SETTIng into NSECTS

Why the study of bugs will belp any fly fisher catch more trout.
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BY CHIP O'BRIEN

NCE CONSIDERED A Province of the Ec-

centric, the study of insects slowly enters

the domain of common fisher-folk like me.
While many of us amateur entomologists don’t give a
rat’s gluteus maximus about Latin, we do want to re-
duce the hit-or-mystery of catching fish.

At least that was
my motive: my early
study of bugs devel-
| oped from days when [
| would throw cvery fly
in the box at feeding
fish - #nowing 1 hadn’ta
clue to their prey - and
receive for my efforts
only "the fin."

I looked to the
masters for solutions
and salve for my cgo,
devouring works by
Gary LaFontaine and Ernest Schwiebert. As much as
they taught me, I still seemed always a step behind
what was happening streamside, just outside the ring
of the rise. Let me suggest that | was so frustrated
that I eventually approached what seemed the dry
subject of aquatic insects. I reasoned that an under-
standing of these small lives in the right hands - mine
- might influence fishing fortune.

Today I can only marvel at how much torn hair
and tooth enamel I could have saved, had I reasoned

so well, so long ago.

Consider the obvious: selectve trout are looking
for an entree with a specific appearance behaving in
a particular way While a fisher need not devote fisher-
self to the issue of "who leads?" during the copulation
dance of Paraleptophlebia mayflies, unless he is Andy
Burk, a fisher who recognizes the ritual and players
will connect with more fish.

It's a process of distillation, deduction; a certain devious-
ness helps; and the more you learn about streamborn insects
the better. Begin by keeping in mind a Shertlockian axiom:

“El the impossible, and whatever remains, however
improbable, must be the truth." 4 2 Doyle, if you can discover
what fish are nor taking, you're halfway there.

"Dead drift...dcad drift..." was the mantra I'd been chant-
ing for hours. I knew cnough to identify bugs swarming
through the twilight, flitting amidst bushes, as caddis flies.
That tidbit of information had not produced fish numero uno,
and so I wondcred: "If fishing is so relaxing, why does the back
of my neck feel like concrete?”

Finally, I threw a "last" cast, even as my mind was planning
the rest of the evening,. This time I neglected to mend the littde
Elk Hair, watching with only marginal interest as the bellying
line swept my fly bencath the surface. It’s obvious what hap-
pened next - [ landed that fish and several more before dark-
ness forced me from the stream. By then my neck was no
longer the pressing issue. Instead: after all I'd heard about
"dead drift,” what was the trick to this swinging-sunken-dry fly
routine I'd stumbled upon?

That question haunted me enough to seek information.
First, the incidental - Brackycentrus, 1 discovered, was the Latin
name for my caddis; then the significant - masure females of some
species dive under water to lay their eggs.

Light on. For the first time I saw a direct relationship
between leaming about bugs and catching fish. Now I skate
dry flies often, whenever I suspect caddis are laying their eggs.

F ORTUNATELY, MANY BUGS have been given popular
names by anglers that arc a whole casicr to swallow than
their Latin counterparts. "Bluc Wing Olive® and "Palec Morning
Dun" are not only useful descriptions of their object’s colora-
tion, but phrases as graceful and pleasing as the i them-
selves.

Of course, local monikers can also confusc: what California
fisher would recognize a "Speckle-Wing Dun" as Callibaeris, or
a "Tiny White-Winged Quill" as a Trico? Given that some bugs
are better known by their Latin names, a smartering of taxon-
omy is probably incvitable.

If, however, you chancc upon a boob who uscs Latin to
make himself scem wise, creating clouds where clarity rules,
you might remind him or her that nomenclature is not the
name of the fly-fishing game. Or you mightsimply inquire after
the exact classification of Parzke's Great Balls O Fire.

(By the way, don’t worry about mispronouncing Latin
names. Over the years I've become acquainted with several




highly-placed professional entomolo-
gists, and they disagree. Take the tiny
black and whitc Tricorythodes mayfly:
one guy says "trec-cory-tho-des”; the
other insists it’s properly "tri-co-rith-o-
dez." Who's right? Who cares? "Ttico"
works for most anglers.)

The first step toward insect literacy
usually comes carly in the building of a
fly fisher: noticing the similarity be-
tween flies recommended by local fly
shops and those that crawl onto your
glasses while you fish. If angling is good
- fish falling for the mimic - it makes
sense to ber the be-
tween the fly pattern and the bug en-
countered.

