


Six days of travel stripped to a few frenzied seconds: on Sudan’s Red Sea coast, Josh Gallivan comes tight 

to a bluefin trevally while Stu Harley and Mike LaSota look on.  RUSS SCHNITZER  © 2017 Patagonia, Inc.
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R I F F L E S  &  R U N S

Ross Purnell, editor
ross@flyfisherman.com
Twitter:@rossflyfisher
Instagram:rossflyfisher
Facebook.com/flyfisherman

T
HE DAY BEFORE the massive winter 2017 
Outdoor Retailer (OR) show opened in Salt 
Lake City, Peter Metcalf, the founder of the 
Utah-based company Black Diamond, wrote 
an op-ed in the Salt Lake Tribune titled 
“Time for Outdoor Retailers to leave Utah 
and its anti-recreation politics.” His mes-
sage was in response to Gov. Gary Herbert’s 
pledge to rescind the Bears Ears National 

Monument created by President Barack Obama. The next 
day, Yvon Chouinard wrote on the patagonia.com blog 
The Cleanest Line that “Enough is enough. If Governor 
Herbert doesn’t need us, we can find a more welcoming 
home.” Before the OR show ended, dozens of other major 
outdoor brands joined an industry boycott, promising to 
quit the twice-annual OR show if Utah didn’t back down. 
The worry was that if Utah could roll back Bears Ears, 
the precedent could threaten dozens of other monuments 
in Utah and other states. (Fly fishers are most concerned 
with Obama’s 2015 Browns Canyon National Monument 
designation that protected 21,586 acres of land surround-
ing the Arkansas River in Colorado.)

Each year, OR hosts hundreds of companies and 40,000 
visitors, generating $45 million for the Salt Lake City 
economy. The brands involved in the boycott represent-
ed about $5 billion in annual revenue in Utah alone, but 
Herbert refused to back down. After a conference call 
with the Utah governor, the Outdoor Industry Association 
(OIA) announced it would move the show from Utah, and 
look for a venue in a state that was more closely aligned 
with the values of the $646 billion outdoor industry. Al-
though the boycott failed to change Herbert’s mind, the 
decision by OIA to take an ethical stand brought an enor-

Fix  
Okeechobee  

“Or Else”

mous amount of attention to the issue of public lands and the importance of outdoor recreation relative 
to other industries.

There’s an important lesson here for the $115 billion fishing industry represented by the American 
Sportfishing Association (ASA) and the American Fly Fishing Trade Association (AFFTA). Members of 
these associations also depend directly on recreational opportunities for consumers. Polluted waters and 
bad fishing aren’t just environmental problems, they are bad for business. Nowhere has this been more 
clear in recent years than in Florida, where the state government has allowed agricultural interests to use 
Lake Okeechobee as a toilet, and flush fertilizer, pesticides, and sediment into the most important estuary 
systems on the east and west coasts, while at the same time robbing the Everglades of vital fresh water.

In a Chouinard-like move, Orvis CEO Perk Perkins published a full-page ad in the Miami Herald urg-
ing Gov. Rick Scott and the Florida State Legislature to support Senate Bill 10 to fix the problem. Many 
other companies support the legislation, as do nonprofits such as Everglades Foundation, Sierra Club, 
Bullsugar, Captains for Clean Water, and Bonefish & Tarpon Trust.

Now it’s time for ASA and AFFTA to also step up to the plate and say “or else.” ASA’s annual ICAST 
show in Orlando draws 13,000 visitors, brings $25 million in business to the state, and the Florida sport-
fishing industry alone is worth about $8.7 billion. It doesn’t make sense to hold the biggest industry 
event of the year in a state that kowtows to agricultural interests (aka “Big Sugar”) while failing to pro-
tect a national treasure like the Everglades. It’s time for ASA and AFFTA to have a conference call with 
Gov. Scott, and let him know that if Senate Bill 10 (or something better) doesn’t pass, ICAST will in 2018 
move to a host state that cares about protecting our fisheries. 

Photo ❱ Ross Purnell
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T I G H T  L I N E S

to read an article that contained prac-
tical tips on how to get unsnagged, 
but also reassuring to know that 
snags still happen on a frequent basis 
to even the best fly fishers. It certain-
ly makes the sport seem less frustrat-
ing and intimidating. 

I’m sure many of us have, at one 
point or another, made a hasty deci-
sion on how to get unsnagged that 
has cost us a rod tip or a treasured 
fly. Since reading the article, I’ve ap-
plied a few of Mahler’s techniques for 
getting unsnagged, and they are sav-
ing me money (fewer lost flies) and 
also my sanity. Most importantly, I’m 
no longer reluctant to cast my popper 
as close to those lily pads as possible 
because I have a new set of tools in 
my fly-fishing arsenal.

Kudos to Fly Fisherman for doing 
a great job of providing articles that 
cover the range of useful tips, exot-
ic fishing locations, and conservation 
awareness.
DEBBIE HANSON
E S T E R O ,  F L O R I D A

USE LOCAL GUIDES
The Oct.-Dec. 2016 article “Running 
of the Bulls” by Landon Mayer  was 
informative and accurate as far as 
time frames, rigging, and techniques 
for catching Louisiana redfish.  I have 
only two points of concern. 

Mayer seems to recommend us-
ing Texas- and Florida-based guides 
who come here during the prime sea-
son, pay no Louisiana state taxes, and 
crowd our local flats. These out-of-
state guides pack up and depart when 
the fishing gets tough in early March. 
Local guides live here all year and act 
as watchdogs for the resource. They 
have reconstructed their business-
es after three major hurricanes, and 
have developed specialty techniques. 
We buy local vegetables because they 
are better quality and support the lo-
cal economy—the same can be said 
for local fishing guides.

Also, Mayer writes “even under 
cloudy skies with slightly murky wa-
ter it’s easy to spot winter bulls.”  I 
disagree. Glare, slightly dirty water, 
and a little wind makes it difficult.

Other than these two points, May-
er’s article—and the whole issue—
was excellent. I have been a loyal 
subscriber to Fly Fisherman for several 
decades, and anxiously look forward 
to every issue.
CAPT. RICH WALDNER
V E N I C E ,  L O U I S I A N A

[The Wild & Scenic River designation 
on the Cache la Poudre starts at Pou-
dre Lake near the Continental Divide 
and extends 76 miles downstream, 
ending just upstream of the confluence 
with the North Fork. For more informa-
tion, see www.rivers.gov. The ediTor.]

PHILLY TROUT
The title was a little cheesy, but it 
was great fun to read in “Cheesesteak 
Trout” [April-May 2017] about my first 
fishing waters. In the 70s, my friend 
Chip and I taught ourselves how to 
fly fish on Ridley Creek whenever 
we could get out for a few hours af-
ter work. We almost always caught at 
least one stocker—usually right be-
low the falls.

My five-year-old son started his fly-
fishing career there by “calling the 
take” during my inept attempts at 
nymphing. We now frequently fish in 
Northern California and Montana, but 
I would have missed it without those 
suburban streams near Philly. I hope 
Henry Ramsay’s article gets many oth-
er people started down the same road.
ROY LITTLE
T I B U R O N ,  C A L I F O R N I A

SAVING SANITY
Thank you for the helpful piece “The 
Rules of Disengagement” by Joe 
Mahler in the Feb.-Mar. 2017 issue. As 
a relative newcomer to the world of 
fly fishing, it was not only refreshing 

BIG FAT LIES
Lies! All big fat lies! There are no trout 
in the Cache la Poudre, as the water 
is too warm, laden with thick nasty 
algae, and smells of cattle dung. The 
article “Hide the Powder” [April-May 
2017] also neglects to mention black 
bears and wolves stalking and eating 
anglers who don’t leave the river by 
dusk. Nothing to see here, folks. Just 
move along and fish in Wyoming!

Seriously though, I always knew my 
favorite river would eventually show 
up in a Fly Fisherman article. The Pou-
dre is my home trout water, and I first 
fished it in the late 1960s as a Colora-
do State University freshman. I still do 
fish it every chance I get, which is not 
nearly often enough.

It’s nice to hear that the lower river, 
outside the canyon, has improved pub-
lic access. We used to fish there, but 
only because some frat brothers knew 
some property owners. I do have 
one question on Ken McCoy’s article, 
which refers to the Poudre as “free 
flowing” but also mentions Seaman 
Reservoir on the North Fork. I won-
der if the federal Wild & Scenic des-
ignation begins after the convergence 
of the South and North forks? There 
are also some diversions on the river 
downstream, and these structures ap-
pear to be fish-blocking.
JOHN KIES 
L A U R E L  P A R K ,  

N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

Illustration ❱ Gene Trump
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FLY-FISHING MINISTRY
I sat down to read the April-May 2017 
issue, and the first thing that I saw 
was Ross Purnell’s article regarding 
the physical and spiritual benefits of 
fly fishing. He outlined many differ-
ent organizations that use our sport 
as a means to help veterans, and also 
the communities that are benefiting 
from local sportfishing operations.

The article truly moved me. I see 
these organizations as nothing short 
of a fly-fishing ministry. I want to for-
mally say “thank you” to all those in-
volved in these organizations, all our 
veterans, and to the author for such a 
moving article.
BUZZ CREWS
K E R N E R S V I L L E ,  

N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

CURSE OF THE THREAD
When I started tying flies I made 
the mistake of using up all my best 
profanity on the whip-finish. The 
best words should’ve been reserved 
for thread selection. Who would’ve 
thought something as simple as this 
could get so hopelessly complicated!

With Charlie Craven’s article “A 
Tangled Mess,” [Feb.-Mar. 2017] new 
tiers like me finally have a shot at un-
raveling all the confusing informa-
tion out there. As Craven points out, 
some standardization in the industry 
is sorely needed. In the meantime, I 
will keep this article at the ready for 
those moments when I’m about to go 
cross-eyed deciphering a denier from 
an aught. Thank you, Charlie Craven 
for the exhaustive research you put 
into this piece.
CHRISTIAN PEDERSON
F I N D L A Y ,  O H I O
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Chasing  
freshwater  

machaca in the 
coastal rivers of 

Costa Rica

More  
Monkeys 

than  
People

OTHING BEATS BUMMING around 
foreign countries looking for adventure. 
When the folks at Howler Brothers invited 
me to Costa Rica for some fishing, surf-
ing, and drinking I cleared my schedule. 
That’s how I ended up in Manuel Antonio 
National Park—where there are more mon-
keys than people—for a week of fishing on 
Costa Rica’s west coast. Funny money, 

local beer, beachside fires, good company, and language 
barriers make for good stories. 

You can’t hit that part of the world as fly fisher and not 
chase roosterfish. Notoriously challenging and strange to 
look at (they look a little like a Dr. Seuss character) rooster-
fish make you work for it. While I’ve managed over the years 
to land a few small ones, I’m still looking for “the man.” 

In Costa Rica, roosterfish are offshore, which means you 
can only get at them with a boat, using the classic bait-and-
switch technique. We used live sardinas as teasers to bring 
fish to within casting range, and tried to get them to turn off 
the live bait and switch their attention to our ball of feathers.

The mate becomes critical when the fish elevates in the 
water and lights up on the teasers. He finesses the teaser 
rod as fast as possible to keep the roosterfish engaged, and 
then comes the moment of truth. When the fish gets within 
casting range, the mate yanks the teaser from the water, and 
you try to land the fly right in front of an eager mouth. When it 
all goes well it’s a beautiful exchange. More often, it’s a cha-
otic dance on tangled line with confusing Spanglish instruc-
tions shouted from the captain. Fly line possesses a magical 
ability to wrap itself around any- and everything at the most 
inopportune times, and the fish can either simply become 
uninterested, or steal the free meal from the mate before 
you get a chance to present your fly. It makes for challeng-
ing but fun fishing.

O L I V E R  W H I T E



The coastal mountain streams of western Costa Rica 
look like they might be in Montana, but they’re home to 
freshwater snook, mojarras, and toothy machaca.

➤

Photo ❱ Jonathan Nimerfroh



Machaca are tropical freshwater omnivores with sharp teeth that are best suited 
to cracking open seed pods and berries.

➤

Photo ❱ Jonathan Nimerfroh
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We trolled the edge of the break-
ing waves, keeping one eye on the 
sardinas, and one eye looking out for 
slightly larger waves that might roll 
in. We kept two sardinas in the water 
at all times, one close (within casting 
range) skipping on the surface, the 
other free-swimming 150 feet behind 
the boat.

The roosters often came in hot, 
their combs cutting through the sur-
face while they tracked their prey. 
They often rushed the fly, but then 
turned away at exactly the moment 
you thought you had the deal sealed. 
We even tried having one angler false 
cast continually, so he could drop 
the fly quickly without any false cast-
ing. This led to a few eats, but we 
still couldn’t get connected. A couple 
of “trout sets” combined with some 
bad luck meant the only fish we got 
to touch were the ones that ate the 
teaser bait so aggressively that they 
hooked themselves on the size 10 
Sabiki hook we had through the nose. 
Tough fishing, but a solid reminder of 
why I need to spend more time chas-
ing these things.

Making it Look Easy
After our saltwater adventure, we 

hit the town for fish tacos and Impe-
rial, the local cerveza. One of the best 
parts of traveling is sampling the lo-
cal culinary scene. We aren’t talking 
fancy restaurants here, but the taco 
stands on the street where the locals 
hang out. We practiced our Spanish, 
worked on some intel, and planned 
the next leg of our adventure.

We decided the next day to hit the 
local break and catch a few waves. 

I don’t fancy myself a surfer, and I 
didn’t grow up with it, but I’ve al-
ways thought I would enjoy it. A cou-
ple years ago I took a week of surf 
lessons, and can paddle a longboard 
well enough to stand up on the kid-
die waves. Many places I’ve fished 
also have excellent surfing—French 
Polynesia, Nicaragua, Panama, Cos-
ta Rica—and when it’s too windy for 
fishing, the surfing is often excellent. 
It’s a complementary addiction. 

I managed to catch a few breaks, 
and I even shared a wave with a nice 
roosterfish that I would have loved 
to cast at the day before. Sitting on 
the beach, I watched in awe as expe-
rienced surfers danced up and down 
their boards, spinning in circles and 
hanging ten.

Being a great surfer implies a 
commitment of time and thus a pas-
sion—those are the people I seek to 
surround myself with. It makes for 
better adventures and an examined 
life. Fly casting is similar—nothing 
beats watching a master Spey caster’s 
fluid, smooth, and effortless move-
ments. It’s the guys who make it look 
easy who are most impressive. The 
surfers on their long boards were the 
same way. It pushes me to improve. 
Not just the surfing, but all of it.

Freshwater Dreams 
Costa Rica also has mountain fresh-

water rivers with snappers, mojarras, 
and other freshwater-tolerant species, 
but we were looking for snook and 
machaca. River snook in pure moun-
tain water sounded intriguing, and 
machaca were completely unknown 
to me before this trip. These silvery 

fish are omnivores, and eat flower 
petals and other plant matter in addi-
tion to bugs and small baitfish. High-
volume action with a hyper-acrobatic 
fish sounded right up my alley after a 
tough day of roosterfishing.

We launched rafts with oar frames 
into a river that could have been in 
Montana if it weren’t for coconut trees, 
wild bananas, and howler monkeys. 
We even used 5-weight rods rigged 
with floating lines and heavy black 
streamers. The river was stunning, 
and rapid elevation drops meant some 
legitimate whitewater bordered by  
steep cliffs and waterfalls. 

Our guide was a South African 
from Montana who runs an eco- 
resort called Rafiki Safari Lodge 
(rafikisafari.com). Carlo Boshoff has 
carved out a home and a business in 
a cool corner of the jungle, and has 
spent years refining his tactics for 
machaca. His strongest advice was 
that machaca love the “plop” when 
food hits the water. He encouraged 
us to make the fly hit the water with 
some noise to attract the predators, 
not dissimilar from the technique for 
pacu.

It was a beautiful float, but fish-
ing proved challenging. My hope for 
a high-volume day didn’t pan out, but 
my partner Alvin Dedeaux from Aus-
tin, Texas, managed to land a fresh-
water river snook, and I did check a 
machaca off my list. As promised, it 
was a beautiful fish that crushed the 
fly and got airborne in a hurry.

Despite the slow day, I saw enough 
to realize I want to get back there 
when the fishing is hot. Twenty to 
forty fish days are common, and Bo-
shoff told me snook up to 40 inches 
come up the river to chase shad. He 
hasn’t figured out how to get them to 
eat flies, but that’s right up my alley. 

Most adventures are full of hero 
shots and glory, this one was full of 
tough fishing and good times. People 
and friends make the world go round 
and I’m a happier and better person 
getting out there and playing in the 
world, even when you have to work 
for a fish or two on a trip. 

