P.T. as an 
attractor. When a hatch came on, I 
switched to a more appropriate size. 
Regardless of the color of the natu-
rals, or whether they were mayflies, 
caddis, or stoneflies, the P.T. in the 
proper size outfished the more exact 
imitations.

My basic wet-fly technique is quite 
simple. I cast 45 degrees downstream 
and mend the line to slow down the 
swing. When the line starts to straight-
en, I slowly lift the rod up to straight-
en it even more. Once the line is 
straight, I give an occasional twitch 
with the tip of the rod. I’m trying to 
imitate an emerging caddis or mayfly 
swimming to the surface or struggling 
from its shuck. Nine out of ten times 
the take is right after the twitch. 

The flexible tip of the tenkara rod 
is perfect for imparting this subtle ac-
tion. I’ve found that a proper twitch 
is the most difficult thing to master in 
swinging wet flies—almost everyone 
overdoes it. A big twitch sends a wave 
of slack down the line, giving time for 
the fish to eject the fly. 

Remember, you are trying to entice a 
take, not scare the fish. If you’re getting 

bites but few hook-ups, it’s either 
small fish or there’s slack in the line. 

Modern fast- and medium-action 
rods are not designed to impart move-
ment to the fly, they’re built to cast 
heavy flies a long distance—usually 
farther than the fish. Add the typical 
5- or 6-weight line, and the line droop 
at the end of the rod prevents any sort 
of twitch transferring to the fly. The 
best you can do is lower the tip to 
the water and try to give the smallest 
hand strip. When I want to use a rod 
and reel, I use a cane rod or a 10-foot 
2-weight rod with a 1-weight line to 
avoid the line droop. I also tie knot-
ted leaders because the increased wa-
ter friction helps straighten the line.

When fishing a brace of flies, I tie 
the larger fly on the point and the 
smaller on the dropper, keeping them 
about 30 inches apart. The two-fly sys-
tem increases the friction and gives 
different action to each fly. I can’t em-
phasize enough the importance of giv-
ing action to the fly. Like your house 
cat, fish are predators. Slowly pull a 
toy mouse across the floor and the cat 
will go into its predator stance. Stop 
pulling and give it a twitch—the cat 
pounces. Grizzly bears and tigers love 
it when you run.

The tenkara wet-fly method is very 
simple, but like classic Italian cook-
ing, which uses no more than five in-
gredients, each ingredient must be 

Simple
FROM  A

FLY

LESSONS

HOOK: Dai-Riki #075 ofi Tifimco  

3769 (1X fihofit, 2X hfiavy)fi

THREAD: Dafik fifiownfi

RIB: Coppfifi wifififi

TAIL: Phfiafiant tail fifififififi

ABDOMEN: Phfiafiant tail fifififififi

HACKLE: Hungafiian pafitfiidgfifi

THORAX: Pfiacock Hafifilinfi Icfi Dufifi
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perfect in order to achieve excel-
lence. Of course, you don’t need to 
be a master to catch fish. I’ve been 
using tenkara to teach 8- to 12-year-
olds to fish, and after only a 10- 
minute lesson they are onto the first 
fish of their lives. But I’ve also learned 
some subtle fish-teasing moves that I 
can’t begin to describe. It would be 
like trying to communicate how to 
crack a safe.

In early July I applied my one-fly 
approach to the salmon of the Hawke 
River in Labrador. I tied the P.T.s 
on size 10 and 12 low-water salmon 
hooks and fished them mostly with 
a Portland hitch on the surface. In a 
week I landed about 20 proper salm-
on and a few grilse.

Later on the Haffjardara in Ice-
land I had similar luck. Most of the 
fish were grilse, and I used a 10-foot 
5-weight rod that allowed for more 
sensitivity in giving action to the fly. 

The occasional twitch with the 
hitched fly was especially effective 
at inducing takes in slower water. I 
wasn’t trying to prove a point any-
more, it was simply the most effective 
way to catch these salmon. I’ve since 
taken to hitching the P.T. for trout, 
which often leads to explosive takes.

In September I had an opportuni-
ty to fish steelhead for five days on 
the Babine River in British Columbia. 
The first day was a bust, with only 6 
inches of visibility. It cleared to a foot 
on the second day, but I had no confi-
dence that a fish would be able to see 
my small flies. I put on a sink-tip line 
with a big dark Intruder and caught 
one small steelhead. 

On the third day, I still couldn’t see 
my boots but the water was clearer 
and the parr were active in the shallow 
riffles, feeding on caddis and Green 
Drakes in the afternoon. I thought if 
the parr could see the tiny naturals, 

then surely the adults could see my 
size 10 P.T. Sure enough, I started 
catching some large steelhead. I even 
caught two sockeye salmon, which is 
very unusual so late in the season, and 
so far from the sea.

Conditions continued to improve, 
and I switched to a floating line and a 
Portland-hitched P.T. Even fishing be-
hind other anglers who were throw-
ing traditional gaudy steelhead flies, 
the P.T. produced fish up to 37 inches. 

Many times when using large wak-
ing flies for steelhead you get boils, 
but no takes. I believe this is because 
the flies are too large. Rarely do I 
get only a boil with the small flies. 
In this situation, I’m convinced it was 
the most effective fly and technique I 
could have used.

We think anadromous fish take flies 
because it’s a memory from when they 
were parr, and eating insects. If that’s 
so, it would explain why a small fly 

Yvon Chouinard 
cfifigfitfififilmofififififi
tfiflfiHfiwkflfiRfivflrfifififi
Lfifirfifior,fifififififiofifl-
fifififififififififififififififi
tfiflfiBfififimfifi,fififififigfi
trfififitfiofifilfiPfiflfifififitfi
Tfifilfi&fiPfirtrfifigflfiflfiflfifl
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For trout, a subtle twitching 
during the swing imitates 
many types of emerging 
insects.

On the Babine River, steelhead took the 
smaller soft-hackles swung on a floating line 
and tied with a Portland hitch—also known 
as a riffle hitch—for extra action.

➤

➤
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Goulette Island—part of the Farquhar Atoll 
group of islands in the Indian Ocean—is the 

nesting site for hundreds of thousands of terns. 
GTs feast on fledgling terns, and the channel 
near Goulette is a “geet highway” for trevally 

moving to and from the inside lagoon.