The next course in many educa-
tions is to note the cyclical nature of
hatches. When you fish a certain lake or
strcam for several years, you eventually
realize that certain insects species come
and go during particular seasons. For ex-
ample: if in July you notice Pale Mom-
ing Dun mayflies (/nfrequens) on Fall
River, it’s a bet worth taking that PMDs
will hatch again there next July - and
that the flies you succeeded with this
year will work the next. Because insects
have reliable cycles, we can predict with
reasonable certainty what flics will catch
fish ac which times of the year.

IRST, THE RELATION of pattcrn

to fly, then when to expect whas -
now's the time for a ficld trip to your
local fly shop or public library, there
inspect the rich literature of our sport. A
number of vaunted authors have pro-
duced outstanding books on insects
written in angler’s language. If the very
wealth of information you encounter
gives you pause, do what I did: scan the
indexes.

Which is tantamount to picking up
Cliff's Notes instead of reading Shake-
spearc off the page. Never mind this
heresy - look for the names of fisherics
you arc familiar with, or for places you
would some day like to fish. In my case
I was pleasantly surprised to find that
scveral famous writers had rescarched
the insects of venues I angle often. In
yours, you may discover that - Presto! -

Upper right: A seine made of
(for example) window screen
materlal is an excellent tool
for collecting aquatic Insects.
Right: Preserve your insects
In glass vials for reference
when fly-tying.

you're instantly advised of bugs you
might find - and someone else did the
real work.

HE MORE YOU LEARN about in-

sects, the better you understand
their relationship to fly fishing - and the
likelier it becomes that you'll want to
take samples. You may cven decide to
keep a few: it's great to have the real
thing beside your vice while tying imita-
tions, especially if you're inventing a
pattern.

Words of warning, however: the
State of California requires that you pur-
chasc and display a fishing license to
collect aquatic invertebrates; and you
must check angling regulations to make §
cerwain it’s legal in a given fishery. If you
find no specific regulation forbidding
collecting, you can assume it’s okay. The
good news here is that wherever collect-
ing is allowed, it’s allowed all year.

Youwon'thave toapply forgrantsto &
get into bug collecting. In fact, com-
pared to the cost of decent fishing f
cquipment, bug-catching gear is the bar-
gain of the century.

To capture flying insccts, all you
nced is a dime-store varicty butterfly
net, available for a couple of bucks at
your neighborhood hobby shop or dis-
count store.

It’s awkward - and even a tad odd-
looking - to carry a butterfly net while
fishing; you're better off leaving it on
the bank if you plan to wade. Trying to
collect bugs and fish at the same time is
asking for grief.

Continued on page 42
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TOTE 'N FLOAT

"More than a float tube,
better than a boat!"

« Fish lakes, rivers, ponds, streams

+ Sit comfortably above the water

« Use the oars or maneuver with fins
50 hands are frec for fishing

«The ONLY widely distributed one-
person inflatable made of Hypalon
rubber

« Sets up in under ten minutes

* Weighs just 28 Ibs. in its backpack

+ Motor mount & duck blind options

* Order direct, from L.L. Bean, or your
local dealer

Tote 'N t
Box 5106-MC, Missoula, MT 59806
1-800-858-1682

Floa!

FLY FISH

SOUTH LAKE TAHOE
&feway fo the
Desolation Wilderness

Located in the Center
of the Sierras.

oTrips & Information
oGuides & Charters
oFly Tying Classes
oCasting Classes
®Mountain Bike Fishing

AUTHORIZED DEALER

SasEe

We Rent
Mountain Bikes
&

Fishing Equipment

THE OUTDOOR &
FLY FISHIN
STORE

May — October
3433 Lake Tahoe Bivd.
South Lake Tahoe, CA 96150

Continued from page 35

If you've ever tried to skim floating
insects (especially tiny ones) off the
water with your hands, you know it’s not
easy. Invariably the current will whisk
the bug to one side or another - like
grasping for a six-legged greased pig.
Better to carry a small aquarium net in
your vest problem solved.

OLLECTING UNDERWATER in-

sects is simplc too, though it in-
volves cither buying or constructing a
seinc to filter bugs from the water. A
functional seinc can casily be made from
several square feet of screen (like on a
screen door) attached to a pair of upright
dowels. Again, a couple of bucks at any
hardware store and you're in business.
To use, face downstream with the seine
below you. Stretch the screen out and
stick the ends of the dowels into the
stream bottom. Kick up the gravel and
rocks with your boots so that current
carries debris into the screen. Then lift
carefully, tlting the seine toward hori-
zontal. Inspect. Along with flotsam, the
screen will trap numerous bugs for col-
lection and study.