Oliver White is a partner in two fishing 
lodges in the Bahamas, Abaco Lodge 
and Bair’s Lodge in South Andros. He 
travels extensively, hosting small groups 
in exotic locations and guiding in the 
American West. He cofounded IndiFly 
(indifly.org)—a nonprofit that works to 
help indigenous people use sport fish-
ing as a method of conservation.
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HAT HAPPENED TO the Eel River? 
“It’s not worth even going there any-
more, all the fish are gone.” This was 
a common refrain among fly fishers for 
many years. Once one of the greatest 
salmon and steelhead rivers in Califor-
nia, the Eel experienced an epic col-
lapse. It was a death by a thousand 
cuts.

If you have seen the movie Rivers of a Lost Coast, you know 
the legendary stories of the wildly abundant runs of salmon 
and steelhead up until the late ’60s, and the legendary fish-
ermen and angling culture that surrounded those fish. It was 
a mecca of early fly-fishing culture on the West Coast. In 
the early ’70s the runs began a precipitous decline, and by 
the ’90s, all three species of salmon and steelhead on the 
North Coast were listed under the Endangered Species Act 
as threatened or endangered. The fish were nearly gone, and 
so were the dollars they had brought into the local economy. 

Symbiotic Ecosystem
The Eel River is one of the largest watersheds in Califor-

nia. The main stem flows almost 200 miles, dissecting a most 
unusual path from south to north, paralleling the coast for 
much of its journey. The South Fork, main stem, North Fork, 
Van Duzen River, and tributaries drain a watershed of more 
than 3,600 square miles in five counties. 

The Eel drains a swath of geologically unstable mountains 
perched along the northern fault line between Clear Lake 
and the Cascades. The terrain varies from semiarid eastern 
escarpments to heavily forested and lush near the coast. The 
Eel has been slowly shaping and carving away these sandy 
and crumbly hills for hundreds of thousands of years. Luck-
ily this unstable geology has a formidable ally . . . redwoods. 

Throughout the watershed, old-growth Pacific giant red-
woods have helped shape the course of the river. They stabi-
lize the banks of the river as well as the eroding hillsides. The 
tall canopy provides shade and thermal refuge for tributaries, 
and the falling duff guards the soil during flashy runoff events. 
These trees are so big that when they fall, a single log has the 
ability to change the entire course of the river. If a large red-
wood topples or becomes dislodged, it has the ability to keep 
growing, and can turn into a new section of bank and eventu-
ally even a new grove. The river and the trees are engaged in a 
never-ending game of give and take, but ultimately they rely on 
each other and support myriad flora, fauna, and other organ-
isms that call the redwood forest home. They have created 
their own ecosystem that even affects the coastal weather. 

How California’s  
Eel River is making 

a comeback

Return to 
Abundance

M I C H A E L  E .  W I E R
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Modern History
The Eel River was historically the 

heart of the Six Rivers Nation, home of 
the Wiyot people. The river was origi-
nally called Wiyot, a word meaning 
“abundance” in their native tongue. 
The Wiyot people were sustained by 
runs of salmon and Pacific lamprey, 
which they harvested from the river. 
They also relied on the forest ecosys-
tem adjacent to the rivers, and used 
the entire watershed as their territory.

In the mid-1800s, gold miners and 
fur trappers began making overland 
expeditions into Northern California. 
They returned to San Francisco with 
stories of big rivers, big trees, and big 
salmon. These early explorers mis-
took the Pacific lamprey as some sort 
of eel, leading to the modern name of 
the river.

By the early 19th century, com-
mercial fishing was booming around 
the mouth of the river. According to 
the records of local canneries, more 
than 1 million salmon and steelhead 
returned to the Eel annually. Many 
of these fish were consumed by the 
droves of men who came to work in 
this area. First there were fur trappers 
in search of otters, beavers, mink, 
and other valuable pelts. Then, log-
gers started chewing away at the old-
growth forest.

The horse trails turned into roads, 
the roads turned into highways, and 
eventually the Trans Pacific Railroad 
followed the main stem of the Eel for 
more than 100 miles. Due to the un-
stable geology of the area, this was 
one of the hardest stretches of track 
to maintain on the entire line. To keep 
the trains running, a maintenance car 
had to precede every train to work on 
the tracks before each run. 

The 20th century saw a huge boom 
across California in dam engineer-
ing, and not even the remote Eel Riv-
er was safe from this driving force of 
American ingenuity. In 1900, work 
began on the Potter Valley Project, 
which now consists of two dams and 
a tunnel, which pipes Eel River water 
through a mountain and off into the 
Potter Valley and down into the Rus-
sian River drainage. 

Following World War II, resource 
extraction boomed in the Eel Riv-
er drainage. The demand for timber 
in America skyrocketed. There were 
new roads being cut and whole hill-
sides were clear-cut. Tractor logging 
took over. Many of the logs were sent 
to the mills using the river, erasing 

the natural meanders, and turning 
the river into a channelized log chute. 
Today only 3 percent of the majes-
tic old-growth coastal redwood trees 
remain in California, and roughly a 
third of them are along the banks of 
the Eel River. 

The civilized world was expanding, 
but nature paid the bill. Much of the 
fertile land of the lower river valley 
and its estuary were levied to become 
pasture for cows. Logging turned to 
clear-cutting. Gravel mining opera-
tions began harvesting the floodplain. 
By the 1950s, the ecological function-
ality of the ecosystem was already be-
ginning to unravel, and fish numbers 
began to decline. 

A large flood in 1955 should have 
served as a warning, but resource ex-
traction only intensified to make up 
for the timber lost in the flood. In 
1964, the flood of the century hit, and 
because of the poor state of the wa-
tershed, the sediment transfer was 
unprecedented. Sections of river that 
were previously 20 feet deep became 
4 feet deep. The structure and sedi-
ment stratification of the lower river 
were permanently altered. 

In the ’50s and ’60s the Eel was dis-
covered by anglers coming up from 
the Bay Area to chase steelhead and 
salmon. It first started with salmon 
fishing to harvest meat, but advance-
ments in gear and technology began 
to make it possible to target winter 
runs of salmon and steelhead with 
fly-fishing tackle. The pursuit of steel-
head began to morph into recreation 
and a form of art. A popular fishery 
and fishing culture emerged that con-
tributed greatly to the local economy. 

Throughout the ’70s and ’80s, a se-
ries of low-water years and increased 
demand on the water supply contrib-
uted to increased water temperatures 
in the summer.

After being planted in Lake Pills-
bury, the invasive Sacramento pike-
minnow was able to take hold in the 
lower forks of the Eel. These fish prey 
heavily on the salmon, steelhead, and 
lamprey fry furthering their declines. 

By the 1990s, the Eel was all but 
forgotten as a fishery. A hatchery pro-
gram on the lower river attempted to 
recover salmon and steelhead stocks 
for commercial and recreational fish-
ing, but the facility got destroyed by 
another devastating flood, and the 
program failed.

In 1996 the medical marijuana 
act passed, and in the following two 

decades there was a boom in marijua-
na cultivation in the Eel watershed. 
Many illegal and unregulated water 
diversions for marijuana irrigation 
come in the months when the river is 
already the lowest and warmest. Di-
minished flows and increased temper-
atures make it even harder for salmon 
and steelhead smolts to survive. By 
the early 2000s, the commercial fish-
ery for salmon at the mouth of the Eel 
was closed. Coho salmon were listed 
as endangered, and steelhead were 
federally listed as threatened. Regula-
tions were enacted calling for catch-
and-release sport angling only in the 
lower river, and the upper watershed 
was closed to any type of fishing all 
year. The mighty Eel was down but 
not out.

Recovery
The Eel serves as one of the best ex-

amples of the old adage, “time heals 
all wounds.” If you leave it alone and 
give it time, Nature will heal itself. In 
2010, scientists and citizens noticed 
the salmon were coming back. The 
resilience of these fish served as a 
beacon of hope for fisheries enthusi-
asts, and showed that the habitat and 
potential were still there. 

Wide-scale efforts are now under-
way to help recover this once great 
fishery, and address the ecological 
function of the entire river ecosystem. 

In 2012 California Trout (caltrout.
org) created the Eel River Forum to 
address issues concerning the entire 
watershed. The Eel River Forum is a 
diverse group of 22 stakeholders in-
cluding state and federal agencies, 
logging companies, hydro-power 
companies, tribes, commercial fish-
erman, ranchers, private landowners, 
environmental nonprofits, and other 
interested user groups, which in 2016 
produced the Eel River Action Plan 
to identify priorities in advancing the 
Eel River recovery.

In the past decade, more protec-
tive regulations have been enacted 
throughout the watershed. Reformed 
logging practices have led to less 
siltation. Habitat enhancement and 
restoration projects have greatly im-
proved tributary spawning and rear-
ing habitats. Controlled releases from 
the Potter Valley Project have helped 
improve summer conditions for mi-
grating smolts in the main stem. More 
stringent fishing regulations great-
ly reduced the mortality of wild fish 
during sport-fishing season.
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 rivers, and healthy rivers equal a bet-
ter California. 

Aldo Leopoldo wrote: “A land ethic 
refl ects the existence of an ecological 
conscience, and this in turn refl ects a 
conviction of individual responsibility 
for the health of the land. Health is the 
capacity of the land for self-renewal. 
Conservation is our effort to under-
stand and preserve this capacity.”

In a California faced with cli-
mate change, a growing population, 
sprawling urbanization, and in-
creased demand on natural resourc-
es, we need to make a conscious 
effort to preserve wildness for future 
generations. California’s Eel River is 
on the front lines of this imperative, 
and right now it’s up to us to decide 
what its future will hold. 

Michael Wier is a Patagonia ambassa-
dor, fi lmmaker (burlproductions.com), 
and outreach coordinator for CalTrout. 
His previous story in FLY FISHERMAN 

was “American Dream: Giant browns 
and rainbows on the forks of the upper 
American River.” That story is online at 
fl yfi sherman.com/american.

to restore watersheds that have suf-
fered from this type of agriculture. 

Near the headwaters of the Eel, Cal-
Trout is participating in the relicensing 
process for the Potter Valley Project by 
advocating for better fl ows for fi sh be-
low the dams and passage into the up-
per watershed for migrating salmon 
and steelhead.

CalTrout has also helped fund a 
habitat study with Humboldt State 
University to quantify the amount of 
usable habitat that lies above Lake 
Pillsbury. The study identifi ed hun-
dred of miles of coldwater habitat 
that has been unavailable to anadro-
mous fi sh for more than 100 years. 
This information will help guide a 
science-based argument for fi sh pas-
sage or removal of the dam at Lake 
Pillsbury if fi sh passage isn’t possible. 

Keeping the Eel wild and on a trajec-
tory toward recovery is going to take 
more than just work by CalTrout. It’s 
going to take statewide investment in 
habitat restoration and protection, and 
a shift in public perception on eco-
logical benefi ts of a healthy waterway.
Abundant wild fish equal healthy 

These efforts are paying off and in 
2010, 2011, and 2012 there were sig-
nifi cantly higher returns of wild fi sh. 
The only hard numbers come from 
the Van Arsdale Reservoir fi sh ladder, 
which is high in the watershed. Cal-
ifornia Department of Fish & Wild-
life (CDF&W) counted a record 3,471 
adult Chinook in 2012.

Visual surveys are also conducted 
by CDF&W and the Eel River Recovery 
Project (ERRP) to help create popula-
tion estimates each year. Pat Higgins 
from ERRP estimates there have been 
as many as 50,000 adult Chinook re-
turning into the Eel in recent years— 
the most since the 1950s. While wild 
salmon and steelhead are declining 
on just about every other river on the 
West Coast, the Eel is trending up.

CalTrout is confi dent that the Eel 
has the greatest potential in the state 
for recovery of wild fi sh stocks, mak-
ing it a high priority among North 
Coast programs. The organization 
cannot control ocean conditions or 
the effects of climate change, but can 
positively affect instream conditions 
for salmon and steelhead using an 
estuary-to-headwaters approach to 
restoring the watershed.

In the estuary, CalTrout has part-
nered with the Wild Lands Conservan-
cy, the Coastal Conservancy, and local 
ranchers to restore hundreds of acres 
of wetland marsh habitat that is crit-
ical rearing habitat for salmon, steel-
head, and other native fi sh. Fattening 
juvenile fi sh in the protective environ-
ment of the estuary gives them the 
best chance of survival in the ocean. 

Along the main stem of the Eel, 
CalTrout has identifi ed dozens of mi-
gration barriers created by the de-
commissioned railroad line, and 
prioritized efforts to remove these bar-
riers. In 2014, the 12-mile-long Bridge 
Creek drainage was reconnected to 
the main stem Eel for the fi rst time in 
more than 100 years. Work is in prog-
ress to restore passage to a 25-mile-
long historic spawning tributary called 
Woodman Creek. 

On the South Fork of the Eel, Cal-
Trout is using cutting-edge science to 
help construct a fl ow management 
plan designed to balance the needs 
of legitimate water users and also ad-
dress the stresses of a burgeoning mar-
ijuana industry. CalTrout successfully 
lobbied for Prop 64, which provides 
regulatory oversight of the marijua-
na industry, and allocates tax reve-
nues from the legal sale of marijuana

Wild steelhead and Chinook salmon stocks on the Eel River rebounded after 
a fl ood destroyed a hatchery, and nonprofi t groups like CalTrout poured effort 
into improving habitats in the estuary and spawning tributaries.

➤

P
h

o
to

 ❱
M

ic
h

a
e

l 
W

ie
r



This is your opportunity to fish with well-known author, pho-

tographer, fly fisher, and all round great guy, Brian O'Keefe.

Brian has fished more exotic destinations than most anglers

will ever see, and his experience is a benefit you’ll share

when you join him on this hosted trip.

October 11 - 19, 2017

R I O M A R I É I S T H E F I R S T R I V E R in the

Amazon Basin in which the Brazilian Government

collaborated with the local Native Communities

to develop an ambitious project designed to

protect an enormous wildlife preserve while

promoting catch-and-release, fly fishing only

for Rio Marié. This protected area encompasses

more than 500 miles of virgin waters, boasting

a healthy population of giant peacock bass. The

Brazilian Institute of Environment and

Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA) has

conducted numerous biological studies in the

region. This research has demonstrated

impressive results: Rio Marié holds at least twice

the quantity of trophy-sized peacock bass

compared with any other sport fishing destination

in the Rio Negro basin. For anglers, this translates

into very real opportunities to consistently hook

and release larger-than-average peacocks on the fly.

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

travel@theflyshop.com.         www.theflyshop.com

Journeydeep into   
the headwaters 

of the Amazon 

G I A N T  P E A C O C K  B A S S  I N  B R A Z I L

Make your plans now
to join Brian O’Keefe 

October 11-19, 2017.
Email Brian today and let him know 

you’re interested in joining his trip.
okeefe@theflyshop.com

28.5 pound peacock on a fly...the largest ever...a record!

Brian will share his photography skills, fly casting tips, wealth of knowledge, and assist you in getting everything possible

out of your trip.  An added bonus...each participant on Brian’s trip will receive a USB flash-drive loaded with his world-

class images of your trip – a wonderful keepsake. 

Join us!  We have some great dates available for 2017, including this 

exciting hosted trip with Brian O’Keefe.
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How South African 
Keith Rose-Innes 
created paradise 

in the Wild West of 
the Indian Ocean

GTs & Giant 
Tortoises

IDING A CRUISER around the three-mile 
perimeter of Alphonse Island doesn’t take 
long, but overwhelms the senses nonethe-
less. The massive webs of palm spiders span 
the road, slowing, stretching, and ripping as 
I pedal through. Coconuts fall and hit the 
sandy earth with cannonball thuds. Crabs 
dodge the bike wheels, wave their lethal 
claws, and scuttle into dried palm husks. 

A 90-year-old Aldabra giant tortoise meanders across 
the grassy lawn before the guide hut, making his slow way 
to a daily mating ritual with a resident female. This sandy 
knoll in the Indian Ocean is the base camp of Keith Rose-
Innes, managing director of Alphonse Fishing Company and 
Alphonse Island Resort.

“It’s been a long journey, but I feel most at home here,” 
says the South African. Today, Rose-Innes finds himself har-
vesting the fruits of 20 years of hard labor as the leader of 
one of the most logistically complicated angling destina-
tions on the planet. To understand this explorer, you have to 
understand this place, 932 miles east of Africa, just under 
10 degrees south of the Equator, and hopelessly encircled 
by what some would argue to be the richest and most chal-
lenging saltwater fishing on the planet.

“There are so many species here. The beauty here is dis-
tinct, very untouched, and much more wild than comparable 
locations, like the Maldives,” says Rose-Innes.

The Seychelles are thought to have been mostly unin-
habited throughout most of recorded history, visited only 
by passing Austronesian seafarers and Arab traders. The 
islands were later used by pirates and other wayfarers until 
the French began to colonize the islands in the mid-1700s. 
In 1810, the British Empire took control of the Seychelles, 
and made it a Crown colony. The islands were granted inde-
pendence in 1976. Alphonse Island parallels this history and 
saw its busiest days when it was converted to a coconut 
plantation in the 1950s, and a resort in 1999.

S A R A H  G R I G G



Keith Rose-Innes is a South African adventurer who has 
developed the frontier fishing at Alphonse Island Resort. 

