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Chapter 1

ANATOMY OF AN ARTIFICIAL FLY

An artificial fly is built on the backbone of a hook. A variety
of materials are used to flesh it out to the desired form.
These include furs, feathers, tinsels, hairs, chenilles, yarns,
and a new and growing array of synthetics. The desired form
of a fly is based on something a fish would normally eat, or
something a fish might want to eat. But the form is not
always based closely on a natural food.

Some flies are tied as attractor flies. These use flash or
color to attract fish, giving them the idea that here is some-
thing that might be good to eat, or inciting them to attack
and strike the fly out of anger or some other mysterious
motivation.

Other flies are tied as searching flies. These resemble in a
general way many of the food forms that fish eat. They are
selected to be rough estimates of the average size, color, and
shape of the general run of food for the specific species you
are after. If your quarry is trout, you might select a small,
drab nymph for its resemblance to many aquatic insects. If
you are after tarpon, you would likely select a great streamer
to suggest a range of saltwater baitfish.

Some flies are tied as exact imitations of a specific food
type. These are used when fish feed exclusively on one type
of organism, and you have a choice of matching it closely or
catching no fish. For trout, exact imitations are usually tied
to match a particular species of aquatic or terrestrial insect.
For bass, they commonly take the form of frogs, leeches,
mice, or minnows. For saltwater fish, imitations are usually
tied to reflect shrimp, sand eels, and baitfish.

All fish are most comfortable feeding on what they’ve
become accustomed to eating in the past, just like us. But
some fish are more aggressive than others, and more
willing to try something new. Trot an exotic invention
past the nose of a predaceous bass and it is most likely
going to take a swipe at it. Retrieve something new and
alarming past the nose of a trout and it is more likely to
flee from it. Trout typically feed on smaller organisms,
and often feed selectively. They are therefore more likely
to require that your flies resemble the size, form, and
color of what they’re accustomed to eating before you
will catch them.

Size, form, and color are the aspects of a fly that a tier
varies to make it resemble the desired food. Size is varied
simply by choosing different sizes of hook. Form is varied
by selecting the kind of materials that go on the hook, and
the way they are tied on it. Color of the fly is varied, of
course, by changing the colors of the materials used. It has
often been said that these three variables are important in a
particular order; for example, size, form, then color. But a
fly that is far off in any of the three can cause a fish to turn
away. A good tier is aware of all three aspects.

The form of a fly must always follow the function of a
fly: materials must be chosen based on the way you will fish
the fly. It would not be very productive to tie a wet fly or
streamer with stiff materials that refuse to work and move in
the water when the fly is retrieved. On the other hand, it
wouldn’t do much good to tie a dry fly out of soft materials
that soak up water and cause the fly to sink. When selecting
materials for a fly, always consider where and how that fly is
designed to be fished.
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HOOKS

The hook is the backbone of the fly; it is also your connec-
tion to the fish. Hook numbering can confuse you if you let
it. But it can also be simple if you learn a few basic facts.

Hook size (Illustration 1) is simple: from size No. 1,
hooks get smaller as their number gets larger, and from size
1/0, hooks get larger as their number gets larger. Thus a No.
2 hook is larger than a No. 12, and a No. 6/0 is larger than a
No. 2/0.

lllustration No. 1 ]}:}

Hook eye styles (Illustration 2) are also simple. The turned
up eye (TUE) is used for steelhead and salmon flies and
some types of dry flies. The straight or ringed eye (RE) is
used for midges, some streamers, and for saltwater flies. The
turned down eye (TDE) is the most commonly used kind; it
is the one you will find on 90% of the flies you buy commer-
cially. The tapered eye makes a lighter hook, and is used for
dry flies. The ball eye is slightly heavier and is used for wet
flies and streamers. The looped eye is used on steelhead and

salmon hooks, because it is strongest.
( Straight or Ringed Eye

Tapered Eye %
< Turned Up Eye
« Turned Down Eye

Looped Eye @
Hook bends (Illustration 3) are mostly a matter of eye

lllustration No. 2

appeal, though there are endless debates about the hooking
qualities of each kind. The Viking, Sproat, and Limerick are
the three most popular styles; they’ve all been around for
years, and they all hook and hold fish well.

Wire weight and hook length are two very important
aspects of the hook. If you want a fly to fish wet, you want a
stout-wire hook; if you want it to fish dry, you want a fine-
wire hook. If you are imitating a long and slender insect, you
want an extra-long hook shank; if you are imitating a short,
stout one, you want an extra-short shank.

The gap on a certain size hook, say a No. 8 (Illustration
4) always stays the same. But the hook may vary in length
from 5 extra-short to 8 extra-long. Each X means the hook

Ball Eye
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shank is shortened or lengthened to the standard length of a
hook one size larger or smaller. For example, a 2X long No.
8 hook has a No. 8 gap and a No. 6 shank length. A 2X short
No. 8 hook has a No. 8 gap and a No. 10 shank length.