➤

Photo ❱ Ross Purnell
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In August and September every 
year at Goulette Island there are 
more than 500,000 breeding pairs of 
terns covering the roughly eight city 
blocks of exposed coral. That number 
also includes cackling crowds of oth-
er terns like the brown noddy, lesser 
noddy, fairy tern, and other seabirds 
that stake out their turfs on the island 
the same way that Chinatown and Lit-
tle Italy sit side by side in major cities.

While nesting, one tern hunts for 
food while the other tends to the eggs, 
and with all those birds on one little 
island, the adults have to work harder 
and longer to find less food than they 
normally would in the open ocean. 

The birds go about their business 
as though nobody is watching their 
efforts. Waiting. Noticing how close 
the birds are flying to the water, how 
their wing tips brush lightly against 
the surface. But they are. The GTs are 
gathering for a feast.

Death from Below
The chicks grow quickly through 

August and lose their fuzzy exterior in 
favor of flight feathers. Some wander 
too close to the water and are carried 
from the beach by waves, wind, and 
powerful tides. The parents are weary 
from feeding the chicks amid so much 
competition. Some of the adults are 
missing already, smashed from below 
by ghostly silver blue or black preda-
tors that follow their every move.

There is an urgent need for the 
fledglings to fly as soon as possible, 
to get off the island where their sup-
ply of food and fresh water is rapidly 
disappearing, and the tick population 
is booming.

When they first fly in October, the 
fledglings more than double the num-
ber of birds in the air and over the 
water. And when their trial flights be-
gin, that’s when all hell breaks loose.

All fly fishers have heard tales of 
a giant brown trout gulping a baby 
swallow when it falls from a riverside 
mud nest. Or of a pike that opportu-
nistically snacks on a duckling. While 
those events are anecdotally fascinat-
ing because they so rarely happen, 
the feeding frenzy at Goulette is a 
far more predictable and widespread 
type of carnage. Every year the birds 
congregate at Goulette for nesting, 
and every year the giant trevally (also 
GTs, pronounced “geets”) of the Far-
quhar group gather to eat as many 
terns as possible.

Longtime guides Peter King, Bren-
dan Becker, Nic Isabelle, and Mat-
thieu Cosson who work for the South 
Africa-based outfitter FlyCastaway 
have watched many days where the 
flats on the lagoon side of the island 
erupt with the assaults of giant treval-
ly feasting on fledgling terns. The GTs 
can watch the low-flying birds from 
under the water, track them, match 
their speed, and then with a final 

GOULETTE IS THE CREOLE WORD 

FOR “TERN,” AND IT’S ALSO A 

DESOLATE ISLE IN THE INDIAN 

OCEAN. The sooty tern (Onycho-

prion fuscatus nubilosus) is the 

most common seabird in that part 

of the world, but humans rarely 

see or come in contact with them 

because they live and fly in open 

expanses of water, and only nest 

in isolated places where predators 

can’t get at the eggs.
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thrust from their powerful tail, cata-
pult into the air and either knock the 
bird down and disable it, or bite and 
carry the squawking mass into the wa-
ter where it’s gone in one easy bite.

“You just look across the flats and 
it’s like cannonballs dropping into 
the water from every direction,” says 
Becker, a five-year veteran at Farqu-
har who in 2015 guided a BBC film 
crew gathering material for a sequel 
to the documentary The Blue Planet. 
“It’s complete mayhem.”

Maybe because of the birds, Farqu-
har has the largest average size GTs in 
the Seychelles—many of them over a 
meter long. A GT that size has a mouth 
big enough to eat an NFL-size football. 
A fledgling tern is no problem.

To deal with these powerful pred-
ators, the guides use 12-weight rods, 
and 130-pound-test f luorocarbon 
monofilament looped to big-game 
lines like the RIO GT (70-pound-test 
core), or a SA Titan Big Water Taper 
(100-pound-test core). The line is crit-
ical because you have to throw a mas-
sive fly very quickly, and after the 
hookup you’re in for a heavyweight 
brawl fenced with a coral perimeter. 
Crank down the drag and keep the 
fish as close as possible—within 50 
or 100 yards—otherwise the coral 
will eventually reach up and destroy 
your fly line.

A standard fly for Farquhar GTs is a 
#7/0 black and white Poodle fly with 

copious EP Kinky fibers and giant 
3D eyes. Designed like an oversized 
and overdressed Deceiver (and bait-
fish imitation), it also does a fair job 
of imitating a downed tern. You cer-
tainly don’t see many 10-inch black-
and-white baitfish swimming the flats.

But Oregon steelhead guide Jeff 
Hickman thought there had to be 
a better bird fly—a surface fly—so 
in November 2015 he found a black 
men’s size 9 flip-flop along the shore 
at Farquhar and cut the straps off. He 
trimmed the heel to a narrow stream-
lined V shape, used the pieces to glue 
a prominent bird head on the “fly,” and 
glued on the same 3D eyes as the Poo-
dle. Then, using 130-pound-test fluoro-
carbon and the slits in the sole of the 
flip-flop, he fashioned a three-way har-
ness with three #6/0 black EP Brush 
flies with all the feathers attached. 

It’s a contraption that would make 
even veteran musky anglers blush. 

You certainly can’t cast it. Instead, 
Hickman stood at the edge of the 
channel running near the north end 
of Goulette, flipped his Bird Fly out 
there like a Frisbee, and then added 
stack mends to twitch and move the 
fly as the incoming tide dragged the 
belly of the line away from him. 

I was a little bit upset about it ac-
tually,” said guide Nic Isabelle when 
he told me the story a week later. “I 
thought it was like, a joke for him, 
and that we were wasting valuable 
time while the other guides were out 
catching GTs. But five minutes later, 
‘WHOOSH!’ he had a GT. And it was 
the only one landed that day.”

Luckily for us, Hickman captured 
the whole thing—tying the fly, cast-
ing, the explosion of the fish crash-
ing the fly, and landing the GT—all 
on video. You can find it on youtube.
com just by searching for “Farquhar 
Bird Fly.” 

Photo ❱ Ross Purnell

Yellow margin triggerfish (shown here) and mustache triggerfish feed on  
shallow flats, often with their entire tail and parts of other fins out of the water. 