➤
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Coat of Arms
Rose-Innes, now 39, was raised in 

King William’s Town, South Africa, 
which was founded by his Scottish ex-
pat ancestors. His father served in the 
Rhodesian Bush War and upon sus-
taining a head injury, met his moth-
er, a nurse. Growing up in apartheid 
South Africa, fl y fi shing was a signif-
icant part of Rose-Innes’s upbring-
ing. But in South Africa, there wasn’t 
a cohesive angling culture to look 
to for guidance. Instead, his knowl-
edge came mostly through his father 
and his grandfather, Harry Stewart, a 
famed angler and fl y manufacturer in 
Zimbabwe.

“I read Trey Combs’s books many 
times. In South Africa we didn’t have 
much reading material with apart-
heid. When I would get a book from 
my grandfather across the border, I 
would study it cover to cover,” he re-
calls. After a trip in his teens to the 
wild fl ats of the Seychelles, and treks 
to the untamed Zambezi River, fi nd-
ing a “normal job” wasn’t his goal.

“I’ve never thought that way. Ever. 
Not once,” he says. 

Keith completed a university de-
gree in advertising and made his way 
to London, working at a fl y shop, bar-
tending, landscaping, and playing 
rugby. He even set up a display at the 
prestigious Chelsea Flower Show.

“I was so poor that I wore my black 

school shoes for the fi rst three years 
I was there,” he remembers. From 
there, he squeezed his way into Far-
lows on Pall Mall, the fl y shop mecca 
of Old World fl y fi shing and a groom-
ing grounds for international guides.

Rose-Innes bounced from Farlows 
to guiding the Amirantes Islands of 
the Seychelles, enticing fl y fi shers 
from London to join him in the In-
dian Ocean. Wanting to expand into 
untouched portions of the Seychelles, 
he hopped on a 100-foot schooner, 
the Mika, with a few friends to ex-
plore the outer atolls.

“We fi gured it out ourselves. We 
didn’t have satellite images. We had 
charts. We’d go to the government 
mapmaker in Mahé. The maps were 
all printed in the ’80s. We’d laminate 
them and plot our course. The depths 
weren’t correct. So a few times, espe-
cially on Cosmoledo, we had the boat 
sideways on the sand,” he noncha-
lantly relates.

The crew also carried a copy of 
Smiths’ Sea Fishes, a 1965 biology clas-
sic, as their bible for fi guring out how 
to catch giant trevally, triggerfi sh, and 
milkfi sh. In the exploratory process, 
they expanded the reach of South Af-
rican fl y fi shers who have a reputation 
as some of the grittiest hunters, track-
ers, and guides on the planet. 

“South Africans over the last 20 
years have pioneered areas that are 

logistically diffi cult. Nobody opened 
up these places until these guys came 
along. They’re fearless guys who have 
pushed the boundaries of our percep-
tion of what is accessible,” says Jim 
Klug, Yellow Dog Flyfi shing Adven-
tures director of operations. “What 
they are collectively doing signifi cant-
ly raises the bar. They are not only 
some of the best guides, they are com-
pletely fearless. Keith was there from 
the beginning, restructuring what the 
next frontier of fl y fi shing is.” 

The grit you acquire growing up on 
the African continent—bush life com-
bined with often-unpredictable po-
litical climates—makes the notion of 
adventure take on an entirely differ-
ent meaning. Hopping onto a schoo-
ner sailing into the unknown didn’t 
require deliberation for Rose-Innes.

“It’s the ‘Wild West’ in South Africa. 
Always have a back-up plan for your 
back-up plan,” Rose-Innes says. “You 
[in the developed world] have no idea 
what we have to deal with. But that’s 
what equips us to work in these envi-
rons and with complicated logistics.” 

Rose-Innes founded his own outfi t-
ting company, Fly Guide, and even-
tually joined forces with Seychelles 
veterans Arno Mathee and Gerhard 
Laubscher to form FlyCastaway. 

The South African company soon 
had the reputation as a grooming 
ground for the most hardcore guides, 
and drew recruits from around the 
planet. One such grasshopper was 
Jako Lucas. Rose-Innes encouraged 
him to fi nish university and then to 
work at Farlows, which is exactly 
what he did. After a year, Lucas cir-
cled back and asked for a job. Three 
weeks later, he was guiding at Cos-
moledo. 

“We’d throw them in the deep end 
and they’d have to guide. Jako didn’t 
get training,” Rose-Innes laughs. “We 
showed him a few spots on the map, 
told him where we’d be, to keep his 
radio on, and then to get out there 
and guide. And that’s how we did it. 
After two to three weeks, he’d know a 
few spots and get better. Every night 
he picked our brains, and that’s how 
he learned.”

“‘Fake it ’til you make it.’ I live by 
that,” says Lucas. “It was four years be-
fore I even had the chance to pick up 
a fl y rod and fi sh the fl ats. So I was 
guiding for fi sh I had never caught. 
Keith’s confi dence, fi shing knowledge, 
kindness, and willingness to teach 
others are just a few of the qualities 

Triggerfi sh (shown here), milkfi sh (previous page), giant trevally, and Indo-
Pacifi c permit are a few of the exotics fl y fi shers run into at Alphonse Island.

➤
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that make him a good mentor, not just 
for me but for many others. No other 
person has done as much for the Sey-
chelles as he has.”

After years of running the logisti-
cal side of FlyCastaway, in 2012 Rose-
Innes teamed up with The Collins 
Group and Devan VanDerMerwe to 
form the Alphonse Fishing Company.

The resort ambience is second to 
none. The open-air lounge areas, 
bar, and bungalows are comfortably 
island chic without going over the 
top. This is a place where you can 
show up to dinner in your fi shing 
attire. Creole-infl uenced meals are 
largely made from the island’s gar-
den produce and with local fi sh. All 
guests are issued cruiser bikes to get 
around. Staff are encouraged to min-
gle with guests during the evening 
happy hours. Good, clean island liv-
ing is the overall vibe. 

All-Star Team
His face has graced the covers of 

magazines and appeared in fi sh-
ing fi lms, such as Yeti’s 2016 Cosmo.

We’re used to seeing Rose-Innes on 
the water, but he’ll tell you he’s as 
much a land creature as a sea dog. 
He’s in the offi ce many days and 
nights, or zipping around the is-
land, overseeing everything imagin-
able. I watch him hunched over with 
a maintenance worker, inspecting 
the ground for the placement of post 
holes. He greets incoming guests on 
turnover days, and coordinates with 
conservation scientists stationed on 
the island. 

“Keith’s got to have a fi nger on ev-
erything. Everyone will tell you that,” 
says Sam Balderson, a naturalist and 
activities director. “But the great 
thing about Keith is that ‘what you 
see is what you get.’ He’s very forth-
right and ridiculously driven.”

If you dream of working on this 
island paradise, you’d best be ready 
to keep up. Alphonse Fishing Com-
pany has 2,000 guide résumés on 
fi le. The secret’s out that this is the 
place to become part of one of the 
most prestigious guide teams on the 
planet. 

“You have to be really careful who 
you choose. Here in the Seychelles, 
it’s best to choose character over skill. 
Skill can be taught. It’s about spend-
ing time training the guides,” says 
Rose-Innes. “There’s no competitive 
edge within our team. It’s about talk-
ing to everybody, sharing informa-
tion, camaraderie, socializing in the 
evenings, tying fl ies, cleaning boats 
together. Going out on the water and 
getting results will come naturally.”

Rose-Innes keeps this all-star team 
fresh by balancing young guides 
with senior guides and moving them 
around different destinations, so they 
don’t get “island fever” from being 
in one place for too long. They work 
eight months straight at a time, six 
days a week, so a change of scenery 
is revitalizing. 

The team functions as a unit, push-
ing you beyond your bounds in a 
tough saltwater environment. Every 
guide on Alphonse will make you 
a better, more focused angler. Day 
one, I was fumbling to keep up. By 
day fi ve, I was almost ready to slit 
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throats—metaphorically speaking, of 
course, and even then, giant trevally 
throats.

Rose-Innes and guide Ollie Thomp-
son took a fellow writer and me out 
for a day on the water. The sky was 
dauntingly split down the middle. 
The weather alternated between 
heavy tropical rain with wind and in-
escapable sun.

We moored the boat near some 
knolls and hiked. Because the flats 
are firm, fishing is often done on 
foot, making the experience a true 
hunt. Some hikes span finger flats the 
length of football fields and others 
are a 6-mile round trip slog through 
water, like one to the rusted remains 
of a wrecked Japanese long-liner on 
the outer edge of the atoll.

Fishing from a skiff is equally an 
adventure. The changing spectrum 
of green and blue water glaze over 
Chihuly-like coral formations flush 
with fish. It’s like floating over a gi-
ant aquarium filled with hawksbill and 
green turtles, sharks, rays, and hun-
dreds of other mysterious fish species.

We started with a few bonefish, 
the warm-up species here. My young 
boat companion and fellow writ-
er Alex Ford made the foolish mis-
take of assigning himself to land a 
triggerfish for a Wall Street Journal 
piece. So after a few bonefish, the 
rest of our day was focused on these 
notoriously tricky fish.

We motored to a finger flat. I sat 
while Ford stood on the casting 
deck. Rose-Innes hopped out and 
pulled the skiff behind him. Thomp-
son stood on the platform. Both 
scanned the flats and soon pinpoint-
ed the turned-up tail of a foraging 
triggerfish waving at us. 

On Ford’s third cast, the trigger took 
the small, green crab and hightailed 
it toward the edge of the flat, which 
drops off sharply. With a magnificent 
splash, Thompson leapt from the pol-
ing platform, sprinting through water 
with a net, hot on the tail of the fish, 
lifting the line, and making a diving 
attempt to scoop it before it reached 
the coral wall. With Rose-Innes yelling 
directions, the trigger plunged over 

the side, into a coral hole, and sawed 
off the line. Thompson sloshed back 
to the boat, dejected.

We took shots at triggers through-
out the day, and on the last cast of the 
day, I hooked one. But I tensed up as 
it made its dive down the reef, and it 
also snapped off in the coral.

“You did it right! You did it right, 
and then freaked out,” Rose-Innes 
exclaimed, slapping me on the back. 
Damn. It. We returned to the skiff 
and called it a day. I got a few refusals 
in the following days, but didn’t hook 
a trigger again. That was my chance.

Rose-Innes is a Thomas & Thomas 
ambassador, and with his guides he 
has helped T&T owner Neville Ors-
mond, a South African businessman, 
refine T&T’s saltwater rods.

“Keith’s somewhere between Indi-
ana Jones and The Most Interesting 
Man in the World,” says Orsmond. 
“He’s done it all and has helped me 
so much with the Exocett rod. He 
understands fishing in the harsh-
est conditions. I can build it, but he 
truly gets it. We’ve gone through an 
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“We don’t import any fish. We catch 
all of our own fish here, and don’t be-
lieve in pillaging surrounding areas. 
In return, we manage our fishery re-
spectfully and responsibly. We don’t 
fish [for food] any shallower than 80 
meters,” explains Rose-Innes. “We 
mainly fish deeper areas and only 
for pelagics. And that’s created a big 
change in our dive spots. There are 
now more fish in those places.”

What’s next for a man who, as 
many have noted, has done it all? 

“I see myself doing this forever. 
I don’t know about living here. I’ve 
got a family, but I’m lucky I’ve got a 
great partner who understands that I 
need to be out here. I love what I do 
and she also comes out here,” closes 
Rose-Innes. “I can’t wait to teach my 
children how to fish. At this point, 
I’m not doing this for me, but in or-
der to have something for my family 
to enjoy.” 

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

eye on the resource, have drastical-
ly decreased turtle hunting. Today 
as you walk the flats, you can’t take 
a step without practically tripping 
over a happily grazing hawksbill or 
green turtle. 

The same is true of Aldabra gi-
ant tortoises, which also inhabit the 
island. Rose-Innes heard of a ho-
tel owner on Mahé who was hoard-
ing the giant tortoises. “They were 
just hanging out, being cool, doing 
what giant tortoises do,” Rose-Innes 
said. So he offered the tortoise col-
lector a price, and brought a boat-
load of juvenile giant tortoises back 
to Alphonse with him, handing them 
off to the conservation program, 
which now breeds and monitors the 
strange, gentle giants. Juveniles and 
hatchlings are held in a cement en-
closure, which guests may visit at 
any time and interact with one of 
the rarest species on the planet, ex-
isting only in the Seychelles and the 
Galapagos. 

Alphonse also carefully manages 
its own food fishery. 

entire design process with him and 
Devan. Those rods are out there ev-
ery day, all day, getting fished hard, 
going one hundred percent through 
the paces.

“There isn’t a better place to test 
them. And there aren’t better people 
to do it,” Orsmond continued. “They 
understand all the conditions that 
this rod has to perform under during 
one, small opportunity. What’s go-
ing to stop a GT? That’s where Keith 
and his crew have given us critical 
feedback. They understand people 
and fly fishing. They’ve helped us 
design for everyone, not just pros.”

Beyond experimenting with rod 
design, Rose-Innes is also work-
ing to conserve natural resources. 
For example, the story of sea tur-
tles around Alphonse Island is one 
of conservation success. Sea turtles 
were prized for their meat and shells 
for centuries. By the 20th century, 
sea turtle hunting was unsustain-
able. Legal protections, combined 
with the presence of an angling op-
eration and guide activity to keep an 

888.512.8812 www.tflats.com            reservations@tflats.com
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We Believe You Can Fly

the most important highlights re-
main. I’m not saying the Orvis Fly 
Fishing Podcast is full of f luff. In-
stead, I am saying this book sums up 
the most important trout tactics dis-
cussed throughout the 309 podcasts 
to date. So instead of trying to take 
notes yourself, you get Rosenbauer’s 
authoritative and thoughtful execu-
tive summary within these pages.

As an avid reader of all things fly 
fishing, I occasionally highlight cer-
tain passages in magazines and 
books. After reading, I often go back 
through the literature to create a sum-
mary page for a quick reference, but 
this wasn’t possible with Rosenbauer’s 
new book. There’s so much informa-
tion here that I would have ended up 
writing another small book trying to 
create an executive summary. If I used 
a highlight marker, the whole thing 
would be bright yellow.

Rosenbauer does a great job dis-
cussing all the tactics you need (dry 
fly, wet fly, nymphs, emergers) as they 
relate to the seasons, and he uses spe-
cific scenarios we can all relate to.

My favorite chapter looks at how 
weather affects trout behavior. In this 
chapter, Rosenbauer uses simple lan-
guage to discuss how both weather 
and water variables including baro-
metric air pressure, water tempera-
tures, weather patterns, water clarity, 
light periods, and seasons all affect 
the feeding behavior of trout. And 
most important, he writes in a meth-
od that is both entertaining and ed-
ucational, making the science of fly 
fishing seem easy and accessible for 
everyone. 

—George Daniel

➤

“If you can’t 
explain it sim-
ply, you don’t 
understand it 
well enough.”
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N E W S C A S T S

A two-year collaborative study 
commissioned by Bonefish & 

Tarpon Trust (BTT) recently con-
cluded that all tarpon (Megalops at-
lanticus) in the Atlantic Ocean are 
closely related, and there are not 
multiple geographically separated 
or “distinct” populations. The Tar-
pon Genetics Program conducted by 
principal investigator Dr. Liz Wallace 
analyzed genetic information from 
more than 23,000 tarpon scales col-
lected by anglers, guides, lodges, 
and researchers in 24 areas in the 
Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean Sea, and 
Atlantic Ocean. DNA from the scales 
indicated high levels of gene flow 
(mixing over generations through 
interbreeding) across the entire re-
gion. Fish from Virginia to Louisiana 
and all across the Caribbean to Bra-
zil and the West African coast shared 
the same genetic profiles. 

The high levels of population con-
nectivity show that tarpon are ca-
pable of long-distance migrations. 

These migrations increase genetic 
mixing, as fish from varied origins 
likely converge on the same spawn-
ing sites. Also, tarpon larvae are often 
transported great distances by ocean 
currents. A tarpon larva spawned in 
Cuba may end up in Belize, where it 
grows up and spawns, and its larvae 
are transported to Florida. This con-
nects Cuba, Belize, and Florida tar-
pon populations.

According to the BTT report, this 
means: “Effective management for 
increasing populations will require 
an international scope. Recreational 
and commercial harvest still occurs 
and remains unregulated in parts of 
the region—the continued harvest of 
tarpon in upcurrent areas like Loui-
siana, Mexico, and Cuba may nega-
tively impact the tarpon population 
and fishery downcurrent in areas like 
Florida and the Bahamas if enough 
tarpon are harvested to cause a de-
cline in how many juveniles are pro-
duced each year.”

Owning a custom rod is nothing 
new—your rod makes a state-

ment about your passion for fly fish-
ing, and having it personalized with 
your name on the rod blank or en-
graved on the reel seat is common-
place. But Utah fly-fishing guide Tim 
Johnson is taking it to a new level 
by creating 360-degree works of art 
on the cork handles he calls Timmy 
Grips. You tell him what you’d like, 
and he burns the design right into the 
cork. A memorable brown trout chas-
ing a wet fly, the mottled pattern of a 
brook trout’s back, a favorite fly pat-
tern, or a giant Salmonfly nymph are 
just a few of the designs he’s created. 