Viking

Sproat

Limerick

Hlustration No. 3

The same applies to hook weight: each X designates the
hook wire is heavier or lighter to conform to the standard
wire of a hook one size larger or smaller. For example, a 2X
fine No. 8 hook would be made from the same wire as a
standard No. 10 hook. A 2X stout No. 8§ would be made
from the wire of a standard No. 6 hook.

Gap/Length Combinations for a Typical No. 8 Hook

1-xs {
Short e ’
Shanks 3-Xs y
K 4 =X S
=
iy v v v
174~ Gap
4
k—— Standard
— 1=XL
2-XL
3-XL
Long 4-xL
Shanks —
5-XL
6—XL
7—-XL
Ln 8-xL

Note: Measurements do not include the hook eye.

lllustration No. 4

There are a few hook numbers that are the standards of
the industry. Most beginning tiers start with these few
hooks; most experienced tiers, and most professional tiers,
still use them.

Dry fly: Mustad 94840. Standard length, TDE, IX fine wire.

Wet fly: Mustad 3906. Standard length, TDE, standard wire.

Nymph: Mustad 3906B. 1X long, TDE, standard wire.

Streamer: Mustad 9672. 3X long, TDE, standard wire.

Salmon/steelhead: Mustad 36890. 2X long, looped TUE,
standard wire, black.

ANATOMY OF AN ARTIFICIAL FLY

THREADS

If a hook is the backbone of a fly and materials are its flesh,
then thread is the tendons that hold it together. Threads can
be as complicated as you please, for there are many different
kinds on the market. But they can also be very simple,
because all of your tying can be done with just two spools.

The first thread you need is 3/0 monocord (pronounced
three-ought). This is a stout thread that ties flies down to size
12 or even 14 if you are stingy with the number of wraps you
take. It’s a good thread to learn with because it won’t break
all the time and drive you crazy while you are learning to be
lighthanded. Monocord comes in a wide range of colors, and
it is available either waxed or unwaxed. The beginner should
start with a spool of black waxed 3/0 monocord.

The second thread you need, and the one you will do most
of your tying with when you get used to it, is 6/0 nylon. This is
a much finer thread, and obviously better when you progress to
the tying of smaller flies. It builds up less bulk with the same
number of wraps, tying a neater fly. It is a strong thread for its
diameter, and you will use it for both small and large flies as
soon as you learn to use it without breaking it. The finer thread
makes for a neater fly, even on a large hook diameter. The 6/0
nylon comes in any color you will want, and is available waxed
or unwaxed. Waxed is a bit easier to work with. Again, the first
color you will want is black.

There are other threads for specific purposes; 3/0 mono-
cord and 6/0 nylon will tie your flies until you encounter a
specific need.

BODY MATERIALS

The body of a fly is a lot of what makes it look like some-
thing good to eat, to a fish. A variety of materials are used to
construct bodies. Some are selected because they give an
impression of the real thing and also move enticingly in the
water. Various animal furs and synthetic furs are in this cate-
gory. They are by far the most popular materials for fly bod-
ies. Other materials are selected because they make bodies
that look exactly like the real thing. These are generally hard
materials: hackle stems or latex or flat synthetics like
Swannundaze. They gain in realism, but one must remember
that they usually sacrifice lifelike movement.

Furs such as Australian opossum, beaver, badger, mole
and muskrat are usually used in their natural colors. And
remember that the color varies from belly to back, getting
darker as you go up and around. An English hare’s mask and
ears has several shades of tan and brown dubbing fur, which
is used for what might be America’s most popular nymph:
the Gold Ribbed Hare’s Ear.

Seal fur is a bright-fibered body material, usually used in
dyed colors for steclhead and salmon flies. African goat, also
dyed in a wide array of colors, is a good substitute for the
expensive seal.

The advent of dying has made it possible to attain all the
various shades of the natural foods of fish. It has made
another thing possible: you can now buy one kind of fur in
the colors you are most likely to need, keep it organized in
the packages it comes in, and cut down the clutter on your
fly tying bench and in your mind. I have a fur file that con-
tains 36 colors of Hare-Line and Hare-tron dubbings. With
that I have the spectrum of colors covered, and seldom have
to reach for anything else. Fly-Rite is another product, made
of polypropylene synthetic, available in all popular colors.

Wool yarn is also used for fly bodies. It is best for wet
flies and nymphs because it soaks up water.




































































































































AMHERST PHEASANT TIPPETS: fibers from the neck feathers of an
Ambherst pheasant.

ANTRON YARN: a synthetic fiber that reflects points of light.

AQUATIC INSECT: one that spends most or part of its life cycle under water.

ATTRACTOR FLY: one tied o atfract fish through flash or color.

