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The Beginning, Growth and Maturity of a Fly Fisherman

By: L. Woodrow Ross

The boy read everything about fishing that he could.  His father was a fisherman and had taken him fishing, frog gigging and hunting in his home state of South Carolina almost from the time he had learned to walk.  They fished for bream, crappies and the occasional bonus largemouth bass.

The accepted gear for the boy was a cane pole with monofilament line, pencil cork, split shot and hook.  He was a bait fisherman and used earthworms, crickets, grasshoppers and in an emergency, any available insect.  The real “killer” secret bait in the hot months was grubs from wasp nests.  

Collecting bait was always an adventure.  In the case of the wasp nests, it was not without some risk.  The price for bait was often a painful sting or two.  The stings from the little wasps with the black and yellow abdomens were bad enough, but the large dark red wasps packed a fiery sting that cause throbbing pain.

The procedure was to find the longest possible cane pole to knock the wasp nest down from the overhanging timbers of the houses and barns.  Grandfather’s barns were always good for a few nests.  He and his father would knock the nests loose from the timber and run for cover, putting as much distance between them and the angry insects as possible in the shortest amount of time.

The wasps would often follow the nest to the ground and there was some risk in going back to collect the fallen treasure.  It was hard for them towatch the wasps on the overhang, the ones still buzzing around the area and the possible assailant that might be lurking on the nest, ready to inflict punishment as revenge for the destruction of his home.

Wasp grubs are fragile and the best locations for fishing with them are where the bream are holding in deep water, and the presentation is almost vertical.  One such place was a spillway that carried water from Silver Lake to Berry’s Pond in Spartanburg County.  The water spilled down a concrete ramp and cut a deep channel where it entered Berry’s Pond.  The boy and his father and an occasional friend would perch precariously on the narrow pathways above the channel and drop the delicate white grubs into the swirling, dark water.  Huge coppery bluegills would attack and make the dry cane rods creak and groan with the strain.

The bream were mysteriously selective.  They would bite the white immature grubs, but ignore the dark ones that had started to form wingcases and darkened in color.

In spite of the fun that the boy was having and the developing skill in catching fish, when he read about fly fishing and famous people fishing in far away places, it ignited his mind with possibilities and he dreamed about what it would be like to learn the sport.

He was learning to cast his father’s fiberglass casting rod with the Shakespeare level wind reel.  He spent as much time picking out backlashes as fishing, but it was fun.  Still, it didn’t seem to measure up to his idea or visions of what fly fishing might be like.

The boy saved his money and bought a little “birdcage” reel for fifty cents.  He didn’t have a fly line, so he loaded it with an old braided line and tied a piece of monofilament on the end of the braid.  He selected a slender dried river cane and taped the reel onto the cane with electrician’s tape.  Finally, he fashioned some crude flies from chicken feathers collected at his grandfather’s farm and tied on Eagle Claw hooks.

He cast and he cast and occasionally caught a bream, but never the trophy that he thought he deserved.  The bass ignored his offerings.  He was persistent and at least he was learning the stroke of the rod and the patience required to learn to cast.  His distance was limited because of the crude tackle, but it opened up a new world to him that would lead to adventures throughout his life.

The boy’s father saw his dedication to the sport and gave him money to buy a crude bamboo rod and fly line.  The reel graduated from the cane to the bamboo rod and the line was spooled onto the reel.  There wasn’t enough room for backing on the little reel.

Pennies, nickels and dimes accumulated and later exchanged for a few “real” store-bought flies.  A prized Hula Popper with a rubber skirt soon joined the collection.

A neighboring farmer had a small pond.  The boy had witnessed the construction, the filling with water from the little stream and the stocking.  The farmer was kind enough to allow the boy to fish, gig frogs and camp on the pond site. He waded and fished, and the bream responded to bait fished with the fly rod, but some now fell prey to the popping bugs.  His casting had improved due to practice and the improved equipment.  He was even beginning to catch an occasional largemouth bass on the Hula Popper and sometimes on bream poppers.

During warm weather, the boy would take a big tractor inner tube to the pond.  He would float and kick his way into spots that he had not been able to reach previouly.  He didn’t realize that thirty years later “float tubes” would be innovative gear for fly fishermen.

This was in the 1950’s and Crème worms had just come on the scene.  Fishermen would cast from shore and lose worms and plugs.  The boy would wade parallel to the shoreline and allow his feet to drag on the mud and sandy bottom.  When he felt a line across his ankles, he would swim out to the snagged lure or worm and retrieve it.  This was the beginning of his tackle collection.  He found that rather than using the large worms on a casting rod, he could pinch off a 2 ½” to 3” section of the tail, cast it on his fly rod and catch more bass in the 1 to 3 pound range.