Born and raised in Mesa, Arizona, 
Johnson now lives in Spanish Fork, 
Utah; is a veteran guide at Falcon’s 
Ledge; a fly designer; a fly-fishing in-
structor at Brigham Young Universi-
ty; and a recreational therapist who 
uses fly fishing to help adolescents on 

the autism spectrum, veterans with 
PTSD, and others improve their men-
tal health and quality of life. He says 
that after clinical meetings with other 
therapists, his notebook is invariably 
covered with sketches of new ideas 
for Timmy Grips.

It takes about four to six hours to  

hand-burn each unique piece of art, 
and a Timmy Grip usually costs on 
average $150. 

Johnson also does watercolor 
paintings, oil paintings, and draw-
ings. See his art at timjohnsongallery.
com or on Instagram @timjohnson-
gallery.com.

One Giant Family

Artwork You Can Hold Utah fly-fishing guide Tim Johnson burns 
custom artwork into cork handles and calls 
them Timmy Grips.

➤

Photo ❱ Tim Johnson

Photo ❱ Ross Purnell

A new study shows that all tarpon 
are part of a single population set, and 
effective management therefore must 
be an international undertaking.

➤



Pot Revenue for Steelhead

In November, Californians voted in favor of Prop 64 to 
legalize the recreational use of marijuana, but one of 

the least-known elements of the legislation is that when 
sale and taxation of the product becomes legal in Janu-
ary 2018, part of that tax revenue will be used to restore 
watersheds that have been damaged by illegal marijuana 
cultivation, and to fund better enforcement of environ-
mental laws on fish and wildlife habitat throughout the 
state. Twenty percent of the tax revenue from the sale 
of marijuana will go to the Environmental Restoration 
and Protection Account, which is likely to exceed $200 
million per year within a few years of implementation.

Illegal cultivation of marijuana has resulted in pol-
lution, unlawful diversion of water, and damage to im-
portant ecological areas and habitats. [For a specific 
example, read “Return to Abundance” on page 14, how 
illegal marijuana cultivation has negatively impacted 
Eel River steelhead and salmon. The ediTor.] Proposition 
64—which was strongly supported by CalTrout, The Na-
ture Conservancy, and other environmental groups—
will help California reverse this damage and prevent 
future impacts. 

Photo ❱ Michael Wier

A portion of the tax revenue from the legal sale of marijua-
na in California will fund restoration projects on important 
salmon and steelhead rivers.

➤
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Stream-born  

brown trout 

in the vastly 

improved 

Lehigh River



The Lehigh Gorge is a 
1,000-foot-deep trench 
with no road crossings 

in 25 miles, and only 
two access points. Many 

spring-fed tributaries 
feed the Lehigh River, 

keeping the water cold 
enough in summer for 

a healthy population of 
wild trout.  

➤
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ONE OF THE OLDEST RIVER VALLEYS 

IN NORTH AMERICA, AND DURING AN 

EARLY OCTOBER MORNING, THE FROST 

HOLDS REIN OVER PEAK FALL COLORS 

OF CRISPY HARD MAPLES AND OAKS. 

High above, on its eastern crest, the 

strikes of first light slowly dissolve gray 

morning dullness into burning ridges 

of fire. While I’m standing cold, rigging 

rods and throwing on yet another lay-

er deep in this gorge, it will be many 

hours before any direct light reaches 

the valley floor to warm the soul. As 

with the start of most days on this riv-

er, there is the always the promise of 

the unexpected and the unknown. This 

rings more indisputable here on the Le-

high than on any river I’ve fished in 

the East.

Here on the Lehigh River, the effort 
is directly proportional to the reward 
of a wild experience. Wild is some-
thing of a sacred commodity in this 
part of the country, which 56 million 
call home, but nearby in the hard re-
cesses of the section affectionately 
known as “The Gorge” it’s yours, but 
it will not come easy. 

With the day’s provisions and gear 
all packed on the bike, I slip past the 
gate at the trailhead and start the jour-
ney up into the heart of the Allegh-
eny Plateau. The biking is leisurely, 
and every mile seems to strip away 
the chains of a taxing life in the busy 
world. It’s hard not to become mes-
merized into a trance by the intense 
kaleidoscope of crimson reds and 
deep oranges drifting overhead. 

To my right there is an overwhelm-
ing line of boiling water crashing into 
boulders dissolving into long slow and 
silent pools. Eventually I stop and slip 
down one of the few trails (or more 
accurately a barely controlled slide) 
to the water’s edge. Carefully moving 
across the field of greased bowling 
balls and contending with the relent-
less push of water, I’m able to reach a 
deep cut fed by broken water rolling 
over Class II and III rapids.

That rhythm of casting and work-
ing the water falls into perfect balance 
with the sound of rushing water echo-
ing off the mountainsides. At the point 
of almost losing track of how long I’d 
been there, all hell breaks loose as a 
fairly robust wild brown shoots clear 
out of the water, reaching for the blue 
sky above. Quick, guiding movements 
of the rod and jumping from rock to 
rock help keep my connection to the 
fish intact. The struggle certainly is 
weighted more in favor of the trout in 

such fast water. A few moments later 
I find myself looking down at my net 
admiring the golden belly and bright 
spots along its muscular body. I can’t 
help but wonder if this is the first time 
it has fallen for a fly made of fur and 
feathers. Quickly it whisks away from 
my hand, dissolving into the depths 
of the dark tannin-stained water. Sud-
denly, the promise of the day’s start 
is fulfilled. This is fall fishing on the 
Lehigh. Days here are not counted in 
numbers, but measured in the curren-
cy of the wild experience. 

Tailwater Transition
For many, the Lehigh isn’t a name 

that comes to mind when speaking 
about the best rivers in the Northeast. 
For many years this large tailwater 
had the odds stacked against it. Years 
of inhospitable releases from Fran-
cis E. Walter Dam, acid mine drain-
age (AMD), and high summer water 
temperatures resulted in a stunted 
and struggling trout fishery. The Le-
high developed a reputation as a put-
and-take fishery. Yet underneath it 
all—and framed by some of the most 
stunning and wild scenery on a big 
river in the East—was the potential for 
an exceptional wild trout fishery.

In recent years, the Lehigh Cold-
water Fishery Alliance has worked 
closely with the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers to ensure minimum flows 
from Francis E. Walter Dam, and that 
during months of excessive heat, ex-
tra water is directed toward maintain-
ing survivable flows. The trout have 

It’s Jim Thorpe to Treichler’s Bridge 
provides the best and most 
reliable fishing on the Lehigh, 
with a mix of wild and stocked 
trout. The Lehigh Gorge is not 
stocked,  and has mostly wild 
browns.

➤
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also benefi ted recently from the hard 
work of the Lehigh River Stocking As-
sociation, which has worked tireless-
ly in monitoring and improving water 
quality from years of AMD damage. 
With greatly improved management, 
and a more trout-friendly fl ow plan 
from Francis E. Walter Dam, the riv-
er’s trout are now reproducing more 
regularly, and stocked fi sh are holding 
over for multiple years. 

While the nearby West Branch of 
the Delaware River is considered the 
king of the Northeast, the Lehigh 
(which is the Delaware River’s larg-
est tributary) has a contingent of loy-
al and faithful followers who happily 
play in its shadow. Regulars know 
that the Lehigh does not give up fi sh 
easily, and is extremely difficult to 
wade. Most serious anglers in the re-
gion have driven right past the Lehigh 
to fi sh the upper Delaware River sys-
tem, or to fi sh more forgiving waters 
in the Poconos. Fly fi shers willing to 
take their lumps and spend time un-
locking the Lehigh’s secrets are often 
rewarded handsomely. 

The Lehigh is a blue-collar river, 
and does not boast the same number 
of fi sh per mile as the West Branch 
of the Delaware River. It does, how-
ever, have a higher gradient, interest-
ing holding structure, and close to 30 
miles of nearly uninterrupted public 
access. You certainly do not need to 
be a member of any exclusive club to 
sample its fi nest offerings. 

History of Abuse
The Lehigh has an extensive histo-

ry of abuse. This was once the heart 
of the anthracite coal region, and the 
river fl anks once hosted the busiest 
railroad route in the country, connect-
ing New York seaports with the Great 
Lakes. Much of this abuse was part 
of the Industrial Revolution, which 
swept the Northeast in the early part 
of the last century.

In 1961, under direction from Con-
gress, the Francis E. Walter Dam 
was constructed. Built for fl ood con-
trol, with a tailwater release, it was 
far from perfect. With only the abil-
ity to release from the very bottom, 
its cold water did not last through the 
hot days of summer. Another fault in 
the design was a low road crossing up-
stream, preventing the dam from real-
izing its full storage potential.

Fly fi shers and other river users in 
1988 pushed for a bill authorizing rec-
reation to be added to the offi cial dam 
mandate. This key milestone allowed 
groups like the Lehigh Coldwater 
Fishery Alliance to spearhead projects 
such as rerouting the low road to the 

The Lehigh stays cold due to 
the infl uence of Class A wild 
trout tributaries like Mud Run, 
Hickory Run, Hayes Run, Stony 
Creek, Pohopoco Creek, and 
several others.

➤

crest of the dam, allowing a season-
al higher storage level of the reservoir 
from 50 feet deep to almost 170 feet of 
icy aquatic gold. Larger capacity also 
paved the way for annual fl ow plans 
that could provide more reliable recre-
ational opportunities. 

Whitewater rafters and fl y fi shers 
spent years working with the Army 
Corps of Engineers to achieve an 
agreement serving all recreational 
interests in the form of annual fl ow 
plans. Years of tweaking these plans 
resulted in enough water to pro-
long the benefi ts of cold water and 
hit minimum fl ow targets during the 
hottest months. This is evidenced in 
the wild trout now found throughout  
the river in larger numbers, along 
with the enhanced survivability of 
stocked trout. 

The next chapter for the dam is the 
pursuit of structural changes allowing 
a multi-level release capability. A re-
cent study shows these changes could 
allow cold water releases year-round 
and signifi cantly change water tem-
peratures 30 miles downriver. A feasi-
bility study is currently underway and 
then it’s off to Congress to authorize 
the $11 million to complete it.

Preliminary assessments show 
that increased revenue from having 
such a high-quality tailwater fi shery 
would more than offset those costs. 

The Pocono Mountains Visitors Bureau
estimates there is already more than 
$2.4 billion in annual visitor spending 
in this region due to the recreational 
opportunities of the river as of 2013.

Wild Browns
The Lehigh River Stocking Associa-

tion (LRSA) doesn’t sound like a group 
that would advocate for a wild trout 
fi shery, but it has taken every oppor-
tunity to put itself out of business. The 
group built an extensive water quality 
monitoring network and has conduct-
ed fi sh migration studies to pair with it. 

LRSA constructed the largest acid 
mine drainage remediation project on 
the river at the mouth of the Luzerne 
Mine outfl ow tunnel near Jim Thorpe. 
The next move is the construction of a 
fi sh ladder near the mouth of the Po-
hopoco Creek that would allow spawn-
ing fi sh to once again gain access to 
this high-quality Class A trout stream. 

W EASTWTHE ILD
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Anglers can also park and walk to the 
river right below the dam or behind the 
supermarket parking lot in the town of 
White Haven. 

You can also float with rafts or pon-
toons, but drift boats are prohibited 
on the Lehigh River until you reach 
Glen Onoko. You will run Class II and 
III rapids in this section.

Lehigh Gorge to Jim Thorpe. As you 
move south into the Lehigh Gorge, the 
fishery offers a more remote, scenic, 
and wild experience. Over 6,000 acres 
of the Lehigh Gorge State Park border 
the river from White Haven down to 
Jim Thorpe. The river here has carved 
an almost 1,000-foot-deep canyon into 
the Pocono Plateau, with no roads 
crossing the river over a distance of 
approximately 25 miles with only two 
main access points. The river here is 
wild and fast in sections, with heavy 
riffles, long glides, and large pools, 
and sees little pressure. 

Oddly, the Lehigh is a river where 
the water temperatures during the hot 
summer months drop as you move 
downstream and away from the dam. 
Here, with the help of a number of 
icy Class A wild trout tributaries (Mud 
Run, Hickory Run, Hayes Run, and 
Stony Creek to name a few) along with 
the deep, shaded nature of the gorge, 
the colder water temperatures support 
the most significant wild fish popu-
lation on the Lehigh. This is by no 
means a high fish-per-mile situation, 
but if you are looking for a fishing 

experience with no stocked trout, and 
a chance to hook into wild trout while 
drifting a big, fast river, this is the best 
place in Pennsylvania.

Access by foot or bike is easy along 
the D&L Trail, but in most places, get-
ting down to the water requires an 
eye for strategic and difficult bush-
whacking. Wading is a serious game 
here. Studded boots, a wading staff, 
and fishing with a partner are good 
ideas. Think of greased bowling balls 
with nearby Class III white water, and 
you get the idea. Solitude in such a 
populated part of the country does 
not come easy.

Large, weighted gold or black-and-
brown stonefly patterns along with 
standard nymphs such as Pheasant 
Tails and Hare’s-ear Nymphs drifted 
deep in fast, aerated riffles often turn 
up decent-size wild browns. During 
elevated flows, throwing streamers on 
sinking lines can turn up some of the 
river’s more aggressive trout. 

One of our favorite ways to fish in 
the spring is by casting March Brown, 
Sulphur, or stonefly dry flies to likely 
looking runs and seams. This is gor-
geous water to watch a fish rise from 
the bottom of the river to suck down 
a dry. Given the fast water here, these 
fish are muscled, and will not give up 
easily when you try to bring them to 
the net. Sometimes landing the fish is 
impossible due to whitewater or other 
obstacles, but just the thrill of the fight 
(if only brief) in a remote location is 

The LRSA is working toward a future 
where the importance of stocking is 
diminished, but for now continues to 
stock thousands of fish in the river ev-
ery year. 

Faces of the Lehigh
The Lehigh forms in the highlands 

atop the Allegheny Plateau, and runs 
nearly 109 miles to merge with the 
Delaware River in the city of Easton. 
The most productive stretch of the riv-
er is from the Francis E. Walter Dam to 
the Treichler’s Bridge access approxi-
mately 40 miles downriver. 

Tailwater section. The upper tail-
water section of the Lehigh starts at 
Francis E. Walter Dam in the town 
of White Haven and reaches down-
stream to the Lehigh Gorge. From 
the dam down to Sandy Run, wild 
trout and holdovers can be caught, 
but most of the trout are stocked by 
the Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Com-
mission. Unfortunately, this sec-
tion of the river warms considerably 
once the coldwater storage from the 
dam runs out around mid- to late 
June. While the scenery is beauti-
ful, angling here is mostly support-
ed through stocking and tends to be 
a put-and-take situation. 

You can access this section of riv-
er during low or normal flows via the 
Delaware and Lehigh Trail (D&L Trail)  
which runs along the west side from 
Whitehaven. A detailed map is avail-
able at delawareandlehigh.org/map. 

The best day to  go fishing is 
Drift boats are useful on the 
Lehigh from Glen Onoko down 
to Treichler’s Bridge. There is also 
plentiful wading access from the 
lower D&L Trail.

➤
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worth it. Trout in the 13- to 18-inch 
range are caught here with regularity, 
and there’s always a chance at some-
thing bigger.

To get to Lehigh Gorge, park at 
Rockport Access in Lehigh Gorge State 
Park. From here you can explore 10 
miles upriver to White Haven or 12 
miles downriver to the next access 
point at Glen Onoko. The river here 
can be fished from rafts during pe-
riods with sufficient water, but it’s a 
challenging row with miles of Class 
II and III rapids. Drift boats are pro-
hibited for obvious reasons until you 
reach Glen Onoko.

At Glen Onoko there is also a boat 
launch and access to the lower D&L 
Trail that runs through the remaining 
3 miles of the Lehigh Gorge to the 
town of Jim Thorpe. The river here 
still maintains its remote and burly na-
ture but it is the first section of river 
where it is safe enough to use a drift 
boat if you are capable of handling 
some moderate rapids. 

Jim Thorpe to Treichler’s Bridge. Be-
low Jim Thorpe the rivers starts to re-
lax and slow down. This stretch stays 
cool due to the effect of the gorge and 
many coldwater tributaries. It is best 
fished from a drift boat or raft, given 
the depth and width of the river here, 
but with a little exploration, you can 
find wadable areas. Most of the rap-
ids for these lower 20 miles are Class 
I and II, but during times of elevated 
flows some are upgraded to Class III. 

In the lower river, hatches become 
heavier, and the fishing is a mix of 
wild and stocked trout. Overall this 
section provides the best and most re-
liable fishing. It is here that the riv-
er truly takes on the appearance of a 
Western tailwater. Structure is abun-
dant and what may appear to be a 
slow lazy run at the surface can re-
veal ideal holding water just below. 
Great access can be found throughout 
from the southern section of the D&L 
Trail, which runs the full length to 
Triechler’s Bridge access and beyond.