BADGER: hackle with a black center stripe.

BACKSWIMMER: aquatic insect in the family Notonectidae.

CATSKILL DRY FLY: a traditional dry fly tied with upright wings, long
tail, slender body, and hackle collar.

CHEEK: feathers tied along the sides of a fly, just behind the eye.

CHENILLE: q tufted cord wound on center strands; used for fly bodies,
especially for Woolly Worms.

COACHMAN BROWN: a very dark brown color, usually referring to
hackle.

COMPARA-DUN: style of dry fly tied to imitate mayfly duns.

COMPARA-SPINNER: style of dry fly tied to imitate mayfly spinners.

COVERT: small feather from the wing of a bird.

CREE: a hackle of mixed markings, usually white and brown or gray.

CRESS BUG: water sowbug; crustacean of the order Isopoda.

DOMESTIC HACKLE: hackle from chicken grown in the U.S. or Canada.

DUBBING: fur or synthetic used for body of fly; also the process of
using fur in this way.

DUN: a bluish-gray color; also the first adult stage of the mayfly.

EMERGER: an insect at the surface of the water, changing from nymph
or pupa fo adult.

EXACT IMITATION: o fly fied fo look exactly like a specific food organism.

FLANK FEATHER: feather from the bodly, under the wings of waterfowl.

FLASHABOU: fine mylar packaged in long bundled strips.

FURNACE: brown hackle with a black center stripe.

GINGER: hackle of a light brown or tan color.

GOLDEN PHEASANT CREST: fibers from the crest, or neck, of a golden
pheasant.

GRIZZLY: hackle that is barred black and white.

GUARD HAIRS: the long hairs that stick out beyond the underfur.

GUINEA: speckled feathers from the guinea fowl.

HERL: individual fibers from any large feather.

JUNGLE COCK: eyed feather from the jungle cock cape.

LARVA: immature stage of an aquatic or ferrestrial insect with complete
metamorphosis.

LATEX: thin rubber material used fo tie fly bodies.

MARABOVU: very soft feathers; originally from marabou stork, now
commonly from turkey.

MATUKA: o style of tying streamer wings so they are tied to the top of
the fly, and stand stiffly above it.

MELD: bring two wing quills together so they show one profile.

MIDGE: technically, a member of the insect family Chironomidae;
traditionally used to indicate any tiny fly.

Glossary.

MYLAR: shiny plastic ribbon, used as tinsel on fly bodies.

MYLAR PIPING: a woven hollow cord of mylar material.

NO-HACKLES: a style of dry fly tied without hackles.

NYMPH: the immature stage of an aquatic insect with incomplefe
metamorphosis; any fly that imitates the underwater stage
of an insect or crustacean.

PALMERED: hackle wound over the body of a fly.

PARACHUTE: hackle wound around a wing stem so it lies parallel to
and above the fly bodly.

PEACOCK QUILL: a peacock herl stem stripped of its fibers.

PEACOCK EYE: the fail feather with the brilliant eye-like coloring;
peacock herl is taken from this feather.

PEACOCK SWORD: peacock feather with fibers shorter than the eyed
tail feathers used for herl.

PECCARY: stiff hair from the javelina.

PRIMARY FEATHER: long flight feather from the wing of a bird.

PUPA: intermediate stage of an insect, between larva and adult.

QUILL: sections from a primary or secondary feather.

SADDLE HACKLE: long feather from the back of a chicken.

SCUD: crustacean of the family Amphipoda.

SCULPIN: small bullhead-like baitfish.

SEARCHING FLY: a fly designed to resemble various items of a food
without looking like any specific one.

SECONDARY FEATHER: shorter flight feathers from the wing of a bird.

SHELLBACK: material drawn over the back of a fly, tied down at rear
and front.

SHOULDER: feather or other material tied in between the wing and
cheek of a fly.

SOFT-HACKLE: hackle feather from a land bird; wet fly tied with such
a hackle.

SOFT LOOP: a method used fo tie materials onto a hook.

SPEY HACKLE: very long, thin hackle palmered over body of fly.

SPIDER: dry fly or wet fly with oversized hackles.

SPINNER: mating stage of a mayfly.

SPUN DEER HAIR: hollow hair tied to the hook so the hair breaks
and stands at a 90-degree angle to the hook shank.

SWANNUNDAZE: a flat synthetic material similar to monofilament,
but softer.

TERRESTRIAL: an insect thaf lives on land.

THROAT: hackle tied only on the underside of a fly, just behind the
hook eye.

TOPPING: fibers or strands of material laid over the top of streamer
wings.

VARIANT: a r?)ulh colored hackle feather; also a style of dry fly.

WATERBOATMAN: an aquatic insect in the family Corixidae.

WINGCASE: in a natural nymph, the cases that hold the unformed
wings; in an imitation, the material that imitates them.
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