➤

Photo ❱ Tola Chin

FARQUHAR
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According to the guides at Farqu-
har, the first few weeks after the sea-
son opener are by far the best weeks 
for landing numbers of big GTs, and 
it’s all because of the birds. In the 
October 2015 season opener the first 
group landed 40 GTs in a week. It 
doesn’t sound like a high number to 
a trout fisherman, but that roughly 
means eight fly fishers had over 100 
hookups and triple that number of 
fish chase and either miss the fly or 
abort. That’s insane GT action dur-
ing a week when you’re likely to 
spend only a fraction of your time 
specifically hunting for GTs with your 
12-weight rod in hand. It’s easy to 
get side-tracked by shoals of green 
bumphead parrotfish, tailing trigger-
fish munching in coral crevices, milk-
fish filter-feeding on the flats, not to 
mention Indo-Pacific permit, bone-
fish, and dozens of other strangely 
exotic species most North Americans 
have never heard of, let alone seen.

Fledging peaks in early October 
and tapers rapidly downward in the 
month that follows as the surviving 
juvenile birds head to sea. By No-
vember there are still thousands of 
nesting pairs on the island, but not 
hundreds of thousands.

As the terns evacuate Goulette, the 
GTs spread out across the entire ar-
chipelago and settle into more “rou-
tine” predatory feeding behaviors 
such as patrolling along the edges 
where 2-foot shallows drop off into 
unknown depths, following tiger 
sharks across the flats (any big shark 
actually) and scooping up f leeing 
prey, running a sandy beach on an 
incoming tide, or hunting the chan-
nels and gaps in the reef that serve 
as GT highways between the flats and 
the open ocean.

The cumulative land mass of all the 
islands in the Farquhar group is only 
about 3 square miles, but together 
with the shallow lagoons, flats (many 
of them dry at low tide), coral reefs, 
and channels, the entire fishing area 
is about 66 square miles—all of it a 
vast hunting ground for Farquhar’s gi-
ant trevally most months of the year.

GTs are voracious apex predators 
capable and willing to eat almost any-
thing they can get their enormous 
mouths around. They eat mostly other 
fish like parrotfish, wrasse, and bone-
fish, but also seek out crabs, spiny lob-
ster, eels, squid, giant mantis shrimp, 
octopus—even small turtles and juve-
nile porpoises have been found in the 
stomachs of adult GTs. A GT is like a 
Pacman with fins, constantly moving, 
and constantly gobbling.

Dress for Success
Traveling fly fishers often get so focused on tackle like rods, lines, and flies that 
they overlook their outerwear. The truth is, the guides at Farquhar want you to catch fish, and 
they have excellent loaner rods, reels, lines, and flies at the lodge. But if you’re not dressed for 
success, they probably can’t help you. Without the right clothes, you’ll be retired to your air-
conditioned room while your companions are casting at cruising GTs. 

Boots. Trout bums might imagine that guided saltwater fishing in the distant Sey-
chelles is a cushy affair requiring little effort. After all, it’s in the ocean and you have a boat, 
right?  On Farquhar you often walk on exposed coral flats until you lose the tiny speck of your 
boat on the horizon, then you walk back on a rising tide as bumphead parrotfish or giant trev-
ally move into the shallows. The hard, coral bottom is a field of knife blades with deceptive 
potholes and crevices that quickly tear cheap boots apart. The geography cone and several 
other species of poison cone call these coral flats home, along with urchins and miles of the 
sharpest coral I’ve ever seen. Don’t think about wearing something described as light weight, 
booties, or sneakers. I wore Simms Vaportread boots during my week at Farquhar, and they 
saved my feet from the horrific pain and abuse suffered by other guests—some of whom had 

difficulty walking due to abrasions, blis-
ters, rashes, and chafing caused primarily 
by poor footwear. Save your feet, and it can 
save your whole trip. 

Packs. The tide swings (on good 
weeks) at Farquhar are 1 to 1.5 meters (3 
to 5 feet), and you’ll be walking a long ways 
from your boat, so a reliable waterproof 
pack is essential.  A waist pack that holds a 
couple of fly boxes, a camera, extra tippet, 
and pliers is a light and fast solution. I’ve had 
nothing but success with waterproof zippers 
on waders and packs, but they are some-
times a pain to open and close, and impossi-
ble to open with one hand. The roll top of the 
Simms Dry Creek Hip Pack is easy to open 
with one or two hands, and the closed-cell 
foam back panels and cushioned waistband 
provide all-day comfort in hot, wet, gritty 
conditions.

Neck gaiter. I’ve seen people being 
called out on the Internet for wearing 
“trendy” neck gaiters as though the reason 
for wearing one is to be anonymously cool. 
The reality is that they are essential on the 

flats and help you feel cooler and block UV light without using greasy, temporary sunscreen. 
Once you get burned, you’ll be hot and miserable the rest of your trip. I prefer vented gai-
ters with a fitted neckpiece. It’s not just a straight tube. It covers your collarbone area and the 
base of your neck.

Stripping guard. I’ve used medical tape, duct tape, and Band-Aids as makeshift strip-
ping guards, but that’s after my index finger was already gouged because I wasn’t prepared 
with this simple, inexpensive item. Buff  Pro Series Stripping Guards costs less than $10 for 
a package of three, and protect your fingers from the repetitive wear and tear of simply strip-
ping line with a heavy fly, or from the powerful run of a saltwater fish (or both).

Pants and shirt. Take a look at what professional guides wear day in and day out in 
the Florida Keys. It’s not a T-shirt and board shorts. That’s what spring breakers wear. To stay 
comfortable in equatorial sun for a week, you need every inch of skin covered in UPF 50 fab-
ric. That means UPF 50 long pants (Patagonia Sandy Cay or Simms Superlight) and a long-
sleeve shirt like a Simms Solarflex or Patagonia Sunshade. Whatever shirt you buy should 
have thumbholes to ensure the sleeves cover your wrists at all times.

Sunglasses. On the flats of Farquhar you’re dealing with intense UV light; heat; and 
heavy rods, lines, and flies. That means you need lightweight polarized glasses that are 
impact resistant (polycarbonate) and still give the visual acuity of glass. I wear Costa’s Tuna 
Alley with 580P lenses because the wide arms and “full coverage” frames cover the skin 
around your temples, and eliminate light that can sneak in from the top, bottom, and sides 
producing glare on the inside of your lenses. This glare reduces your ability to spot fish; that’s 
why people wearing fashion frames end up cupping their hands around their hat brims. 

Hats and gloves. I wear a simple trucker cap to shield my head and face because 
with the right shirt and gaiter, everything else is covered. If you feel claustrophobic wearing 
something over your face, you should think about a wide-brimmed sun hat like a sombrero, a 
French Legionnaire-style hat, or a sun shirt with a hood. The backs of your hands take a beat-
ing from the sun, and sun gloves can also protect you from line burn, and blisters and bruised 
knuckles from fighting bruising fish like GTs and tuna.