The lifeblood of this stretch of riv-
er is Pohopoco Creek or the “Po,” as 
locals call it. The Po is a Class A wild 
trout and stocked tailwater that en-
ters the Lehigh in the town of Par-
ryville. Amazingly, even with the 
great access, the difficulty in wading 
and boating the river scares many 
anglers off and gives motivated fly 
fishers relatively unpressured water. 
A typical spring evening consists of 
nymphing riffles, and then waiting in 
some of the better dry-fly water for 
the fish to come to the surface. 

Lehigh Calendar
Prime time on the Lehigh is be-

tween April and the middle of June, 
and from the middle of September to 
early November. During early spring, 
afternoon hatches on the Lehigh are 
prolific. The hatches and fishing con-
veniently shut down about an hour 
before the sun sets, which leaves 
plenty of time to head on over to Riv-
erwalck Saloon to grab a beer and 
dinner after a long day on the river. 
As the spring progresses we find that 
those midday hatches change to ear-
ly morning and late evening hatch-
es that go well after dark, which on 
some nights causes us to miss last 
call at the saloon. The lower river 
has some tremendous hatches that in-
clude Hendricksons, March Browns, 
stoneflies, various caddis, and Sul-
phurs. Many of the hatches overlap, 
and in the right conditions they can 
last for an entire day.

Typically, by the middle of July we 
seek out other waters to fish for trout or 
just focus on smallmouth bass, but dur-
ing wet or cool years the summer can 
provide some fantastic fishing as the 
water temperatures stay low enough to 
safely catch-and-release trout without 
killing them with thermal stress. 

September and especially Octo-
ber is the second hatch season on 
the Lehigh, with Blue-winged Ol-
ives, caddis, and Isonychia providing 

some phenomenal dry-fly fishing. In 
November, streamers can be an ef-
fective way to target fat pre-spawn 
brown trout.

Winter is a tough time of year to 
fish the Lehigh. I wouldn’t advise 
wading here during times of partic-
ularly cold weather. Low and slow is 
the most effective way to fish using 
weighted stonefly, caddis pupa, and 
small nymph patterns. Using stream-
ers to target post-spawn brown trout 
normally produces our biggest fish 
every year. If you are willing to brave 
the cold weather and the risk of be-
ing around fast-moving cold water, 
the payoff can be a brown trout that 
crawls up your arm to eat a stream-
er, but there are much easier and saf-
er places to fish this time of the year. 

Greater Potential
For those doubters who have been 

wondering if there is truly a viable 
trout fishery on the Lehigh, the an-
swer is most certainly “yes.” Current-
ly, there isn’t much more tweaking 
that can be done with the flow plan, 
and there seems to be a great bal-
ance and common ground between 
the whitewater enthusiasts and an-
gling community. The biggest prize 
we can hope for is getting that 30 
miles of year-round cold water by 
fixing the release tower on the dam. 
While this is a huge goal—and will 
be difficult to obtain—the tailwind 
provided by various angling and con-
servation groups and the people that 
love this river could make it a reality. 

The Lehigh River has the poten-
tial to be one of the East’s greatest 
trout fisheries and is gradually be-
coming a regional destination. Coop-
eration between the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers, Lehigh Coldwater Fish-
ery Alliance, and the Lehigh River 
Stocking Association has improved 
the quality of the Lehigh as a fishery 
tremendously. Gradual improvements 
are taking place on the Lehigh every 
year, and those of us who are on the 
river on a regular basis would rather 
be on the Lehigh than anywhere else. 
This is our home away from home, 
and it can be yours too. 

Mike Stanislaw is an IT project manag-
er and lives in Doylestown, Pennsylva-
nia. Nicholas Raftas is a guide with Sky 
Blue Outfitters in Coatesville.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

does a stellar job of keeping folks updated 

on flow plans and changes due to weather 

events on their Facebook page and at www.

nap.usace.army.mil by searching Francis E. 

Walter Dam. Typically, there are 20 white-

water releases from May to September 

(mostly on alternating weekends). Avoid the 

river on these days not only due to raft traf-

fic, but the slug of high water usually shuts 

the fishing down unless you want to throw 

streamers or big stonefly patterns. Fortu-

nately, there are also 20 fishing releases, 

which means they lock down flows to 400 

cubic feet per second (cfs) mostly during 

the spring weekends. (The dates for fish-

ing releases are all in the 2017 plan.) The 

fishing releases make access and wad-

ing easier but it can have a yo-yo effect that 

prevents fish from feeding.  

The best day to  go fishing is . . .

W EASTTHE ILD
ILD



IGGIE,flIflAMflWORNflOUT,”flIflDECLAREDflTOfl

ONEflOFflMYflFAVORITEflFISHINGflBUDDIESflANDfl

OARSMEN,flJOSHflSTANISHflAKAflBIGGIE.fl“You are 

worn out?” Biggie quipped back, slightly amused, but 

slightly annoyed as well. ”We’ve floated over 40 miles 

today and I’ve rowed most of it—you’ve been fishing.”

Biggie was right, I had done most of the fishing that 
day, further proving my relationship with the Salmon-
fly hatch was part of an expanding obsession. This 
obsession first struck me as a college student at Mon-
tana State in the early ’90s. To this day, I can clearly 
recall that first take by a monster brown on the big 
bug. That’s the moment I became a fanatic of chasing 
the hatch and fishing the Salmonfly. It’s an enthusi-
asm that has, at times, spread me thin—fishing and 
guiding throughout a renowned 300-mile circle that 
includes Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming. 

Sfllmonflflflflflflflflflfifiofififlfifififl
fiofififlfifififififiufifififlfififificfififlfififlfifififl
Wfififi—fioflbofififlfifioufiflfifidflfioflflflfl
fifififififififlfififififififlfifififlfififififififififl
fifififififlcofidfififiofifififlfifidflfifififl
fifificfiflfififlfiflcofiplficfififidflfifffififififl
bufiflfiolvfifififlfifififlfifiddlfifloffifififl
pfiflfiflbfififldfivfidfifidfifi

➤

Photo ❱ Brian Grossenbacher
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It’s also a hatch that has taught me, 
and continues to remind me, that be-
ing witness to a large surface-feeding 
trout in a Western landscape is a mo-
ment of bliss. Keep in mind that fishing 
these big bugs is not all rainbows and 
unicorns; the hatch can be elusive, its 
timing can be geographically difficult 
to predict, and simply, that moment in 
time can be hard to come by. Other 
uncontrolled elements like high and/
or dirty water, Mother Nature’s daily 
delivery of the weather, and angling 
pressure on any specific stretch of wa-
ter thicken the plot for fly fishers. 

It’s no secret that fly fishing is no 
simple sport. This method is challeng-
ing, with a rich history filled with pio-
neers and legends. For me, there have 
been a handful of influential and leg-
endary anglers. George Grant, Bud 
Lilly, Charlie Brooks, and the “River 
Rhino,” George Anderson (affection-
ately nicknamed this by his longtime 
friend and fellow angler Tom Brokaw) 
have had considerable influence on my 

angling, and have ultimately shaped 
the way I fish the Salmonfly hatch.

With Salmonflies arguably in flight 
on various stretches of river across 
the Northern Rockies from late May 
to mid-July, even the best fly fishers 
find themselves gambling—playing the 
odds and looking for a return. Over the 
years I’ve found that at times, the best 
fishing during the Salmonfly hatch is 
often on a busy river fluttering with 
bugs, boats, and bowing rods. At other 
times, however, you get that skunked 
feeling when it becomes obvious that, 
despite your best efforts, you’re in the 
wrong place at the wrong time, and 
you’ve got the river to yourself.

Some regulated stretches of water 
like Bear Trap Canyon on the lower 
Madison can arguably prove them-
selves as some of the finest places 
to catch large trout at the height of 
the hatch. Only a few outfitters hold 
a permit allowing them to guide on 
its formidable and fantastic water, 
and that wilderness float can produce 

an epic day on the water. Mother Na-
ture throws formidable navigation 
obstacles in Bear Trap Canyon’s ultra- 
technical waters, but this section 
holds no fishing restrictions for do-
it-yourself f ly fishers. DIY anglers 
should plan to encounter an infamous 
rapid  named The Kitchen Sink, and 
if you decide to portage, poison ivy 
can be lurking in the foliage, and rat-
tle snakes often sunbathe and feed on 
Salmonflies along the edges. 

Idaho’s Henry’s Fork also has a 
handful of restrictions placed on out-
fitters and guides. Back in the ’90s, two 
of my college buddies and I were on 
a short road trip to pick up my new 
drift boat in Idaho Falls. When I picked 
up the boat, Steve Hyde suggested that 
we float below Lower Mesa Falls on 
our trip back home. Naturally, we fol-
lowed his advice, and I vividly remem-
ber when we got out of the truck at 
the access below Lower Mesa. The can-
yon was alive with thousands of flutter-
ing Salmonflies. We lowered that shiny, 

BIG BIG
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Photo ❱ Brian Grossenbacher

HOOK: #6-8 Tiemco 200R.

THREAD: Orange 210-denier Danville’s flat waxed nylon.

BODY: 1/4" strip of black or orange foam.

LEGS: Crazy Legs, clear gray with blue sparkles.

WING: Wood duck or mallard dyed wood duck.

HEAD: Black dyed premium cow elk hair, tied in  
and pulled back bullet style.

OVERWING: Black dyed premium cow elk hair.

FLUTTER BUG➤

new aluminum boat down the steep 
access slide with ropes in overwhelm-
ing excitement. Fish were exploding on 
the surface in a feeding frenzy up and 
down the river—we had found Uto-
pia. When we got on the water, the 
fishing was nothing less than magi-
cal. I recall thinking to myself, “Why 
is there no one here?” just as we came 
to a spot called Surprise Falls, which 
explained why this stretch was so qui-
et. I remember that “river right” was 
the best passage even though river left 
looked good . . . Or was it the other 
way around? It’s been awhile.

Teamwork Required 
If there’s anything I’ve learned from 

endless hours, days, and months spent 
on the water, it’s that there’s little more 
important than fishing with somebody 
who is solid on the oars and also us-
ing the right fly pattern. From the time 
I was young, I’ve always relished tying 
flies. Western Salmonfly patterns be-
came staples in my fly box while I was 
in college at Montana State; tweaking 
and perfecting my own imitation be-
came part of my obsession.

Back then, my favorite Salmonfly 
pattern was Mike Lawson’s Henry’s 
Fork Salmon Fly. Historically, feathers 
and hair were the primary materials 
for most surface dry flies. Foam later 
began to appear in fly shops and that 
was a game changer. The first time I 
used foam in a Salmonfly pattern was 
on a fishing trip on the Madison with 
a handful of buddies. We camped 
along the river at Varney Bridge. Af-
ter a fisherman’s dinner of Keystone 
Light and Top Ramen, I pulled out my 
vise and started to tie under the light 
of the camp lantern. I am not complete-
ly sure how the fly came together that 
evening, but it did. It was a master-
piece of foam, feathers, and hair that 
purely represented the fluttering sur-
face insect in distress. To this day, I 
still tie and use this pattern, later called 
Paulson’s Flutter Bug.

When it comes to the individual be-
hind the oars (man or woman, I know 
a lot of gals who excel behind the 

oars), high, swollen spring runoff is 
the norm and boat handling is nearly 
everything. Wading is tough in these 
conditions and the best water is often 
where fast current pushes up against 
boulders, rip-rap, and willows. Wad-
ing and casting into these areas from 
shore is nearly impossible, so having 
a boat and a partner on the sticks who 
can safely navigate the water, and con-
stantly keep you in the most advanta-
geous position are essential. A great 
oarsman who is physically fit and 
mentally prepared is part of the equa-
tion, but the “fun factor” and success 
is equally shared by the angler and the 
rower, making it a team event. When 
a good team comes together, the out-
come can be a helluva good time.

Several years ago, following a full 
day of guiding a couple of longtime 
clients on the Madison, I called my 
good friend and fishing buddy Bri-
an “Bird” Morris. That June day of 
guiding produced a copious number 
of nice fish for my guests, but I was 
haunted by “the one that got away” so 
I asked Bird if he would like to go for 
an evening float. Shortly after Bird’s 
“hell ya!” we were back on the water, 
and the Salmonfly hatch was still in 
full swing. 

The dwindling evening light provid-
ed a good spell of additional time be-
hind the oars while I lived vicariously 

through my friend. The evening also 
showed the allure of Montana’s land-
scape while the sun settled onto the 
horizon, and big browns fed at the sur-
face. Finally, it was my turn.

Bird and I swapped places in the 
boat. I grabbed my favorite old Win-
ston—a rod given to me by my friend 
Doc, that still bears his name—and I 
tied on a Flutter Bug. Bird positioned 
the boat, setting me up for the ideal 
drift along the next bank. Moments 
later I said to Bird, “This is where I 
saw the one that got away earlier to-
day, we are on it right now, and here 
he comes!” At that moment, I’ll be 
damned if that very fish didn’t take 
my bug. What a rush to see that strike, 
and what a specimen of a brown 
trout—just north of 27 inches.

Our team effort was precise; techni-
cal rowing, an accurate cast, the right 
fly, and the fish was ours. We did our 
part, Mother Nature graciously played 
along, and that’s all you can hope for 
when you gamble on an insect with the 
biggest reputation in the West. 

Eric Paulson is a Montana guide and 
holds his own permits for the Madison, 
Beaverhead, and Big Hole rivers. He is a 
Patagonia fish ambassador and a fly de-
signer for Umpqua Feather Merchants. 
His patterns include the Flutter Bug, Hot 
Head Ray, and The Tick.

The wood duck 
wings on Paulson’s 
Flutter Bug imitate the 
outstretched wings of 
a moving Salmonfly.

➤
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Montana’s Legendary Rock Creek
There is likely a Rock Creek in every state except the most recent addition to the Union, where there’s probably a Hawaiian word 

that means “rock creek.” But if you’re a trout fisherman, there is only one Rock Creek and that’s the Montana icon that rises in ranch-

land near Philipsburg, and rambles through the 2-million-acre Lolo National Forest before joining the Clark Fork east of Missoula. It’s 

the quintessential Montana trout stream from almost any perspective, with easy-to-read runs, riffles, and pools that provide continu-

ously good trout water through most of its 50-mile length. The upper reaches are bordered by private land, but this is Montana after all, 

and from any bridge or public access you can roam as far up or downstream as your legs can take you. Like any complete trout stream, 

the upper reaches are too small to float, but perfect for wading, and Rock Creek Road—a fly fisher’s “Stairway to Heaven”—parallels 

the river through its entire course.

In the national forest, you can negotiate the river with an inflatable raft if you’re careful and willing to make portages where 

needed, like at a spot called the Microburst where a powerful downdraft has clogged the river with dozens of downed trees. And in the 

lower river close to the confluence, when flows are up, you can even float a hard boat. Boating after June 30 is not permitted.

Access is plentiful on Rock Creek but even more important, you can camp on the river to take advantage of those long June eve-

nings when the river comes alive during the last hour of daylight. Norton, Dalles, Siria, and Bitteroot Flat campgrounds are all primi-

tive sites right on the river, and will cost you a whopping $6 per site per night. The Morgan-Case Homestead is a 320-acre parcel of 

land along the river with a two-bedroom log cabin that is on the National Register of Historic Places. You can rent the cabin for $65 per 

night. For details on the cabin and camping, see fs.usda.gov/lolo. 

If you’re not into roughing it, but you still want to fall asleep listening to the sounds of the river, try “glamping” in a luxury tent at The 

Ranch at Rock Creek. These tent/cabin hybrids have  hardwood floors, gas heating, attached luxury bathrooms, and screened river-

side porches for $1,400 per night. If you don’t like the idea of a canvas roof over your head, you can rent a stable in the ranch’s remod-

eled historic barn for $1,000 per night. For details, see theranchatrockcreek.com. The ranch also has a full fly shop, an experienced 

crew of guides, and other activities like a ropes course, horseback riding, mountain biking, and a “Little Grizzlies Kids Club” that help 

you organize a family vacation that gets you on the water as much as possible.

The habitat on Rock Creek, while not pristine, is as good as any reasonable person could hope for in a watershed with multiple 

uses. It’s the kind of place where ranchers use river water to irrigate their hay fields, but they also live and play here with their families, 

and the health of the river is a point of pride.

I’m no biologist, but I can tell the smallish river is healthy because it’s loaded with trout (2,000 per mile according to Montana 

FWP), and every sizable rock in the river is crawling with a diverse array of aquatic insects including mayflies, caddisflies, and stone-

flies of every type—Skwalas, Yellow Sallies, Golden Stones, and Salmonflies. 