Scth Norman, our own Master of
Meander, markets both a display for pre-
served insects and a most-ingenious
portable scine that breaks down ro fit
into a fishing vest. Ask for them at local
fly shops.

Film cannisters make handy recep-
tacles for storing captured insccts until
they can be preserved later. I keep sev-
cral in my vestatall times. Do be sure to
remove samples from your vest in a
timely fashion, or expect a smell which
will curl your hair when you get around
to it...Once, while teaching a class, a lid
came off a forgotten vial in my vest. The
stench fairly cleared the room, and pro-
voked some serious questions about my
personal hygiene.

The best way to store insect sam-
ples is in rubbing alcohol - drugstore
varicty #sopropyl - inside of clear glass
bottes. Unhappily, the alcohol does
posc problems: over time you will notice
colors bleaching out of your samples,
which makes it difficult to match your
pattem to the original; and alcohol tends
to make samples brittle, therefore fragile
- this hampers attempts to remove them

for close examination. Although profes-
sional entomologists use a mixture re-
ferred to as AFA (alcohol, formalin, ace-
tone) which resolves these inconven-
icnces, this embalming mixture is po-
tent enough to cause cancer in hu-
mans...Perhaps it’s best to stick with al-
cohol.

As 1o bottles, any number of prod-
ucts come in clear glass - a trip through
the dishwasher and a rubdown with

sdual

In joint venture,
Gary Warren and Bob Staysa
t

presen
World-Class Flyfishing & Instruction

Covering Southern Oregon's
Lakes and Rivers

North Umpqua and Rogue
Summer steelhead
(July thru November)

Klamath and Agency Lakes
‘Wood and Williamson
Big wild rainbows
(May thru October)
Cascade High Lakes
Wild brown trout
(March thru November)
South Umpqua and Coastal Rivers
Winter steelhead
(December thru March)

Bob Staysa Jr. Gary Warren

381 View Lane 3087 Paul Circle
Days Creek OR 97429 Medford OR 97504

503-825-3302 503-776-7513

paint thinner will take carc of
labels or glue. Since I live in gold-dredg-
ing country, I find the vials used by min-
crs particularly useful.

q LAST NOTE: leaming the bugs
you sce while fishing is no more

absurd than lcaming about the birds or
wildflowers. You'll find insects every bit
as colorful, intricate, delicate and beau-
tiful as anything in nature. Knowing
about them will certainly add to your
appreciation of a lake or stream’s entire
ecosystem, and could quite possibly at-
tach you to a few more fish.

We teach techniques as dictated by
weather and water conditions. Some days
we might dry-fly for steelhead, other
days we might have to go to the bottom.
But we'll always have you over fish.

Spring Creek Seminars (one-day):
Limited to 10 anglers. $125 per angler.
Lunch provided.

Guided Trips: $235 per day for one or
two anglers - $50 for each add'l angler.
Licensed-Bonded-Insured

Scth Norman notes that a cure for
brittle-bug syndrome is the formula
Sheridan: Anderson reveals in Cripple
Creek Manifesto (Frank Amato Publica-
tions): an 80/20 blend of denatured alco-
hol (available from any hardware store)
and glycerin (from a pharmacy). "I’ve got
2 threc-year-old hellgrammite sdill as
soft and supple as a girl I dated in high

hool. Probably just 2 coincidence that

(916) 541-8208

Bugs in Books...

So you've collected a hat-full of in-
sects; now. what? Well, you might pick up
a copy of Western Hatches, by Rick Hafele
and Dave Hughes (Frank Amato Publi-
cations, 1981). Nort only do Hafele and
Hughes describe in detail the insects
vou're likely to encounter in California
waters, they provide a number of imita-
tive patterns, as well as tips on presenta-
tion. Good stuff...

it looks so much like her father.”

In emergencics, Seth has employed
Smirnoff in a one to one ratio: "One shot
for me, onc for the bugs - I like to sce
smiles in my vials. Lose the lime,
though; it cooks them. To handle these
he uses soft tweezers thatare also handy
for picking smaller mayfly nymphs from
the screen of his scine. As to the
Pteronarcys california, "Stick to a head-
lock. Way too many legs for a full-Nel-

son."

féet the local line

on Martis & Davis
Lakes & the

Truckee River

|

See us first for:
e Local fly fishing tips.
e Special flies for our
area waters.

® A complete range of
fly fishing apparel
and equipment.

® Expert guide service.

o Casting & tying classes.

¢ Authorized
Dealer.

RENO FLY SHOP
s ]

294 E. Moana Lane, #23
Reno, Nevada 89502

(702) 825-3474 /
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