Photo ❱ Tola Chin

Pants, long-sleeve shirts, neck gaiters, 
and comfortable, durable boots are 
essential for walking the flats of Farquhar.

➤



Golden trevally have protractile mouths to vacuum crabs, shrimp, mollusks, 
and small fish from coral nooks and crannies.

➤

Photo ❱ Courtesy of FlyCastaway
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When they hunt the edges of the 
flats they are looking for literally any-
thing that is alive, so your fly doesn’t 
have to particularly imitate any one 
thing like a bird or an eel. It just has 
to appear in front of them at the ap-
propriate time and move like a life-
like menu item. While it might sound 
easy to hook up such an aggressive 
and willing fish, it’s not.

GTs are looking for big food items 
they can spot from far off, but to make 
that feeding strategy work, they have 
to move quickly. When you are sight 
fishing to feeding carp, redfish, bone-
fish, or tarpon in shallow water you 
often have a reasonable amount of 
time to put the fly in front of the fish. 

GTs are big creatures, and you can 
often see them coming from a long 
way off, but they are coming in hot. 
You most often have one shot, the fly 
must land directly in their field of vi-
sion, and instantly move in a convinc-
ing manner. If the fly pauses at just 
the wrong time, or the fish spots the 
130-pound tippet, or anything else 
doesn’t look just right, they won’t eat 
it. They are the boldest creatures on 
the flats, and can snatch prey from 
the jaws of a tiger shark, but they 
also have incredible acumen that will 
make you respect them . . . even bow 
down to them by the end of the week.

Cast of Characters
While Farquhar is famous for its 

large GTs, what truly makes it special 
is the incredibly diverse fishing for 
freaky flats fish that are as challenging 
and engaging as they are beautiful.

Golden trevally. While they bear 
the same family name, and have simi-
lar body types as giant trevally, golden 
trevally are far different creatures. Just 
one look at their carplike, protractile 

mouth tells you a lot about these fish, 
and how they feed. Golden trevally 
don’t race across the flats smashing 
everything in sight, they use their vac-
uum lips to suck crabs, shrimp, mol-
lusks, and small fish from the bottom. 
They move slowly and feed carefully, 
often with their tails out of the water. 
Because they are focused on bottom 
feeding, your weighted fly must ap-
pear right underneath them.

Larger golden trevally often feed 
behind slow-moving nurse sharks or 
with shoals of bumphead parrotfish 
that act as a highly sensitive security 
perimeter. You’ll have to use lighter 
20- and 30-pound tippets with golden 
trevally, but you’ll still have the same 
coral hazards to look out for.

Indo-Pacific permit. Permit in 
Florida and the Caribbean have a well-
deserved reputation for being wary. 
If you’ve ever entertained the idea 
that “angler pressure” produces those 
spooky permit, you might also think 
that an uninhabited tropical atoll 430 
miles from the nearest population cen-
ter might have “easy permit” but there 
is no such thing. Permit are just as 
hard to catch here as anywhere.

In truth, these aren’t exactly the 
same fish (Trachinotus falcatus) we 
call permit in North America be-
cause that species is by definition na-
tive only to the Western Hemisphere. 
“Permit” in the Seychelles, Mauritius, 
and all the way to Australia are ac-
tually snubnose pompano (Trachino-
tus blochii). Other than just a slightly 
different shape around the eyes and 
forehead, and a glowing band of yel-
low/gold around the perimeter, these 
fish look, feed, and act the same as 
permit anywhere else in the world.

Bumphead parrotfish. These 
are the strangest space aliens fish 

FARQUHAR

you’ll ever tackle with a fly rod. 
Because they congregate and sleep 

in large groups (often in caves or in 
shipwrecks) they are extremely vul-
nerable to spearfishing and netting. 
And wherever there are populations 
of humans, you can expect bumphead 
parrotfish to be a relic of marine histo-
ry. The only places in the world where 
there are fishable numbers of bump-
head parrotfish on flats are two little 
island groups in the Seychelles (Far-
quhar and Providence) where there 
aren’t many people, and fishing for 
“bumpies” is catch-and-release only.

Like all parrotfish, bumpheads eat 
coral. Their “mouth” is best described 
as a prehistoric beak, designed to 
break off and crush pieces of coral. 
Each fish eats tons of coral per year, 
and defecates a nearly equal amount 
of sand, making them an important 
part of a healthy reef ecosystem.

Bumpheads feed into the current 
like most fish, but unlike most oth-
er fish, they won’t identify your fly 
as food, then move to consume it. 
To hook them, your fly should be 
a reasonable facsimile of a piece of 
coral (or a small crab). You must posi-
tion yourself upcurrent of a feeding/ 
moving group of bumpies, cast across, 
and then slowly swing the fly at an 
angle to intercept fish feeding near 
the front of the pack. Try to stay away 
from the lead fish, which is often one 
of the largest and oldest in a group, 
and seems to act as a group watchdog. 

I have seen a lead fish raise an eye-
ball above the surface, look directly at 
me, and then quietly turn and take the 
group back to deep water. And that’s 
when I was frozen like a statue. If you 
make a sudden movement or brush a 
fish unnaturally with the line or lead-
er you’ll see them thrash the flats in a 
stampede toward deep water.

If you hook one of these aquatic 
dinosaurs you’ve got about a 1 in 10 
chance of actually landing it. Their 
beaks can break or cut a saltwater 
hook shank, sharp coral cuts a tight 
fly line as easily as scissors, and these 
fish have a rare combination of speed, 
power, and stamina.

But because these huge fish (mostly 
30 to 50 pounds) tail and feed in wa-
ter that often barely covers them, they 
are visually fascinating, frustrating, 
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Bumphead parrotfish use their powerful jaws to crush and feed on coral. 
They are easy to spot on the flats, but difficult to catch.

➤

and perilously addictive. My friend 
Tola Chin hooked 13 of these beau-
tiful creatures—more than the rest 
of the lodge guests that week com-
bined. I was with him on the flats near 
the shipwreck at Diposé Island when 
we cast at parking lots full of tailing 
bumpies for two hours. He hooked 
two fish that afternoon, and came ag-
onizingly close to landing a 50-pound 
giant by running a half mile through 
waist-deep water to keep the line 
as short as possible. Our guide was 
close at hand with a net, but as usu-
al “something” cut the line just as the 
fish was beginning to tire. Unlike GTs, 
bumpies require 30-pound-test mono-
filament or lighter, so every fish that 
poses for a photo is a minor miracle.