In the spring, when the Salmonfly nymphs migrate toward the river edges, you can scoop handfuls of the big black crawlers from 

under strategically located rocks. Around June 1 (give or take about 10 days depending on elevation) they crawl from these spots, 

split their nymphal cases, and cling precariously to riverside grass, willows, shrubs, big boulders, and bridge abutments. Newly hatched 

Salmonflies are bumbling fliers, and they do an even worse job of hanging onto the shrubbery if there’s any kind of a wind. When the 

hatch is on at Rock Creek, you’ll see the insects skittering and fluttering on the water, drifting along foam lines, and clutching to any 

shoreline structure they can find.

The trout fatten quickly when the hatch is in progress, and you’ll feel bulges in the stomachs of even small trout when they’ve 

been feeding on these giant insects. There’s plenty of trout food of all types on Rock Creek, but the Salmonfly hatch is the Thanks-

giving Day feast of the year for these trout—possibly the only time when they are so stuffed that they’ll stop eating with half a turkey 

still sitting on the table in front of them. I remember one rotund 19-inch cuttbow I caught feeding below a riffle that ran over a flooded 

patch of grass. I saw the trout take one Salmonfly from the surface, and then allow another eight giant insects to float past before he 

could motivate himself to indulge in another. When the fish are allowing naturals to drift past unharmed, it can be difficult to convince 

them to take an artificial fly, so most fly fishers track the hatch as it moves downstream to find hungry trout that are seeing the first few 

Salmonflies of the season. If the water is clear, this is the apex of dry-fly fishing in Montana with big, wild trout gator-crushing on the 

biggest aquatic insects in North America. —Ross Purnell

Rock Creek is a mecca for Salmonfly junk-
ies, with an endless amount of public access 
through Lolo National Forest. During Salmon-
fly season you can often float a raft, but you 
should be familiar with obstacles like the 
Microburst.

➤
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Morrish Mouse

HOOK: #4 Tiemco 5263.

THREAD: Black 3/0 UNI-Thread.

TAIL: Brown rabbit strip trimmed to end tuft.

BACK: Black Fly Foam trimmed to a long taper at the tie-in 
point and pulled forward.

BODY: Spun dark cow elk, trimmed flat on the top and bottom.

➤
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After I’d changed my client’s flies 
for what felt like the millionth time, a 
light bulb went off. “We have to change 
this up,” I decided. “Let’s try something 
completely different to see if one of 
these fish will pounce on it.” The first 
presentation was magic, and my cli-
ent’s jaw dropped as the largest fish, 
previously an occasional sipper, hunt-
ed down and smashed a swimming #10 
Morrish Mouse. 

I first gained confidence throwing 
big stand-out meals on the surface the 
year before when I was guiding on 
the Naknek River and the surround-
ing fisheries in Katmai National Park. 
While preparing my fly boxes for the 
season that largely consisted of paint-
ed beads, Flesh Flies, and big nymphs, 
fellow guide Matt Bynum told me, 
“The topwater scene up here can be 
incredible. Don’t be afraid to throw a 
mouse to stand out to these fish.”

I put this method to the test on my 
first guide trip. After jetting up and 
drifting down one of the side channels, 
I noticed some nice ’bows prowling the 
soft seam at the point of the island. 
We landed some of the smaller fish us-
ing beads to imitate salmon eggs, but I 
wanted to see if a mouse might attract 
the attention of one of the giants. Sure 
enough, one of those tanks poked its 
nose just out of the water, flared its 
gills, and delicately “sipped” the mouse 
from the surface. Ten minutes later my 
client slid the submarine into the net, 
and I had my introduction to alter-
native food sources. It is easy to get 
stuck in the mindset that downsizing 
will fool more trout because we know 
this is the safest way to have your imi-
tation live up to the definition of “im-
itate,” however, sometimes it is better 

to be a contrarian.
Large trout can be lazy by nature 

and resist spending excess energy to 
feed. This is why some targets can be 
reluctant to take small bugs on the sur-
face, but lose their minds when they 
have the opportunity to hunt and de-
stroy one big monumental meal that 
catches their eye.

I’ve found that crane flies, damsel-
flies, and mice all stand out in a crowd 
because these meals supply the fish 
with the maximum amount of nu-
trition for the smallest amount of ef-
fort, and trout everywhere are familiar 
with them. One thing these three val-
ue meals have in common is that they 
disrupt a lot of water on the surface 
when they ride, leaving a V wake that 
demands investigation. 

Crane Flies
On one hot summer morning, I 

heard occasional explosions on the 
surface that led me to believe some-
thing was not just eaten, it was being 
destroyed. As the day pushed into ear-
ly afternoon, I was standing on the 
edge of a long riffle delivering small 
flies to subtle eaters near the opposite 
bank. The afternoon was calm and qui-
et, with only the occasional sound of a 
trout sucking in spent Tricos. 

I heard a buzzing sound and 
watched as a large adult crane fly 
skipped across the surface of the wa-
ter tumbleweed-style. A big trout gave 
chase, missed the crane fly, swung 
around, and came up from under-
neath it like Jaws for the second and 
final attack.

Also known as mosquito hawks, 
these long-leg insects are found in 
freshwater ecosystems worldwide. 

To perform the Statue of Liberty, 
cast across and slightly upstream. 
As the fly starts to skate and swing 
below, slowly raise your arm and 
the rod until your arm is held high 
and the fly is directly below you. 
The helps keep excess line off the 
water and keeps your fly from  
being dragged under.

➤
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IWILL NEVER FORGET THE 

FALL DAY I WITNESSED 

ONE OF THE LARGEST 

BWO HATCHES I’VE EVER 

SEEN ON THE INFAMOUS 

SOUTH PLATTE. There was 

a large pod of browns hold-

ing at the head of a long 

run where the riffled water 

poured into a deep plunge 

pool. The fish were being 

extremely selective as they 

lifted gently to sip in the 

mayflies sailboating on the 

surface.
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Including the extremely gangly legs, 
the adults can reach the size of sil-
ver dollars. Many fly fishers use sub-
surface imitations of crane fly larvae, 
but very few of us take advantage of 
the adults, which can be clumsy fliers.

The key to imitating what looks like 
an oversized mosquito is the legs. Imi-
tations like the Daddy Long Legs Crane 
Fly (#8-10) match the body profile with 
a generous amount of hackle and leg 
materials to lift the fly high on the sur-
face so it can roll, matching the move-
ments of the naturals. 

Damselflies
These “paired-winged” flyers are in 

the same family as dragonflies, and 
are predators that become prey as they 
hunt for other adult insects on the riv-
er edges or stillwater shorelines. Male 
damselflies exhibit a vivid blue body 
compared to the pale olive markings of 
females. They hunt smaller insects near 
the surface of the water on warm sum-
mer days, and trout in most circum-
stances do not miss the opportunity 
when one of these meal tickets crash-
es onto the water.

Sometimes trout don’t even wait 
for contact, and leap from the water 
to consume damselflies in midair. If 
you want to see beautiful and dramat-
ic slow-motion video of this, I suggest 
you watch the short film Damsels in 
Distress at flyfisherman.com/damsels. 
A glimpse at this video makes it joyful-
ly obvious how much trout enjoy feast-
ing on damselflies.

I have always admired the beauty 
of these insects as they prowl the wa-
ter, and at the first sight of any dam-
selfly activity I quickly switch to a 
size 6 or 8 Parachute Damsel Adult. 
It matches the long slender body of 
an adult, uses foam for buoyancy, and 
has paired Krystal Flash wings stick-
ing straight out to the sides preventing 
the fly from rolling over. When com-
plete, it looks like a small version of 
a Mountain Banshee from the mov-
ie Avatar.

One of my favorite times to throw 
the electric blue, black, and blue imita-
tion is in between major mayfly hatch-
es. For example, as the morning Trico 
hatch dies down and before the after-
noon stonefly or mayfly hatch begins, 
trout are still eager to pounce on the 
next topwater meal. Concentrate on 
edges and shorelines, or the very spots 
where you might have struggled with 
selective trout during the hatch—there 
is a good chance those fish will react 
to your damselfly imitation. 

Mice & Voles
As the name indicates, “fly” fish-

ers have been historically focused on 
matching hatches of aquatic insects, 
but I have found many large fish that 
prefer to hunt and destroy furry mam-
mals. 

Meadow mice (also called field mice 
or voles in Europe) love fertile river 
valleys with lots of grass or tundra, 
as the vegetation provides protection 
from predators, and ample food. Mice 
are excellent burrowers, and frequent-
ly nocturnal, so you don’t often see 
them. Like most things in nature, lo-
cal mouse populations are cyclical, and 
the trout really get turned onto mice 
during periods of local abundance. In 
New Zealand, there are “mouse years” 
in certain forested areas that are re-
lated to the abundance of seeds from 
southern beech trees.

In 2012 there was an explosion in 
the population of montane voles along 
Silver Creek, Idaho that was known 
only to a few observant big-trout hunt-
ers who noticed unusual numbers of 
hawks, owls, coyotes, and rattlesnakes 
patrolling the riverbanks. These boom-
and-bust cycles and periodic rodent 
migrations happen all the time on most 
North American rivers, yet fly fish-
ers rarely recognize them. It’s a well-
known fact that hopper fishing can be 
excellent when adjacent hayfields are 
swathed, but not many of us realize 
how the local rodent population also 
reacts when a hayfield is cut. 

The key to a mouse fly is the body 
design, extending legs, and a sup-
ple tail that S-curves like a snake 
when the imitation moves. In Alaska 
I learned to love imitations like a size 
6 or 8 Mr. Hanky or a Morrish Mouse.

Daddy Long Legs Crane Fly

HOOK: #12 Tiemco 100.

THREAD: Tan 8/0 UNI-Thread.

LEGS: Six knotted pheasant-tail fibers.

HACKLE: Two brown saddle hackles, palmered,  
with the tips forming wings at the hook bend.

BODY: Tan Superfine dubbing.

➤
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You can present these flies dead or 
alive. A live mouse dog-paddles across 
the current, kicking its legs and caus-
ing a wake in an attempt to reach dry 
land. Swing your fly on a tight line 
to match this movement, and add 
occasional extra twitches. If the ex-
tra movement does not attract atten-
tion, try a simple dead drift to mimic 
a mouse that has given up swimming 
and is along for the ride. Once you 
find the right delivery, hold on. You 
could be in for one hell of a fight. 

When to Throw Down
Clear water provides the fish a bet-

ter visual of the prey and commotion 
it is causing on the surface. These are 
surface flies with surface presenta-
tions, and you want as many fish as 
possible to see your flies.

Keep in mind that trout are wary 
creatures, they don’t like to be seen 
by their prey or by larger predators, so 
low light provides the best bite. The 
challenge in low light—an hour after 

sunrise, two hours before sunset, or 
any dark and overcast day—is glare. 
The reflection of the sky, clouds, and 
changing color can make it impossible 
to see below the surface. On the other 
hand it can silhouette your surface fly, 
allowing you to track a dark, drifting 
object, or follow the disturbed water as 
it skates. I also believe low-angle light 
helps the trout see and track your fly 
better. No one likes staring into bright 
sun, and trout don’t have eyelids or pu-
pils that can contract.

When rigging these large flies, I tie 
on a single fly using 3X tippet to pre-
vent potential tangles, and encourage 
a proper presentation. Attach the fly 
using a no-slip mono loop knot, and 
the fly will move more naturally on 
the surface. 

Large drys create wind resistance, 
and are easier to cast on heavier 
weight-forward lines such as Scientific 
Anglers MPX. Finally, fly maintenance 
can help produce the long drifts you 
need in some cases to produce fish. 

If the fly begins to sink, I first pinch-
dry the fly using a shammy, amadou 
patch, or Wonder Cloth. Then I use a 
desiccant like Shimazaki Dry-Shake. It 
is not uncommon for me to go through 
a whole container of Shimazaki every 
two or three days.

Statue of Liberty
Crane flies, damselflies, and mice 

disrupt a lot of water at the surface 
because of their mass and movement, 
and the best way to fish them is to 
make them move across the surface of 
the water. I cast across and slightly up-
stream, starting the drift with my rod 
tip just above the surface.

As the f ly begins to drift and 
swim downstream, elevate your arm 
with smooth acceleration toward 12 
o’clock using your hand and wrist to 
add twitching movements to the fly 
as it drags across the surface on a 
tight line. At the end of the drift, your 
arm should be raised well above your 
head, which is why I call this tech-
nique the Statue of Liberty.

This technique helps keep the fly at 
the surface instead of dragging it un-
der, and keeps you in constant con-
tact with the fly. If a fish strikes at the 
end of the cast when your arm is ver-
tical, sweep the rod to the side to set 
the hook. This helps position the fly in 
the corner or roof of the fish’s mouth, 
and works well with all three of the 
fly patterns described here.

Use angles to your advantage with 
this skating method. If you cast up-
stream at a 45-degree angle you can 
add a short dead-drift at the start of 
your cast before the swinging and skat-
ing begins. If you cast more down-
stream, it keeps you out of view, and 
tension quickly swings the fly to the 
target’s position below you. Incidental-
ly, the Statue of Liberty was the tech-
nique my wife Michelle used to land 
her personal best trout, shown on the 
cover of this issue of Fly Fisherman.

“The rise of a trout is far from be-
ing the only thing that matters about 
fly fishing, but it is for many of us the 
most exciting thing.” This is one of my 
favorite quotes from Paul Schullery in 
his book The Rise. The thrill of fool-
ing a nosing fish is hard to beat, but 
when that doesn’t work, you can still 
catch fish on the surface by standing 
out in a crowd with these underused, 
and thrilling big-fly alternatives. 

Landon Mayer is a Colorado-based 
guide and author of several books in-
cluding 101 Trout Tips: A Guide’s 
Secrets, Tactics, and Techniques 
(Stackpole Books, Headwater Books, 
2015).
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Parachute Damsel Adult

HOOK: #14 Umpqua C500BL.

THREAD: Blue 70-denier UTC Ultra Thread.

BODY: Adult Damsel Body braid.

THORAX: Blue 2 mm Fly Foam over  
blue dubbing.

WINGS: Pearl Krystal Flash.

HACKLE: Grizzly parachute hackle wrapped 
around the base of foam and swept back.
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Caterpill
Moth larvae may be the most impor
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TERRESTRIAL OR LAND-BORN IN-

SECTS PLAY AN IMPORTANT ROLE 

IN THE DIETS OF TROUT THROUGH-

OUT THE SEASON. These food items 

include ants, beetles, grasshoppers, 

cicadas, crickets, and among other 

things, caterpillars. Wormlike, with 

spines and covered by hair, or some-

times hairless, caterpillars feed pri-

marily and aggressively on leaves. 

Spend any time in a forest with a gyp-

sy moth infestation, and you’ll notice 

that you can actually hear the caterpil-

lars feasting, and the droppings falling 

out of the infected trees.

The fi rst time I realized how impor-
tant caterpillars can be to fl y fi shers 
was in the early 70s. I was fi shing on 
the upper Huntington, a small freestone 
trout stream in northeastern Pennsylva-
nia. My favorite pool was an old jack 
dam that backed up a hip-boot-deep 
pool for about 50 feet and it always 
held good numbers of wild brown and 
brook trout. The right bank was deep-
ly undercut and densely tree-lined, cre-
ating the perfect environment of shade 
and security for the resident trout.

It was a Wednesday afternoon, 
and as usual I had the afternoon off 

from working at my par-
ents’ tackle shop. I could 
hear the trout even before I ap-
proached the bottom of the dam. 
The quickly dissipating wave from 
the rise gave up a feeding trout’s po-
sition. A quick look at the surface 
showed no clues, so I started by ty-
ing on a Parachute Adams.

A cool May wind was blowing as I 
made my fi rst cast and watched what 
I thought would be a perfect cast dis-
appear into the trees. A few coaxing 
tugs and the Adams came free from 
the tree limb, and then two fi sh im-
mediately came to the surface and 
took something with a vicious swirl. 
I checked my fl y and waited to make 
another cast. I looked to my left, and 
at eye level was a small green worm 
hanging from a thin silken thread. It 
was about an inch long, and with the 
next wind gust it disappeared into 
the water.

I watched it fl oat for a short dis-
tance, slowly sink to the stream bot-
tom, and then I forgot about it. An 
hour later and still fi shless, I was start-
ing to get a little frustrated. A number 
of trout continued to feed but not on 
a regular basis, it was here and there, 
and my fl ies went unnoticed. The only 
observation I could make was that 
there was more feeding activity after a 
gust of wind. Whatever these fi sh were 
feeding on had to be falling out of the 
trees. A window of light allowed me 
to see the backlit glare of another silk-
en string with a green worm attached 
hanging from a tree branch direct-
ly across from me. This could be it! 

I opened my 
f ly boxes, filled 
with all kinds of terrestrial 
patterns, but I had nothing even close 
to the green worm. There was no ques-
tion the leaves held a large number of 
the little green worms, so I collected a 
few samples and headed home.

That evening at the tying bench I 
went through my materials trying to 
match the chartreuse worm, but noth-
ing I had came close. The next day I 
sent off a sample of the color to E. 
Hille in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, 
then a major supplier of tying sup-
plies. Hille responded by sending me 
a greenish cotton chenille that they 
thought might work. Thinking that 
it was not a close enough match, I 
tried Reed Tackle in New Jersey, and 
they quickly came back with a nylon 
chartreuse chenille, which looked al-
most perfect.

