Downsize for Success
The best things sometime come in small packages
By: L. Woodrow Ross

We often believe that bigger is better.  The truth is that sometimes small is 
preferable. This is especially true in fly fishing.  Bigger flies are easy to see and are 

easier to tie.  They look great in our fly boxes when we show our friends the latest 
“secret weapon”.

The truth is that more times than not, smaller flies would make us more successful fishermen.  If we examine the insects in our local streams and determine what the fish are feeding on at any given time, it will usually be smaller than we thought.
Recently a guest at our TU chapter was speaking on the topic of matching the hatch in our local streams.  He is a biologist at the Pisgah Center near Brevard, NC.  He is also a guide and very successful angler.   One of the surprising comments was concerning one of the most common insects near the Pisgah hatchery.  It is a tiny red midge in sizes 20 to 22.  He told us that he often catches huge trout on tiny hooks wrapped with red thread.  No other dressing is used.  He said that he could probably catch them on red hooks, but he ties on a few wraps of thread so that he will feel better calling them flies.

Another tip that he gave us was that he always checks the water with a small mesh net before he fishes to see what is available to the fish.  Sometimes it is surprising to see what turns up.  A simple seine or even a piece of small mesh netting to place in your landing net to filter out the small bugs is a help.  Over time, the information gathered adds to your store of knowledge as you see patterns develop.  This will make you a better fisherman.
Turning over rocks and examining insects is a help, but if they are not actively in the flow of the stream, it may not be as helpful as you think.  Using a seine gives you a more accurate picture of the food that is available in the flow at a given time.

I was fishing this spring on a small river in western North Carolina and having little success.  An occasional decent trout responded, but I kept seeing fish rise.  I was nymphing, but changed to dries.  Elk Hair Caddis in size 16 and an assortment of other flies were unsuccessful.  I finally caught another fish and pumped its stomach.  It was amazing to see the tiny emergers that the fish had been eating. 
After searching through my box, I came up with some size 20 Sparkle Duns that did the trick.  Catching 12” to 15” Rainbows, Browns and the occasional Brook Trout really improved my disposition.
The problem that we have with small flies is not that they are not successful.  Many times, we hesitate to use them because they are so hard to see on the water.  As we become older, our vision is poorer.  We compensate by using flies that we can see more clearly.
There are some simple solutions to this problem.  You can use a bigger fly such as Stimulators or Elk Hair Caddis.  Tie on the small fly as a dropper with 18” to 24” of tippet and fish as usual.  If you see a rise near the bigger fly, set the hook.  Even if it was not a fish taking your small fly, the damage is minimal.  The disturbance is minor and you can pause for a moment and make another cast.

I often use small patterns that I cannot see well.   I watch the end of the fly line.  If I see a fish rise just past the end of the line, I set the hook and very often hook up to a nice trout.
You can also use an indicator above your fly, but why not use a large fly instead?  You never know when you might get a response to the larger fly, and that would be a bonus.

Tiny hooks from sizes 18 to 32 can be frustrating to fish.   You will miss more fish with these small hooks, and you will lose many fish.  The small hooks only catch a small pinch of skin in the corner of the trout’s mouth, so you have to play them delicately.  It is essential that you use small tippet, no larger than 5X.  This is definitely light tackle and requires patience and a light hand, but you can land large fish if you are careful.  

A lighter weight rod is also an advantage.  When a fish makes a sudden surge or run, the softer action will lessen the strain on the tippet.
Look at the positive side of the equation.  Without the small fly approach, you would not be hooking nearly as many fish, so if you lose more it is a trade-off.  I would personally rather be hooking more fish, even if I lose a few more.  Nothing is more frustrating than seeing fish and not being able to get a response to your offering.

Sidebar:
· Always carry and use a small seine to sample the insect population before you fish.

· If the fish are not responding, go small.  If you feel that you have properly matched the hatch, your fly may be too big.  It is usually better to go smaller even if you think that your pattern is smaller than the hatch.

· Do some research about the aquatic insects in your region and tie the small patterns (sizes 18 to 28).
· If you cannot see the fly, use it as a dropper or use and indicator.

· Lighten up. If you normally use a 5 wt. rod, consider dropping down to a 3 wt. when fishing the small flies on light tippets.
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