Triggerfish. This is why you 
bring an 8-weight rod to Farquhar. 
When the tide is ankle-deep and just 
starting to come in, triggerfish (and 
bonefish) are the first to sneak onto 
the flats where they get first crack 
at edibles hiding in the cracks and 
crevices of hard coral flats. When you 
spot them, their entire tail and parts 
of both dorsal fins are often waving 
a friendly invitation. Or else sticking 
a middle finger in the air. 

Tailing triggerfish aren’t tilted 
slightly toward the bottom like a 
bonefish when they feed, they are ver-
tical, using their pointed heads and 
powerful canine teeth to pulverize sea 
urchins, starfish, mollusks, and crus-
taceans. They have essentially no field 
of vision when they feed, and when 
that tail goes down, they move from 
spot to spot in random, unpredictable 
directions, so it’s extremely tough to 

brightly colored triggerfish, and on 
Farquhar you’ll see mostly mustache 
(giant) and yellow margin (peach-
face) triggerfish.

You’ll need smallish #6-8 bonefish 
flies for these beautiful flats fish, and 
even smaller flies if you want to tick 
a Picasso triggerfish off the list, al-
though these tiny, memorable trigger-
fish should probably be considered 
an aquarium species rather than a 
gamefish. Whatever floats your boat 
though. Bigger is not always better.

Other fish. What I’ve described 
(above) are only a few of the most fas-
cinating, challenging, and foreign flats 
fish you’ll find at Farquhar. It’s also 
an incredibly prolific atoll for large 
bonefish, and if you hunt any of the 
backreef flats on the west side on an 
incoming tide with good light, you’ll 
get nonstop shots at bonefish up to 
10 pounds. If bumpies and GTs have 
skunked you for a couple of days, it’s 
a great way to get your mojo back. But 
then, you didn’t come all this way to 
catch a bunch of bonefish.

While wading the flats you’ll also 
catch bluefin trevally, spangled em-
peror fish, yellow lips, Napoleons 
(humphead wrasse), pufferfish, and 
numerous other fish you’ve never 
seen before, and probably won’t see 
again. When the tide is high and you 
can’t flats fish, you can blind cast over 
coral outcroppings and catch bohar 
snapper, grouper, wrasse, barracuda, 
and you can also tease up sailfish, 
wahoo, rainbow runner, and tuna in 
the nearby blue water just 500 yards 
from the lodge buildings.

Unless you’re a veteran of the In-
dian Ocean, it’s very likely that you’ll 
catch a new species of fish every day 
at Farquhar. But don’t come for just 
the fish. The terns and other seabirds, 
the unbelievable numbers of turtles 
on the flats and nesting on the beach-
es under a full moon, giant coconut 
crabs, ancient Farquhar tortoises, and 
many other creatures and plants cre-
ate an isolated biodiversity that is 
both rare and wonderful. Whether 
or not you catch a fish you’ll cherish 
every day at Farquhar because there’s 
always something new to see and ex-
perience.

To book a trip to Farquhar, contact 
The Fly Shop in Redding, California, at 
530-222-3555. They have experienced 
advisors who have been to Farquhar, 
and are in constant contact with the 
local outfitter. 

Ross Purnell is the editor of Fly Fish-

erman.

predict where the fish is going and in-
tercept it. While bumpies move in a 
leisurely forward path like cows graz-
ing a field, jittery triggerfish are all 
over the place, sometimes even back-
tracking with no apparent rhyme or 
reason. Triggerfish are food-focused 
when they are tailing, but when that 
tail comes down, their security system 
switches to high alert. If they see you, 
the line, or your rod moving, or they 
don’t like the way your fly or lead-
er “plinks” on the shallow flats, you’ll 
see a sudden bow wake toward deep-
er water, and nothing else.

In calm afternoon sight-fishing con-
ditions you can gain a slight advantage 
in leading the fish with the fly because 
you can see where they are headed, 
but then they are incredibly spooky. 
Your best shots come when a wind 
ruffles the surface so you can drop 
your fly without spooking the fish. If 
you don’t spook the fish and it actual-
ly sees your fly, there’s a good chance 
the trigger will follow and then try to 
“pin” the fly against the bottom.

They have tiny mouths and crazy 
teeth, so they’ll rarely just come up 
from behind and consume the fly like 
a bonefish. It’s common to have an ag-
gressive triggerfish trap the fly against 
the hard coral bottom two or three 
times on a single retrieve. Stay in con-
stant contact with the fly to feel the 
trap-and-capture, pause, then use a 
short, firm strip-set to dig in the hook.

There are triggerfish in every trop-
ical flats/reef ecosystem in the world, 
but in the Caribbean you’ll see most-
ly gray triggerfish on the flats. The 
Indian Ocean is rich with different 

Photo ❱ Courtesy of FlyCastaway
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Our Simple Fly Fishing rods and line were developed 

together to work as a system. We wanted tenkara to make 

sense to anglers who fi sh conventional fl y tackle, so the 

rods feel familiar to cast and have the backbone to move 

fi sh. The level fl oating line casts better in the wind than 

furled or monofi lament lines—and can handle heavier 

fl ies, too. Tenkara is a way of getting rid of the gizmos and 

replacing them with skill, knowledge and simplicity. 

Check it out at your favorite outdoor or specialty fl y shop.

PATAGONfiAfiCOM/TENKARA
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Rainbow’s bend: Yvon Chouinard plays a healthy wild trout on the Henry’s Fork, Idaho. BRYAN GREGSON © 2016 Patagonia, Inc. 
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S
TILLWATER FISHING HAS become more and 
more popular here in Colorado over the last de-
cade. What was once merely a fun alternative 
during runoff—while the rivers were too big and 
muddy to fish—has become the primary focus 
of a select group of hardcore anglers who are 
willing to spend most of their time figuring out 
what makes stillwater fish tick. These fellas qui-
etly roll into my shop in the spring and fall with 

cellphone pictures of fish that are utterly jaw-dropping. Tim 
Drummond is just that sort of guy.

Drummond grew up in Longmont, Colorado, and is the 
son of cane rod builder Frank Drummond. The young-
er Drummond came by his addiction naturally, fishing up 
and down the Front Range before finally settling down and 
guiding for North Park Anglers in Walden, Colorado. He’s 
now in his seventh season there.