The following Saturday morning 
found me back on Huntington Creek 
with a selection of green worms. I 
checked the trees and the worms 
were still there, so I quickly geared 
up and attached one of my new cre-
ations. As usual there were a few 
feeding fi sh so I added fl y fl oatant to 
the fl y and made a cast. The fl y land-
ed and immediately started to sink, 

from working at my par-
ents’ tackle shop. I could 
hear the trout even before I ap-
proached the bottom of the dam. 
The quickly dissipating wave from 
the rise gave up a feeding trout’s po-
sition. A quick look at the surface 
showed no clues, so I started by ty-
ing on a Parachute Adams.

A cool May wind was blowing as I 
I opened my 
f ly boxes, filled 

Floating inchworms 
catch rising trout but the 
real insects don’t stay on 
the surface very long, and 
sinking imitations take 
many more fi sh over the 
course of a season.
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Caterpillars Fall
When

which I thought was not good—until 
the leader straightened out and I al-
most forgot to react. A few minutes 
later I held a 12-inch wild brown trout 
with my green worm firmly planted 
in his jaw. The next two hours of fish-
ing were almost too easy, simply pop 
the worm in and  get ready to strike. 
Although I saw trout take floating 
inchworms, I found that the faster my 
inchworm sank the better it worked, 
so I eventually added lead wire under 
the chenille body with a size 12, 2X-
long hook. It was the perfect match 
to the natural insects.

The next weekend, noted authors 
Vincent Marinaro and Charlie Meck 
showed up to fish my home stream, 
Fishing Creek. I was excited to show 
them the new worm and have them 
give it a try. Marinaro declined be-
cause the f ly sank, and he was a 
committed dry-fly fisherman. Meck 
had no problems with a sinking fly, 
and he later added a tail to the pat-
tern and called it the Green Weenie. 
Tail or not, the fly works!

Inchworms are actually not worms 
at all, but small caterpillars, and are 

the larval stages of a moths—in 
this case the geometer moth. Inch-
worms have legs at both ends and 
when they move, their bodies arch. 
As the body straightens out again, the 
worm moves about one inch. Inch-
worms hatch in the spring of each 
year, and they molt several times as 
they eat leaves and grow. They can 
spin silky threads which they use to 
move through the tree canopy.

They are not limited to the North-
east, in fact there are 35,000 different 
species of geometer moths around 
the world. In South American rivers 
like the Collen Cura in Argentina, 
they literally defoliate the bankside 
willows, and often provide fly fish-
ers with some of the best fishing of 
the season.

Mopping them Up
Small inchworms are hard to miss 

because they are so prolific, but some-
times larger caterpillars are even more 
important to trout, yet undetected by 
fly fishers. One of the most common 
of these is the caterpillar of the sphinx 
moth (family Sphingidae).

Sphinx moths, hawk moths, and 

hornworms are all members of the 

Sphingidae family, which  has 1,450 

different species. The caterpillars 

are tan, brown, and chartreuse, 

and are perfectly imitated with the 

chenille fingers of a dust mop.

Sphingidae
Larvae
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Inchworms
Inchworms are the larvae 

of geometer moths, and are 

extremely common in the forest 

canopies of most Northeast trout 

streams. There are 1,400  known 

species in North America and 35,000 

species worldwide.

long, and have hairy mostly black 
bodies trimmed in brown with addi-
tional areas of blue or orange.

Appearing in about the same sizes 
and colors is the gypsy moth, brought 
to the U.S. in 1869 to start a silkworm 
industry that failed miserably. The 
gypsy moth has become a major pest 
in the Northeast. These  caterpillars 

beadhead is the perfect imitation for 
large chartreuse caterpillars.

There is also a dark side to cater-
pillar fi shing, as there are a lot of cat-
erpillars with black bodies, including 
the common Eastern tent caterpillar 
and the invasive gypsy moth.

There are six species of tent cater-
pillars in North America. These cater-
pillars build a large tent-like web in 
trees where they can move from one 
tent to another to feast on host 
tree leaves. Fully grown
tent caterpillars are 
about two inches 

Like inchworms, these chartreuse 
caterpillars spend their time eating 
leaves and they often fall into streams 
and sink toward the bottom. Many 
of these larger species grow to be 
three or four inches long,  calorie-rich 
morsels that are comparable in food 
value to some species of cicadas or 
stonefl ies. In other words, they are 
a big deal.

FLY FISHERMAN magazine editor Ross 
Purnell and I spent one unforgettable 
May afternoon casting sinking size 10 
chartreuse caterpillars under overhang-
ing tree limbs and watching as trout 
raced out from the undercut banks to 
charge the fl ies. The biggest trout in 
the river were looking for them.

For years I tied oversized char-
treuse caterpillars simply by going to 
a larger size 10, 4X-long hook, dou-
bling the wraps of chartreuse che-
nille, adding a green beadhead, and 
creating what looked to be an inch-
worm on steroids. Then Sage Rod 
Company’s Russ Miller showed up 
from Seattle with a chartreuse worm 
tied from the tentacles of a dust mop. 
The color and size were perfect, and 
Miller spent two days showing me 
just how well the mop fl y worked. 
In fact, it was so good that I made 
a mental note to never fi sh behind 
this guy because he literally mopped 
up every trout in his path. The char-
treuse body material he used is actu-
ally from a washing mitt or mop that 
can be found at most any grocery, 
hardware store, or auto supply. You 
can visit YouTube and fi nd easy-to-
follow videos on how to tie the Mop 
Fly. You may think this is an off-the-
wall pattern and even joke about it, 
but a chartreuse mop with a green 

pillars build a large tent-like web in pillars build a large tent-like web in 
trees where they can move from one trees where they can move from one 
tent to another to feast on host tent to another to feast on host 
tree leaves. Fully growntree leaves. Fully grown
tent caterpillars are tent caterpillars are 
about two inches about two inches 
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flflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflfl flfiflflflflk.flfifl’flfl flflfl flflflflflfifififlflflfl
flflflflflflfifl’fififlfifflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflfiflflflflfflfififlflflflflflflfiflfl.flHfiflflflflfiflfiflflflfl
flflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfififlflflflflfiflflflflflflflflfifl
flflfiflflflfififlflfiflflflbflfiflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflfl
fiflflflfiflfiflflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflfiflflflfifififlflfiflfiflfl
fflflflflflfiflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflkflflflflflflfiflflfiflfi.

Oflflflflflflflflflffiflflflflflflfiflflfflflfiflflfiflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflfiflflfiflfiflflfiflflfiflfl
flflfiflflflflfiflflflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflfiflfiflflflflflflfl
flflfiflfiflflfiflflfifflfiflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflfiflflfifl
flflflflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflflfflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflffiflflflflflflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
fififlflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflfi.fl

Cathy and Barry Beck are on the ad-
visory staffs of Sage, Redington, RIO, 
and Tibor Reels. They are also hosts 
for Frontiers International. Their previ-
ous story “Beetle Up!” appeared in the 
Aug.-Sep. 2013 issue and is on-line at 
flflflfiflfififififififififififififififififififififi.

Aflflflfiflflfiflflflflflflxflflfiflfiflflfififififlflbflflflflfl
flflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfifififlflflflfiflflflbflflflflflflfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflffiflflflflflflflfflflflflfiflflflflflflfl
flflflflAflfiflflfi.flWflflflflflflflflfififlflfifflflflflfiflflflfl
SflflflflfibflflflflflflflOfiflfibflflflflflflPflflflflflfifl
fiflflflflfiflNflflflYfiflkfiflflflflflNflflflEflflfiflflflfifl
flflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflfifflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflfiflflflflflflflflflfl.flLflkflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflfifl
fiflflflflfifififlflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflbflflflflfiflflfiflflflflflfl
fifflflflflflflfiflflflffiflflfififlflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflflfifl
flflfiflflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflflfl(flflflflflflfififlfl
flflflflflflfl)flflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflfififlflflflflflbfiflfikfl
flflflflbflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflbfiflflflflflflflflfiflflflfl
flflzflfl10fifl2Xflfififlflflflfifik.

fiflflflfiflflflfiflflflflflflflflflfiflflbflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflflflkflflflflflflfiflflflfiflfiflflfiflflflflflflfiflflflfl
flflfl fiflflflflflflflflflfl flfiflfifl.fl Tflflflflfl flflfiflfl
bflflflfl flfififlflflflfiflflfiflflfiflfl flflfiflflflflflflflfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflfiflbflflflflflflflflflflkfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flfiflfl.flOfflflflfiflflfflfi’fiflfiflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflkflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflfiflfifl
flflflflflflflfiflfififlflflflflkflflflflflflfiflflfiflflflflflflflflflfl
flfiflbflflflflflflflflffiflflflflflflflfiflflflfiflfifififlflflfl

flflfiflfl fififlflfiflfiflflfl flflflflflflflflflfl flflflfl fiflflfl
qflflfikfiflflflflffififlflflflflflflflflflfl.flBfiflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflflflflflflflflflfififlflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflfiflfl
fififlflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfflfiflfl
flflflflflflflflflfiflkflflflflflfiflfififlflflbflfiflflflflfl
flflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflfl.

Wflflfiflfl flflflfl flflfiflflfiflfiflflflflflfl fiflflflfl
flflflSflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflfiflflflfiflfiflfl
flflfiflflflflflflflflflfiflflflbflffiflflfl flflflflfl flflflkfifl
flflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflfiflflfl
fiflflflflflflflflflfflfiflflffiflflfififlflflflflflflflflfiflfl.

Floating or Sinking?
Bfiflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflfiflfl

flflflflflbflflflflflflflflflflflflzflfl10fifl4Xflfififlflflflfifikfifl
flflbfiflflflfifflflflflfififikflflfiflflflflbbflflflflflflflflfl
flfl bfiflfikfl ffiflfifl fiflfiflflflflflfifl flflflfl flfl flflfifl
fiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflzzfiflflflflfikfifl.flAflflflfiflflfl
flflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflfifififlflflflfififlfl
flflfibfiflfiflfiflflflflffiflflfiflfiflflflflflflflfififlflflflfl
flfififlflflxflfififlflfiflflflflflfflfiflflflflflflkflflfiflbflflfl
flflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflfl
fifififlflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflfiflflflflflfl
flflflfflfiflflflflflflflflflflflfifififlfiflflflflflflflflflffiflfl
fiflfiflflflfiflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflbflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflflflflfiflflfl.flTflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflffflflflflfl fiflfflfiflflflflfifififlflflflflflflfifl flflflfl
fifififlfiflflflflflfiflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
fflfififlflflflflflflflflflflfiflkflflflflMfiflflFfifl.flfi’fifl
fififlfiflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflfifflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflbfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflfiflflflflflflflflflfflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
flflfiflflfifflflflflflflflfiflfl.

Aflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflfl
flflfl flflflflNfiflflflflflflflfl flflfl flflflfl fflfififl flflfl flflflfl
bflflflflflfl flfififififlfl bflflflfl (flflflflflfl fififlfl)fifl
flflflfiflflflfflflfiflflbflfiflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflflfiflflfl
ffiflflfiflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfifflfifififlflflflflflflflflflfl
flflflflflflfl.flTflflflflflbflflflflfiflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflfl
flflfiflfl13flflflflflflflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflfifflflflflflflflfl

flflflflflflbflfiflflflfiflflbfiflfikflflflflflfl.flAfifl
fififlflflflflflflfiflfiflflflflflfiflflfflflflflflfifififlflflfl

flflflflflflflflflflfiflfiflfiflflflflflfiflflflflflflfifl
fiflflflflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflbflflflflflfl

flflflflflflbflfiflflflflflfiflflfiflfl;flflfflflfl
flflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfifififlflflfifl

flflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflfififlbflfl
fififlflfiflflbfiflfik.

fififlflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfflfiflfl
flflflflflflflflflfiflkflflflflflfiflfififlflflbflfiflflflflfl

Bfiflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflflflflflflflfiflflfiflfl
flflflflflbflflflflflflflflflflflflzflfl10fifl4Xflfififlflflflfifikfifl
flflbfiflflflfifflflflflfififikflflfiflflflflbbflflflflflflflflfl
flfl bfiflfikfl ffiflfifl fiflfiflflflflflfifl flflflfl flfl flflfifl
fiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflzzfiflflflflfikfifl.flAflflflfiflflfl
flflflflflflflflflfiflflflflflflfififlflflflflflflflfifififlflflflfififlfl

fflfififlflflflflflflflflflflfiflkflflflflMfiflflFfifl.flfi’fifl
fififlfiflflfiflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflflfl
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Russ Miller (left) 
showed author Barry 
Beck how to clean up 

using imitations of 
caterpillars from the 

Sphingidae family.
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Hairy Caterpillars
Eastern tent moths, woolly bears, and other heavily 

bristled caterpillars float for long distances, making 

foam-body, heavily hackled dry flies 

a viable option.
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F L Y  T I E R ’ S  B E N C H

I
T’S ALWAYS A good idea to have a plan and, 
indeed, I had a great plan in mind when I first 
sat down to tie the Two Bit Stone. I reasoned that 
since my Two Bit Hooker is constantly on the end 
of my tippet when there are a lot of mayfly-size 
aquatic insects around, creating a larger version 
to imitate a Golden Stone was a logical progres-
sion. I even thought it would be easy. But then, 
like so many times before, reality reared its ugly 

head. While I thought I would be able to simply alter 
the colors and the size and come up with a slim, heavy 
representation of a Golden Stone, what I first ended up 
with was really just a yellow version of the standard Two 
Bit Hooker. It was too short, too fat, and looked too car-
toonish to be acceptable. I hate it when that happens. 

It’s this process of trial and error with thread and 
feathers that I love so much about fly design. Honestly, 
the further the final version is from my original idea, the 
more excited I am, because I know I allowed myself to 
just go with the flow and actually improve the pattern 
instead of just sticking to a rigid game plan.

Obviously, I wanted a fly that would be heavy, so 
working off the design of the original Two Bit Hooker, 
I started with two tungsten beads. After several proto-
types, the profile still wasn’t right and I considered go-
ing a whole new direction and using just a single bead, 
when it occurred to me to try using a longer hook to 
stretch the fly out. Using a 2XL Tiemco 5262 gave me a 
longer chassis to more closely match the naturals’ pro-
file, but beta versions tied with two beads were still too 
blocky and stout.

I began perusing pictures of Golden Stone nymphs to 

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

Three beads  
dictate the form 
and function of 

this high-density 
nymph

Two Bit 
Stone

21
 Wrap forward over the butt ends of the biots to just 

past the midpoint on the shank and clip the excess. Tie 
in a length of black wire along the near side of the shank 
and wrap back over it to the base of the tails. Use the 
tying thread to build a cylindrical abdomen. Whip-finish 
and clip the 140-denier thread behind the last bead.

 Slide on the three beads, placing the tungsten bead 
closest to the eye. Start the 140-denier thread at the 
midpoint and build a small nub of thread just beyond the 
bend of the hook to help split the tails. Tie in two op-
posed biots that are a bit more than half a shank long.

T Y I N G  T H E  T W O  B I T  S T O N E

Photos ❱ Charlie Craven
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refresh my memory of their overall 
shape and size. A Golden Stonefly is 
a pretty cylindrical critter when you 
really take a close look. It’s no won-
der flies like Pat’s Rubber Legs are 
so popular. A stonefly, at its essence, 
is really just a tube with some legs, 
tails, and antennae flailing about in 

the water, and chenille patterns real-
ly do match that basic outline pretty 
well. 

But I am a fly tier above all else, 
and I just can’t settle for something so 
simple, even if it is effective. I wanted 
something smaller in the size 12 to 16 
range anyway, so I could fish it on a 

dropper, and match with the juvenile 
Golden Stones that are common year-
round in Colorado, so I kept at it.

With the cylindrical idea in mind, 
it occurred to me to use three beads 
to finish the thorax, divide the legs, 
and create inherent weight in the fly. 
Using an appropriately sized bead for 

Photo ❱ Charlie Craven

Real Golden Stones are almost 
cylindrical, and using three under-

sized beads in the Two Bit Stone 
provides just the right profile.   

One tungsten bead and two brass 
beads is the best combination in 

most fishing situations.

➤

3 4
 Attach the 70-denier thread at the front of the abdo-

men. Spiral wrap the wire rib forward and tie it off at the 
front of the body. Break off the excess. Overlap the tying 
thread onto the front edge of the abdomen at its widest 
point, and tie in a single strand of Mirage Flashabou.

 Cut a strip of Thin Skin that is about two-thirds of the 
hook gap width, and center it in on top of the abdomen 
with a few tight turns of thread. Note that the abdomen 
stops well short of the beads and that the beads them-
selves are not jammed tightly together at this point.
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HOOK: #8-16 Tiemco 5262.

BEADS: Two brass and one tungsten, gold. 

THREAD: Gold 70- and  
140-denier UTC Ultra Thread.