An entirely new world of successful fly fishing had opened up for him.  The rod was bending to the power of bream and progressively larger bass. He finally considered himself a fly fisherman.  His dream was coming true.  He still hadn’t fished distant waters, but he was experiencing sport that was far beyond his cane pole days.   

The boy finished high school and college and took on the responsibilities of adulthood, but he still found time to fish and hunt.  His new father-in-law also happened to be a fly fisherman and outdoorsman extraordinaire, and they spent many enjoyable days on the water with fly rod in hand.

The father-in-law was a true hunter/gatherer.  When they went fishing, it was always an adventure.  They would pack the shotguns, fly rods and turtle hooks.  On the way to the pond or river, they would make a couple of stops and call crows.  After collecting three or four, they would bag them and continue on to the water.  Upon arriving, the first order of business was to cut up chunks of breast meat from the crows and bait the turtle hooks.  Then they found springy limbs overhanging the water and tied the stout lines to them.  Now they proceeded with their primary objective, which was fishing.

The father-in-law knew all the good spots.  He had more friends with farm ponds than they could count.  They always had the best places to fish for bass and bream.  Practice does lead to perfection, and they knew how to gather the ingredients for a fish fry.  Many times, they would arrive home after mealtime, clean fish, and toss them in a skillet with oil and enjoy the fruits of their skill with the fly rods.

The turtles required more preparation.  They chopped off the head with an axe.  They placed a big pot of water on a wood fire outside and brought it to a boil.  They dunked the carcass into the boiling water. This loosened the skin for scraping from the legs, tail and neck. Then they removed the shell, separating the meat from the entrails and soft connective tissue. The meat, clean and refrigerated, later became breaded and fried, or chopped into small cubes to form the main ingredient of a turtle stew.

These were happy days.  He enjoyed life with a wonderful new wife and a father-in-law who loved the outdoors as much as the he did.  The father-in-law passed on the skills acquired from his years of experience in outdoor sports.

Time passes swiftly, but the memories are as vivid as if it were yesterday.  The father-in-law is gone and the young man is no longer young, though he feels young when he is doing the things that he loves.  

The equipment evolved from river cane, to bamboo, to hollow fiberglass and now graphite rods.  They have names like Sage, St. Croix, Winston and Redington.  The reels are called Lamson and reside on the shelf where the little “birdcage” reel still has a place of honor.  The fly tying room has walls filled with materials, rods, reels, rod cases and almost any imaginable thing that a fly fisherman desires.
In the last two decades, the man has been fortunate to pursue trout and salmon in the distant places that he read and dreamed about in his youth.  The Madison is like an old friend now.  The Gallatin and Yellowstone have yielded trophies.  Montana is precious to him and his dear wife. 

Canadian rivers have given up some of their secrets to him.  The Bow, Maligne and Spirit Lake are beautiful memories.

Alaska and Silver Salmon are beautiful memories.  That September day in 2004 when he and his best friend caught salmon with 8 weight rods until theirs arms quivered with fatique is a wide screen, high definition memory that is replayed frequently.

Time has been kind to the man.  He is retired now and still healthy.  He guides fly fishermen, does free-lance writing and photography, and fishes and hunts every chance he gets.  He still loves winter camping and spent a week in the Jocassee Gorges Wilderness area with his best friend on a backpacking trip in February 2007 and another in the Piedmont area scouting for turkeys and relaxing in February 2008.

Fly fishing and fly tying have been good companions to the man, and as he enters these later years of his life, he plans another trip to Alaska in 2008.  Who knows what 2009 and beyond will bring.  If time, fate and health are generous to him, he will continue to record adventures in his journal and make plans for new adventures.  It keeps him young.  He is still the same boy in his heart and mind and even though his step will slow and become faltering, his love of fly fishing will continure to draw him to the streams in pursuit of the silvery phantoms of the depths.

As I look into the the mirror, I see a face that has changed.  It shows lines from fun-filled hours in the sun and the passing of time, but still has a twinkle in the eye when someone mentions  fly fishing.  I see that boy of long ago with the homemade rod and the fragile little reel.  He’s short on skill and his equipment is poor, but his enthusiam is admirable.  The boy is gone, but the man lives on.  In fact, he looks a lot like me.
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