North Park Colorado is home to the village of Walden, 
but more importantly it’s the cradle of Delaney Butte Lakes, 
a series of impoundments harboring fish of sometimes 
mythical proportions. These lakes are food factories, with 
crayfish, leeches, scuds, Callibaetis, and damselflies as their 
main attractions. Leave it to an analyst like Drummond to 
sift through all the options on the stillwater menu and sin-
gle out the lowly water boatman as one of the most impor-
tant foods in the ecosystem.

Water boatmen, at first glance, resemble some sort of 
water beetle, with prominent legs and blocky bodies. They 
are often a mystery to even seasoned fly fishers. As it turns 
out, trout relish these little morsels, and tank up on them 
every chance they get. 

Tim’s Water Boatman pattern is a genuinely simple af-
fair that is tied entirely of synthetic materials and uses a 

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

Catching big 
’bows doesn’t 

have to be 
complicated

Tim’s 
Water 

Boatman

21
 Tie the Thin Skin in on top of the shank just behind 

the bead and wrap over it to the bend. Return the thread 
to just slightly behind the bead and tie in the Lateral 
Scale. Wrap back over that to the bend. Make sure both 
materials are centered on the shank.

 Slide the bead on the hook and wrap ten turns of lead 
wire around the shank. Shove the wire wraps up under 
the bead. Build a thread dam tapering from the bare 
shank to the diameter of the lead wraps. Cut a strip of 
Thin Skin two-thirds as wide as the hook gap.

T Y I N G  T H E  W AT E R  B O AT M A N

Photos ❱ Charlie Craven
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gunmetal-colored glass bead to add 
a bit of flash and weight, and square 
off the face of this odd little critter. 
Water boatmen are good swimmers 
when they want to be, and lazy bot-
tom bouncers when they don’t, so Tim 
ties his fly lightly weighted to drift as 
much as possible.

Using Thin Skin over a pearl Lat-
eral Scale shellback to create a glow 
from within, and beautiful black pea-
cock Ice Dub to form the body, Tim 
finished his fly off with a pair of Flexi 
Floss legs swept back along the body 
to imitate the prominent oarlike legs 

of the natural. This fly has everything 
it needs, and nothing it doesn’t. 

While this pattern could be referred 
to as a “guide fly,” I hate that term. 
Guides are in the business of catch-
ing fish and I’ve never seen one who 
oversimplifies anything. Experts like 
Drummond have a reason for every-
thing they tie to a hook, and every-
thing they do while fishing. I love that 
sort of thing!

Drummond typically uses an inter-
mediate line with a 12-foot 3X lead-
er and a single Water Boatman, but 
he sometimes fishes the fly under an 

indicator, particularly when the infa-
mous North Park wind creates a bit 
of chop on the water. The Boatman 
bounces and jigs under the indicator, 
and he finds he can even get a bit of 
a “drift” in under the right conditions. 
Drummond caught his largest Delaney 
Lakes trout without using an indicator, 
by simply casting the fly out and re-
trieving with short, steady strips.

My experience shows that a long 
strip-retrieve can also sometimes 
be deadly. I cast in the direction of 
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Tim Drummond developed his Water Boatman pattern for the big rainbows and 
browns of Delaney Butte lakes, but they work in almost any stillwater fishery.

➤

3 4
 Dub a robust body from the bend to the back of the 

bead. You may need to trim some of the loose Ice Dub 
fibers to form the right shape.

 Pull the Lateral Scale forward over the top of the body 
and tie it down behind the bead with a few tight turns.
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➤

HOOK: #12-16 Tiemco 3769.

BEAD: Gunmetal glass bead.

WEIGHT: .010" lead wire.

THREAD: Black 8/0 UNI-Thread.

SHELLBACK: Natural mottled bustard 
Thin Skin over Pearl Lateral Scale.

BODY: Black peacock Ice Dub.

LEGS: Black Flexi Floss.

HEAD: Black peacock Ice Dub.

TIM’S WATER BOATMAN
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way, but you can be sure I’ll also try 
Drummond’s short-strip method the 
next time I’m in North Park. 

Charlie Craven co-owns Charlie’s Fly 
Box in Arvada, Colorado, and is the 

featured 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).

some sort of visible surface activity, 
and make a single, very long, steady 
strip to swim the fly in a long arc. 
I’m always amazed by how often I’m 
rewarded with a charging trout in-
haling the pattern when I fish it this 
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5 6
 Pull the Thin Skin forward over the top of the Lateral 

Scale and tie it off behind the bead.
 Fold the front end of the Thin Skin back and bind 

the fold in place with extra turns of thread for durability. 
Trim flush the remaining Lateral Scale and Thin Skin.

USA Made 

   Fly Tying Vises

ATLAS®

VISE

APEX 

VISE®

(800) 888-3832
www.fyfshingvises.com

VERSA 

CLAMP

FFMP-160900-FTB-D.indd   58 6/2/16   10:48 AM



7 8
 Tie in black Flexi Floss along the far side of the hook. 

Draw the other end of the Flexi Floss tightly down and 
back along the near side and bind it in place with a few 
more tight wraps. If there is any curve to the Flexi Floss, 
try to make it align so the legs curve toward the body as 
shown here.

 Twist a tiny bit of dubbing onto the thread and build 
a short collar behind the bead to cover the thread wraps. 
Whip-finish and clip the thread, then trim the legs even 
with the end of the body.

SHOWCASEFLY TIER’S❲ ❳

USA Made 

   Fly Tying Vises

ATLAS®

VISE

APEX 

VISE®

(800) 888-3832
www.fyfshingvises.com

VERSA 

CLAMP
www.ritebobbin.com • info@ritebobbin.com • 406-328-6372

Bobbins & Accessories

  5 Models for All Tying Styles

USE THE MICRO-ADJUSTABLE 

BOBBIN THE PROS USEÑ

THE RITE BOBBIN

NEW! HALF HITCH BOBBINNEW! HALF HITCH BOBBIN



ONSTREAM❲ ❳

888.826.7376WWW.FISHASL.COM Alaska’s 
Premier 

Sport Fishing 

Since 1950

1-800-544-0551

www.kuliklodge.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

❲ COLORADO ❳

 ❲ ARGENTINA ❳

Fly fishing trips in 

Patagonia, Argentina
Achala Outfitters

diego@achalaoutfitters.com • 54 9 3541 578120

Facebook: achalaoutfitters

www.achalaoutfitters.com

❲ NEW YORK ❳
BATTENKILL LODGE

SHUSHAN, NEW YORK

• Private Luxury Suites

• 5 MILES of private wild trout water for 

Rainbows, Browns, and Brook Trout

• Fishing the Battenkill and Hoosic River 

• Deep water pond for trophy trout

www.battenkilllodge.com

For a free brochure or reservation contact:
Capt. Bob Storc

22 Village Square, Glen Cove, NY 11542
1-516-671-7690 anytime

Also in season: 1-518-854-9840

TROPHY BROWN TROUT 
ANGLING ON THE 

NEW YORK BATTENKILL

Yellowstone - Madison - Gallatin - Bighorn

Big Hole - Beaverhead - Missouri - Spring Creeks

❲ MONTANA ❳

❲ ALASKA ❳

Order Your Fly Fisherman  

2017 Calendar Today!

Call 1-800-260-6397 

or go online to 

www.imoutdoors.com/calendars



Think a bamboo rod is out of reach? 
Headwaters makes quality bamboo 
fun and affordable. Fly Fisherman 