TAIL: Gold-dyed wild turkey biot.

RIB: Small black UTC Ultra Wire.

FLASH: 1/100" Mirage Flashabou.

WINGCASE: Golden Stone Thin Skin.

THORAX: Amber Wapsi Superfine  
Dry Fly Dubbing.

LEGS: Gold-dyed Whiting Coq de León  
hen saddle hackle.

COATING: Solarez UV resin.

CRAVEN’S TWO BIT STONE
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F L Y  T I E R ’ S  B E N C H

the hook size made the fly a bit too thick in my opin-
ion so I downsized the beads and now use the next size 
down per hook size to streamline the thorax. To clari-
fy, on a size 12 stone, I use a 7/64" bead, the size I would 
typically use for a size 14 fly. 

It was this single final alteration that made all the dif-
ference. While my first few versions were tied with three 
tungsten beads, about ten minutes of fishing proved that 
you can indeed make a fly too heavy. Triple-tungsten 
bombs dragged down even large foam Charlie Boy Hop-
pers, as they plummeted straight down to the center of 
the earth. Nearly all of them ended up stuck in the riv-
er bottom.

The final version uses a single tungsten bead paired 
with two of brass to create just enough weight to drift 
the fly low in the water column, but stay off the sticks 
and rocks along the bottom. I also carry a few in my box 
tied with two tungsten and one brass bead, as a heavier 
version for deep, fast-water fishing, but have decided that 
three tungsten beads are just too much in most scenarios. 

Along the way I played with a few different tail ma-
terials, finally settling on gold-dyed wild turkey biots. 
These biots have beautiful mottling and being somewhat 
thinner and softer than goose biots, are more durable 
and less prone to breakage. Small black wire created a 
perfect, three-dimensional rib over the abdomen and a 
wingcase of Golden Stone Thin Skin topped with a sin-
gle strand of 1/100" Mirage Flashabou added for the final 
accent completed the front end.

The thorax is Superfine Dry Fly Dubbing because it can 
be applied sparsely and twisted tight to the thread, allowing 
me to fill the gaps between the beads and build a solid foun-
dation for the Whiting Coq de León hen saddle hackle legs. 

Softer dubbings just didn’t cut it as they compressed too 
much under the thread turns.

To toughen the body, magnify the flash and rib, as well 
as to help create the overall shape of the fly, I finish the 
Two Bit Stone with a head-to-tail coat of Solarez UV res-
in along the top surface of the fly. The finished product 
is accurate, slim, heavy, and durable. That was my plan 
all along. 

Charlie Craven co-owns Charlie’s Fly Box in Arvada, Colo-
rado. His latest book is Tying Nymphs: Essential Flies and 
Techniques for the Top Patterns (Stackpole Books/Head-
water Books, 2016).
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 Apply a tight, thin strand of dubbing to the thread 
and begin dubbing at the base of the wingcase. Build a ball 
about the diameter of the beads, then jump the dubbed 
thread forward over the top of the bead to the next space 
and dub a few turns in between the beads. Repeat this pro-
cess once more, jumping forward to the space behind the 
frontmost bead and filling in the gaps between the beads 
with a layer of tight dubbing. Finish by crossing back over 
the top of the middle bead with dubbed thread and leave 
the bare thread hanging on the far side.

 Peel a small clump of coq de León fibers from a hen 
feather and tie the bunch in on the far side of the shank 
at the back edge of the middle bead. Repeat this process 
on the near side. The tips of these fibers should extend 
back to about the point on the hook barb.

 Pull the Thin Skin forward over the top of the thorax, 
stretching it slightly and tie it down behind the front 
bead with several firm wraps of thread. Pull the Flasha-
bou over the top of the Thin Skin, making sure to center 
it, and tie it down as well. Clip both the Thin Skin and 
the Flashabou as close as you can. Build a smooth thread 
head over the stub ends and whip-finish. Use a short 
dubbing needle to apply a coat of Solarez UV resin to the 
entire top surface of the fly. 



7 8
 Clip the stub ends of the hen fibers flush, and then 

twist a tiny amount of dubbing onto your thread. Use this 
dubbed thread to cover the tie-down point of the legs, 
then jump forward again to the back of the front bead.

 Tie in another bunch of hen saddle fibers on each side 
of the hook as you did previously. These bunches should 
be anchored over the dubbing at the back of the front 
bead and should match the first two bunches in length.

SHOWCASEFLY TIER’S❲ ❳

USA Made 

   Fly Tying Vises
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(800) 888-3832
www.fyfshingvises.com
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ONSTREAM❲ ❳

888.826.7376WWW.FISHASL.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

❲ 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 ❳
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FLY SHOP/GUIDE SERVICE
•Fish FOUR Major Rivers Year Round 
•Private Access • Schools • Float Trips   
•Lodging Services • 80 miles from Denver
•Streit’s “Guide To Fly Fishing Colorado” - $22.95

P.O. BOX 467, BRECKENRIDGE, CO 80424
800-453-4669 • www.mountainangler.com

 • Statewide Fly-fishing Tours

 • Half  Day & Multi Day (all inclusive available)

 • Historic Lodges, B & B’s, Rustic Cabins 

www.thedarbybandb.com • 406-821-0076
rmacexp@gmail.com • 406-531-4076

McKenzie Expedition Outfitter License # 876

BIG HOLE, BITTERROOT,  
BLACKFOOT and BEYOND!

and Camps

❲ ALASKA ❳

❲MONTANA ❳

❲ NEW YORK ❳

Alaska’s
Premier 

Sport Fishing 

Since 1950

1-800-544-0551

www.kuliklodge.com



MARKET PLACE❲❲ ❳❳

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

Winston, SA, Ross, RIO, Wulff, Sage, Simms, 

Hatch reels, Aspen reels, TFO rods and blanks

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

Custom Cork Grips, Trondak U-40 products

www.jcookflyrods.com
 573-453-2844  •  Salem, Missouri 

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

REAL ESTATE

RODS

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. Maximum of 5 students per class. Also available, planning 

forms and binders. Contact Kelley Baker: 207-837-2579. baker.

bamboo@hotmail.com, www.bakersbambooflyrods.com. 

Custom 3,000 sf home at Flaming Gorge Lake UT.  All large rooms, 

huge deck, oversize garage, AC and central heat.  Lake has monster 

trout, fly fishing, rafting on the Green River, deer and elk hunting.  

West USA Realtors, 435-545-2527.

FLY ROD KITS • INSTRUCTIONS • CLASSES

WWW.MUDHOLE.COM/NATIVE

For Advertising Info Call: Ben Hoffman   

Ph: 717-695-8075  Fax: 717-545-2527

Email: benh@fl yfi sherman.com

Advertising information for FLY FISHERMAN and 

Flyfi sherman.com can also be found at 

www.outdoorsg.com
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monofilament and set the knots spin-
ning. My two friends, the artists, pre-
tended not to understand how to tie 
tarpon leaders. As insurance against 
having to learn how it was done, they 
declared that they simply “couldn’t 
take criticism.” It was the perfect foil 
against any and all inconveniences.

I no longer wanted to waste bar 
time wrapping monofilament, so I 
made our shock tippets using two-
weight leader wire twisted at both 
ends through a small swivel and the 
eye of the fly. The leaders took twenty 
seconds to make. Since we were inter-
ested in jumping fish, not in records, 
the leader wire version worked fine. 
In fact it probably worked better than 
monofilament, given that the wire 
dragged the fly down to the fish faster.

Back in the days when the calen-
dar and geography worked, Tom Mc-
Guane, Jim, Russell, and I met and 
took advantage of the fact that we 
loved books and art and dogs and 
birds and fish and food and good-
looking women. We fished and hunt-
ed and drank and cooked from one 
end of the country to the other for a 
quarter of a century, with Key West 
as a beacon of our sporting year. Now 
when we see each other, we remem-
ber what nonsense we used to get into 
and how even though we thought we 
did, we never got away with any of it. 

What I remember best about those 
decades was the laughter. Every time 
our group was together, we laughed 
and laughed, often to the point of 
hurting. Head-splitting, belly-heaving 
silliness at all times of day and night, 
in the boat, at the bar, during dinners, 
in Key West, in Montana, in the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan, in France. Ev-
erywhere and anywhere, we laughed 
and laughed and laughed, and I miss 
it.

The other day I was at the open 
market in Tallahassee and one of the 
vendors I know answered my query 
about a plant he was selling. 

“It is the calyx of the hibiscus flow-
er. You make herbal tea with it.” Then 
he looked at me and added, “You obvi-
ously weren’t a hippy, back in the day, 
were you?” 

Before I could shut my stupid 
mouth, I replied, “No, but I sure woke 
up next to a bunch of them!”

He looked surprised and then 
smiled, remembering. 

One afternoon Jim, Russell, and I 
were fishing the flats north of Boca 
Grande. We had jumped four tarpon 

that day, three between Mule and Ar-
cher Keys, and one off the Seven Sis-
ters, with more rolling toward us. We 
were staked out on a point of sand 
overlooking the channel that separat-
ed Boca Grande from the Marquesas. 

A hundred yards to the north, in-
side the dark, narrow channel that 
split the flat in two, a school of tarpon 
was daisy chaining: a merry-go-round 
of hundred-pound fish following each 
other in a mock breeding ritual. Big, 
confident, ocean-going fish. 

Under normal circumstances we 
would have been walking into the 
Chart Room, a nondescript bar we fre-
quented every evening, but on this 
day the weather was beautiful and we 
knew the tides were right for fish to 
swim past Platform Point. Soon the 
bronze head of a tarpon rose out of 
the slick calm water and sighed. Like 
no other fish, when the oxygen con-
tent of the water is low, tarpon rise to 
the surface and breathe into modified 
swim bladders, producing a ghost-
ly sound that flats fishermen hear in 
their sleep.

A school of five tarpon, backlit in 
the waning light, appeared for an 
instant offshore from us and then 
changed directions and, for reasons 

Continued from page 64

of their own, split into fingers of un-
ease. Russell stood on the bow, a big, 
gentle, one-eyed man wearing a mus-
tache and a great European nose that 
preferred one side of his face to the 
other. He was, like Woody, a prod-
uct of the steelhead rivers of Califor-
nia. His high casting motion was not 
as well suited to the windy sweep of 
the flats as it was at heaving lead core 
fly lines into the bodies of rivers. But 
because he had spent decades with 
a rod in his hand, Russ instinctively 
knew where to put the fly and how 
to swim it.

Jim stood behind him, smoking 
a cigarette and volunteering advice. 
Also sporting one good eye and a 
mustache, Jim carried a rock-hard soc-
cer ball stomach and a sharp sense of 
humor.

“What did that woman mean last 
night when she told us that all you 
wanted her to do was to yank on your 
gherkin?”

“Jeez, Jim,” Russ answered without 
looking back. “I’m trying to concen-
trate here.” 

When the tarpon regrouped, they 
resumed their travels toward the skiff. 
Russell raised a high, open loop of fly 
line and, since there was no wind to 

Illustration ❱ Al Hassall



things began to change. In this coun-
try those kill-tournament days are 
over; the law forbids it. Once again 
tarpon are icons, but of a different 
sort, and their mysterious migrations 
are being studied by instruments 
as magical as those that revealed to 
my computer the resemblance of my 
pond to a bird. Part of me wants to 
know where the tarpon I see each 
spring go for the rest of the year, the 
route of their migration and where 
they breed, but just as I would want 
the past history of a lover to re-
main a mystery, a larger part of me 
wants this fish that I love to retain 
the secrecy of its existence and sim-
ply show up once a year in places 
he and his ancestors have called on 
for millennium. In this age of revela-
tions, mystery is a valuable commod-
ity. Progress often takes away what 
it took a long time to create. 

This story is an excerpt from On the 
Water: A Fishing Memoir by Guy de la 
Valdène (Rowman & Littlefield, 2015). 

tide is right and the tarpon are run-
ning, I don’t see the point in fighting 
them when I could be casting at fresh 
fish. Seeing the tarpon underwater, 
judging where to cast the fly, manag-
ing the strike, and witnessing the first 
couple of jumps is where fly fishing 
for tarpon begins and ends for me. A 
fight is a fight, and when I was young-
er I fought dozens of tarpon. But now 
I leave the manhandling to others. For 
me the finesse of the sport ends a hun-
dred yards from the boat.

In my day tarpon were killed for 
pleasure by men who loved competi-
tion. Tarpon tournaments fed egos. 
Later, once the awards ceremonies and 
the revelry ended, the tarpon lost their 
status as icons and were hauled to land 
dumps or dragged offshore as fodder 
for the sharks. Some anglers revel in 
the techniques of combat, just as oth-
ers take pleasure in lifting weights. I 
like speed and focus, beauty and mo-
tion, and I believe that respect is owed 
to every heartbeat on the planet.

It took one hundred years of kill-
ing tarpon for no reason before 

interfere with the cast, the line unfold-
ed and settled his fly quietly on the 
water in front of the approaching swell 
shaped by the school. Russell moved 
the fly once, a short pull in front of the 
lead tarpon. The fish raised its head 
out of the water and heaved forward. 
The fly vanished. An instant later the 
tarpon climbed out of the water, con-
torted and unbridled, exulting in its 
reach for freedom. The low light illu-
minated the platinum-colored flank of 
the hundred-pound fish and momen-
tarily stamped its reflection on the sur-
face of the water. 

The tarpon ran from the skiff 
across the pale grass toward the chan-
nel where the school had been daisy 
chaining earlier. Turning south toward 
the Marquesas, the tarpon followed 
the canal out to the broad flat that 
spilled from its mouth, and once in 
the Boca Grande Channel it jumped 
again: a miniature pendant against a 
setting sky. Russell tightened the drag 
and broke the fish off. 

It is the tarpon’s movements in and 
out of water that interest me. If the 

Troutbeck - Rigby, ID
$4,250,000

Magnificent bird sacntuary and trophy 
trout fishery, situated on14 acres, 

with a 5 acre trout filled lake. 
Custom 6,400 square foot residence.  

Video Tour - bit.ly/troutbeck

Henry’s Fork - St. Anthony, ID
$550,000

Prime location on Henry’s Fork of the 
Snake River, with 400 feet of river 

frontage and direct river access. 
Beautiful 2,700 square foot cabin.

Property Info - bit.ly/henrysfork

Contact: Roger Brink
roger.brink@jhsir.com

208-351-7417

Fall River Ranch - Ashton, ID 

$1,490,000
 40 secluded acres on the Fall River,

 adjoining National Forest Land. 
3,000 square foot main lodge and 4,000 

square foot acessory building.

Video Tour - bit.ly/fallriverranch
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J IM HARRISON, RUSSELL Chatham, and I were 
known in Key West as the “fat boys,” as in, “The 
fat boys are back in town,” loosely translated as, 
“The party is on.” Not that Key West needed our 
encouragement to throw a party. We merely added 
our weight, enthusiasm, and appetites to the mix. 
We weren’t particularly fat (certainly not by today’s 
standards), but we all cooked and ate well. 

Through the 1970s and into the early 1980s, Jim, 
Russell, and I rented a house in Key West for six weeks 
every year and parked my skiff at Garrison Bight. Every 
morning, no matter how distraught we felt from the pre-
vious night’s indulgences, if the weather was tolerable we 

fished, or attempted to fish. One morn-
ing—I have been told this but don’t re-
member—my Maverick skiff was spotted, 
by a couple of guides and their anglers, 
drifting inside Mule and Archer Keys with 
the fat boys—the poet, the painter, and 
me—sound asleep on its floor. The bib-
lical hangover, forgivable, since it was a 
weekend.

Then there was the day we drank rum 
and Cokes on the flats beginning at ten 
in the morning. It so happened that one 
of us jumped a fish while another was in-
dulging in a Cuba Libre to chase the fog 
that had settled after a long, sleepless 
night. A second fish was spotted at the 
next mixing of drinks, and from then on 
our luck increased each time one of us 
poured rum. Tarpon swam in range of the 
boat at every swallow, and since it was 
more fun than studying the tide charts, 
we persisted. It was magic, and by the 
time the bottle was empty, we were see-
ing fish everywhere. The memory of our 
run back to Key West across Northwest 
Channel that afternoon surfaces with sur-
prising clarity forty years after the fact. 
Mercifully it recedes just as quickly back 
where it belongs. 

Neither Jim nor Russell was handy with 
the pole, so I did the pushing. Poling gave 
me a perspective into the world of guides 
and their clients—the choices that lead 
anglers to tarpon, and the importance of 
pointing out the fish and setting up the 
skiff for them to make the cast. The wa-
ter temperature, the tide, the water level, 
the contour of the flats, and the adjoining 
channels all tell a piece of the story of 
shallow-water tarpon, and I soon found 

the hunting of these big fish and the excitement they pro-
voked in the boat to be as entertaining as the fishing. 

For years, after a day on the water, I would tie knots 
and flies. Over time it would be hundreds of nail knots, 
clinch knots, blood knots, Albright knots, and the Bimini 
twists for which I used my big toes to open the loops of 

Fat 
Boys

Continued on page 62
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