Introduction to Fly Tying

Fly tying is an exciting extension to an already exciting sport. It allows you to use 
natural and synthetic materials to construct a fly that has the potential of attracting a 
fish and allowing you to hook up for great sport.
If you are a hunter, you can save duck, pheasant and grouse feathers to use in your 
tying. Buck tails, squirrel tails, and various types of fur can be used also.
You will need to learn to tie several types of flies. They are: dry flies, emergers, nymphs 
and streamers.
Dry fly fishing is the most visual since you can see the fish take the fly on the surface. 
Emergers ride low in the surface film and nymphs and streamers are subsurface flies.
Nymphs and streamers can be tied with weight added to the hook, or they can be used 
unweighted and you add split shot to the line to reach the desired depth.
Normal hook sizes for dry flies will run from size 10 to size 20, but in certain cases you 
may go even smaller or larger.
Nymphs will have similar sizes, but streamer hooks will usually be larger.
The basic tools needed for fly tying are: a vise, bobbins for thread, scissors, a hair 
stacker, a whip finisher, tweezers and a good light source. A good book of fly patterns 
to use as a reference will also be needed. You will add to these basic tools, but this will 
get you started.
Materials needed will include: hackle, dubbing, thread in assorted colors, head cement, 
and assorted other materials that will be added later.
As a starting point, we will discuss tying a dry fly called the Elk Hair Caddis. As you look 
at your reference book for this pattern you will see the recipe of materials needed to tie 
the pattern. The book may also provide some step by step instructions. You will find 
that most books list the material in the order that they will be applied to the hook.
The Elk Hair Caddis is a basic pattern that you will find to be a "go to" fly in many 
situations. Select your hook and clamp it into the vise with the bend on the hook in the 
jaws and the shank of the hood horizontal. Select your thread color and place it on a 
bobbin and thread it through the tube. Pull off a few inches and start wrapping about a 
hook eye length from the front of the hook. Capture the tag end under the wraps and 
wrap back to the hook bend. This thread wrapping is the foundation for your fly.
Next,select a hackle feather of the specified color. Strip the barbs on the butt end of the 
hackle so they stand out from the shaft and trim them close to the shaft. Lay this at a 
45 degree angle across the hook near the bend and tie it to the hook with a couple of 
revolutions of thread. The short section that you trimmed is like barbs and will keep the 
hackle from slipping from under the thread wraps.
Next, select the specified dubbing color and pull off a small pinch at a time. Lay this 
parallel to the thread and spin the dubbing onto the thread. This will form a larger 
diameter, "hairy" thread that will form the body of the fly. Wrap this bulky thread around 
the shank of the hook from the bend of the hook to about two hook eye widths behind 
the eye of the hook. In wrapping, a Caddis body should be thicker near the bend and 
thinner at the front of the hook (the reverse is true when tying mayflies).
Secure the dubbing by making a couple more revolutions of thread near the head of the 
hook.
Now spiral the hackle from the bend of the hook to the front, leaving some space at the 
eye of the hook. Secure the end of the hackle with a couple of thread wraps.
Now it is time to attach the wing which is made with elk hair. Select the proper color 
and cut off a pinch of hair near the skin. Strip out the fine underfur. This will make the 
fly float better. Place the rest of the hair in the hair stacker with the tips down. Bump 
the stacker to get the tips even and remove carefully from the stacker.
Selecting the proper amount of hair is critical. At first this will be trial and error, but you 
will improve as you gain experience. Purchase a few flies for reference patterns and it 
will help you to visualize the proper amount.
The hair should be attached with the butts to the front and the tips to the back and 
reach to the bend of the hook when attached. When attaching the hair to the shank of 
the hook, it will try to spin to the opposite side of the hook. It will be necessary to off-set 
it to the front side of the hook to allow for this spinning as the thread tightens. Keep the 
hair pinched tightly as you wrap the thread to secure the hair. Take a couple of loose 
wraps to contain the thread, and then tighten and take a couple more wraps.
Lift the butt of the hair and wrap the thread around the shank right behind the eye of the 
hook to secure it. Finish it off with a couple of half hitches which can be done manually 
or with a whip finisher.
Trim the butt of the hair, leaving about 1/16" to 1/8" to form a head. This will vary 
according to the size fly you are tying.
Apply head cement to the thread where you made the half hitches. Use a bodkin, needle 
or pin to clear head cement from the eye of the hook. If you don't do it now, you'll have 
to do it on the stream and it will be much harder as you watch a big fish rising while you 
clear the eye.
Guess what? You just tied your first fly and you're on the way to many hours of 
enjoyment. Fly tying will make you more observant and you will become a better 
fisherman.
Have fun and practice catch and release.