subscribers receive additional 20% 
off. www.headwatersbamboo.com 

/ff20 or info@headwatersbamboo.

com or toll-free 1.866.432.3928.

Build your own bamboo fly rod 

in 7 days. Split the bamboo on 
Saturday, cast your finished rod the 
following Saturday. Eight days hands-
on workshop, all tools and materials 
supplied. $900 per student.  Maxi-
mum of 5 students per class. Also 
available, planing forms and binders.  
Contact Kelley Baker: 207-837-

2579, baker.bamboo@hotmail.

com, www.bakersbambooflyrods.

com.

Showcase quality trout flies at  
sensible prices. Contact:  
Roger Caylor 850-957-4071.  

caylorcustomflies.com 

roger@caylorcustomflies.com 

FLIES AND TACKLE RODS

FLY-FISHING SCHOOLS

LAND your dream job! Become  
a fly-fishing guide. Excellent job 
placement. Call: Sweetwater  

Travel Company, 1-866-GO 

GUIDE (464-8433).  

fish@sweetwatertravel.com,  

www.sweetwatertravel.com

Montana – Luxury Waterfront  

Flyfishing Properties for Sale. 

Cindi Hayne, Broker 406-240- 

6497 & Jamie Cozby, Realtor  

406-363-8784.

REAL ESTATE

Fly Fishing properties at Hiwassee 

Scenic River, Reliance, TN. TU Top 
100. 2 Pristine log homes, 245K. 

Dane Law 770-655-9210.

ONSTREAM❲ ❳

Spectacular blue ribbon trout property 
(3.6 acres) on the Conejos River in 

southern Colorado. For details view 
website at http://conejosriverland.com/

❲ 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

❲WYOMING ❳
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www.northforkanglers.com

Great Hatches, 
No Crowds!

Just You, the Trout & Your Guide !
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MARKET PLACE❲ ❳

For Advertising Info Call:

Ben Hoffman   

Ph: 717-695-8075 • Fax: 717-545-2527

Email: benh@flyfisherman.com 

Advertising information for 

Fly Fisherman and Flyfisherman.com 

can also be found at www.outdoorsg.com

Quality flies at great prices
Fly rods, reels, lines, leaders, tippet

Winston, SA, Ross, RIO, Wulff, Sage, Umpqua and more

Fly Rod Building Supplies
Blanks, Flex Coat, Thread, Guides, 

Reel Seats, Custom Cork Grips

www.shop.jcookflyrods.com
1203 North Main, Salem, MO 65560



MARKET PLACE❲ ❳

www.furledleader.com    920-822-5396    Email bluesky@netnet.net 

Amazing accuracy. Delicate presentation. Trout

thru Musky and Saltwater. Lasts many seasons.

Sizes for all line weights. Just change tippet.

For Sale - A one-of-a-kind estate property
Rigby, ID • 14 acres • 6,400 sq. ft . custom home

 • 5 acre lake with 10+ lbs. rainbows, browns & golden trout

 • 5 minutes from the South & North Fork of the Snake River

 • 50 minutes from the Henrys Fork of the Snake River

 • 90 minutes from Yellowstone Park and Jackson Hole

 • 20 minutes to the Idaho Falls, ID Regional Airport

TROUTBECK
Trophy Trout Fishery & Bird Sanctuary

Video tour of home and property at – bit.ly/troutbeck  

Roger Brink, Associate Broker

Call - 208-351-7417
Each Offi  ce is Independently Owned and Operated

FLY ROD KITS • INSTRUCTIONS • CLASSES

888������������
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physical aches and pains and the fact 
that I used to be able to do exciting 
and pleasurable things all day long—
like cast into the wind, or fish the Rus-
sian River—without medication. 

But there are also some benefits 
to being one of the greybeards on a 
river now. Don’t get me wrong: I’m 
not claiming the legendary wisdom 
that’s supposed to come with age—
I’m still waiting for that to kick in—
but, one of the blessings that actually 
does arrive is freedom from the slav-
ery of deceit, or at least the option 
to choose a more factual telling of a 
day’s fishing efforts at every oppor-
tunity. There comes a point at which 
you just don’t care if others know 
that on any given day you caught 
nothing but little fish, or junk fish, 
or really little really junky fish. Or 
nothing at all. 

It was not always this way. I’m the 
first to admit I may have reshaped the 
facts of a fishing trip or two into a 
form that presented my modest tal-
ents with rod and reel under gener-
ously favorable light. But I’ve seen a 
hell of a lot worse big fat liars over 
the years. 

In 1982, when my wife Lin and I 
moved to Alaska, I took her fishing 
for the first time in her life. Somehow 
she had never sampled the joys of try-
ing to outwit scaly, coldblooded crea-
tures with marble-sized brains, had 
never even held a rod in her hand 
before the day we went fishing for 
cohos in a small river just south of 
Anchorage. 

Lin’s first fish ever was a sil-
ver salmon that must have weighed 
twelve pounds. She also caught two 
others nearly as large. To put that 
in perspective, in the first ten years 
I fished, all the fish I caught, in to-
tal, would not have come close to the 
combined weight of the three salmon 
she landed her first day. Was she elat-
ed? Converted? “Hooked for life,” as 
the cliché goes? Not quite.

She fished exactly twice more af-
ter that: one lovely afternoon on a 
Kodiak Island stream catching small 
Dolly Varden on dry flies; and anoth-
er catching grayling and lake trout in 
the foothills of the Alaska Range. And 
then she hung up the tackle and quit. 
Forever. The whole undertaking—
selecting the perfect fly, making the 
best cast, fooling the fish—simply left 
her unmoved. Whatever it was that 
made me mad for the sport did not 
take root.

To this day she loves to go fishing 
with me, loves to be on the water, 
but has no desire to catch fish her-
self. None. Apparently, she does not 
in any way feel that her self worth 
is tied to her skill at catching fish. 
(Women are incomprehensible.) 
Which means, of course, she has no 
reason to lie about catching fish, and 
therefore cannot imagine why any-
one else would blatantly massacre 
the truth in such matters.

Her first contact with what I’ve 
come to understand is normal an-
gler bullshit (NAB), came as a shock 
to her. One autumn Friday afternoon 
in those early years we drove the 200 
miles from Anchorage to the Anchor 
River, near the town of Homer, so I 

could fish for steelhead. Lin was in 
grad school, again, and she planned 
to study while I fished. It was steel-
head season, so the weather was 
predictably gray, cold, and rainy. No 
problem for Lin; it would not be the 
first time she happily sat in a warm, 
dry truck reading while I stood in a 
river in a downpour getting soaked.

But there is rain and there is rain. 
We drove down the Kenai Peninsu-
la through a constant deluge. Every 
river we crossed was already high 
and muddy and still rising. And the 
Anchor was the longest of them, 
with the most tributaries. When we 
crossed the bridge near the hotel, the 
river was raging with standing waves 
the color of lentil soup over the banks 
and running through the Bridge Hole 
parking lot. Uprooted cottonwood 
trees tumbled downstream. Cutbanks 
calved clods of earth into the flood. 

Continued from page 64 No one could fish it. No one would 
try. Not even me.

I spent the weekend mostly in 
the bar of the Anchor River Inn pre-
tending to watch football, but mostly 
eyeing the rain slashing at the win-
dows—hoping, as only a fisherman 
might, that somehow it was going 
to abate and the river would drop 
enough to fish. It was still raining as 
we headed north for Anchorage on 
Sunday. 

On Monday, Lin stopped by the 
job I was working on in a new office 
building. I was hanging vinyl wallpa-
per in the hallways. One of the new 
tenants, an insurance representative, 
was moving into his office. I heard 
him hammering on the walls and I 
peeked in to find him hanging framed 
photos of himself gripping trout and 
salmon.

I struck up a conversation with 
him, and Lin stopped by just in time 
to hear him tell me he’d caught twen-
ty steelhead over the weekend. In the 
Anchor River. 

Lin’s chin dropped. She started 
sputtering. I rushed her out into the 
hallway before she could say it. “He’s 
lying! We were there. Nobody could 
fish in that mess, could they?”

I agreed that she was right on both 
counts: nobody could fish that mess, 
and yes, he was lying.

“But why would anybody do that?” 
she asked, astounded.

I tried to explain the concept of 
natural angler bullshit. But she would 
never understand that if you aren’t 
catching anything, you crave just one 
fish. If you’re catching some fish, you 
want to catch more, lots more. If you 
are catching lots of fish, you want to 
catch bigger fish. How could I explain 
to her that if you’ve had a great day 
of fishing, the only thing that makes 
it better is telling someone how good 
it was. And, more to the point, if the 
fishing has been abysmal, the same 
response is called for—telling some-
one how good it was. 

Lin has spent 35 years with me, 
and still has not fully come to accept 
the concept of NAB. Probably never 
will. Not because she’s a woman, but 
because she doesn’t fish. 

Richard Chiappone is the author of 
Opening Days: A Fly Fisherman Writes 
(Barclay Creek Press, 2010) and Water 
of an Undetermined Depth (Stackpole 
Books, 2003). This essay is from his 
new book Liar’s Code (Skyhorse Pub-
lishing, 2016).
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M
Y FATHER DID not fish. I had no 
older brothers to introduce me to the 
sport. And yet, somehow, by the time 
I was eight years old, I was already a 
fanatic. While on a family vacation in 
the Finger Lakes that summer, I ha-
rangued my folks into buying me a 
fiberglass casting rod and an Ocean 
City level-wind reel. Both are now 

long gone to wherever old fishing tackle ends up. But 
there is a photo of me dated 1956 in which I’m holding 
that rig with one hand, and a rope stringer in the oth-
er. Dangling from it is what appears to be a mooneye, a 
small trash fish of the sort I spent the rest of my child-
hood pursuing. I’ve been fishing ever since. 

Three days ago, I spent several hours at the mouth 
of the Anchor River near my home here in south cen-
tral Alaska, hurling heavy Clouser Minnows into Cook 
Inlet against a ferocious onshore wind. Then I came 
home and ate four Advils. The next day I got up early and 
drove 120 miles to the confluence of the Kenai and Rus-
sian Rivers to meet my old fishing partner Will Rice. We 
marched for two miles uphill on a well-maintained trail, 
clambered down a near vertical, boulder-strewn obstacle 
course into the Russian River canyon, and fished our way 
downstream—a murderous jumble of slippery, pyramid-
shaped rocks underfoot much of the way. Late in the af-
ternoon, we dragged our sorry keisters back up to the 
parking lot. 

Between the two of us, we have enough titanium 
screwed into our skeletons to build a mountain bike. 
When I opened the door of my truck, the soft cervical 
collar I wore on the drive from home rolled out onto the 
gravel. Will and I traded glances, each hoping the other 
had the range of motion to actually bend over and pick 
the thing up. Will, tougher than I by some measure, man-
aged to hang onto the door handle and crouched just far 
enough to snatch the neck brace off the ground with two 
fingertips. There was a certain amount of groaning in-
volved. Subsequently, there was also a certain amount of 
beer involved.

When I arrived home after a three-hour drive through 
Alaska’s endless road construction, I could barely swing 
my legs out of the truck cab. I considered sleeping out 
there in the driveway that night, but managed to make it 
to the house. This time, the post-fishing self-medication 
required not only the usual ibuprofen, but also a couple 
muscle relaxants and more vodka than I’d admit to my 
doctor. That night, feeling surprisingly well again, I made 
plans to meet another pal at the Anchor River the next 
morning. 

Recently some wiseacre asked me, “Would you rather 
fish or fornicate?” Okay, that wasn’t the particular word 
used, but I answered as honestly as I could: “Well, at my 
age, I can still fish for hours without resting. In fact, I can 
still fish for hours, several times a day.”

All of which is to say that I’m not dead yet, but I am also 
not the boy in that photo anymore, not by a long shot. Not 
that I’m complaining. Well, I am complaining about the 

Liar, Liar, 
Pants on 

Fire

Continued on page 63
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