Style is alive and well

How did you first learn to cast? Was your first purchase a book on casting principles or did you see someone fly fishing, watch what they were doing? Maybe you read about fly-fishing, or an older relative took you fishing. Those are typical ways guys first come to cast a fly.

So, you lay your hands on a rod, reel and line. Now what? Before delving into what you do with that first outfit, lets look at what it is. Suppose you aim to fish for trout, what length of rod and line-weight? From whom did you borrow the gear? Who did you get advice from? What have your read? It all matters. 
Go to a tackle shop in the UK, or hire gear from a fishery, and the chances are the rod is 9ft 6in to 10ft for a #6, more likely a #7 line. Borrow an outfit in the US and the chances are the rod is no more than 9ft long and the line will be #6 or lighter. Whatever country you’re in, whatever region of that country, the tackle you start with will vary by tradition, use and habit.
Now, you have a rod and line. What do you do with it? Quite likely you’ll see other guys casting and simply try to copy what they do. If you’re lucky you’ll fall in with a decent caster and learn by watching what he does. Needless to say, since you know little or nothing about casting, your efforts at copying will be less than perfect. What do you know about tracking, pausing, drift, variable casting arcs, smooth acceleration to a crisp stop and SLPs. Not one thing! All you try and do is copy what the other guy does. By mimicking his actions, if you’re very lucky and reasonably well coordinated you may just start getting somewhere. The rod starts bending, you begin to accelerate the rod to a stop, you begin to get to grips with pausing between back cast and forward cast. All because you see, and mimic what the other guy is doing – his actions his style influences what you do.
Your line lands in a heap from time to time, you see the line crossing in the air and find knots in your leader fairly regularly, but what the hell you catch fish, and as we all know, that means you’re casting far enough.
To this stage, it should be clear that our novice has no real idea, no knowledge of, what he’s doing, or why it’s going wrong, or, for that matter, why some bits are going right. His actions mimic others, even his choice of tackle mimics others and they too learned by copying previous generations of anglers.
He starts getting a little deeper into the sport, buys a book, reads a magazine, even goes to a gamefair to see a casting demonstration. From the book and a couple of magazine articles he picks up a few memorable phrases, he’s not sure what they mean but…

· The longer you move a rod through an arc, the more it helps you make the cast.

· The backcast is an upcast.

· Back to 1 o’clock forward to 10 o’clock.

· Don’t break you wrist.

· Rod foot forwards.

· Rod foot back.

A mish-mash of advice, difficult to know how it all fits together.

So, off to the fair, the demonstration caster makes it look effortless, a casual flick and a tight loop of line streaks from the rod.
Motivated, our novice gets to work next time he goes fishing. He saw that guy take the rod farther back, noted the smooth acceleration. What he failed to see was drift. Our novice tries and to a point succeeds in mimicking what he saw. His loops still look wide, and they cross from time to time, but he’s getting there. 
At the fishery a fellow angler comments on his casting, suggests he try putting his rod butt up his sleeve, stand with his rod foot forwards, try and make the line pass over the tip of his rod. When his line crosses and makes yet another knot, his guru suggests pressing a little harder the rod with his thumb as he come forwards.

The next time they fish together our novice notices the length of leader his new hero has tied to the end of his fly line. He buys the same line and ties the same length to his line, his fishing partner has even shown him the knots he has used for 40 years – both of them.

As I see it that novice angler has no knowledge of casting other than what he has seen and interpreted for himself by mimicry, and with a little advice he has come to resemble a local angler. His tackle already resembles what his fellow fishers on that water all use. Now he buys his first fishing clothing. They all wear drab olive waxed cotton he buys a drab olive waxed cotton coat. They wear green wellies he buys green wellies. They carry khaki fishing bags and wear buff coloured waistcoats he buys…

Time passes and our novice grows in ability, he catches more fish. His casting is certainly limited but he now always puts the same foot forwards, always pulls out roughly the same length of line from his reel, always has the same leader on the end. He even owns a fly-box – similar to the ones the other have, full of the same flies they use.

So, from the lofty heights of caster/anglers inspired by Sexyloops what can we say about our novice. Well, it’s fairly clear that his casting is not based in a theory of casting, as far as he’s concerned casting mechanics are guys who fish and fix cars. But then he needs no knowledge of the mechanics to cast, he learns from the guy next to him, who incidentally thinks SLP might mean Scottish Liberal Party or maybe a new cocktail – who cares! The last time either of them had levers and springs explained to them was at school – they didn’t get it then and they have no need to get it now.

That, as far as I’m concerned, describes the most common way casting is communicated and learned, how tastes in rods, lines, leaders and even waistcoats pass from angler to angler. 
I don’t want to call our novice’s casting good – it isn’t – but he gets a fly on the water and catches fish. Can he vary his casting arc? Nope, not really, he can move his rod faster and slower and the arc does vary a bit because of that but he still thinks of 10 to 1. Can he adjust to an unfamiliar rod? Not immediately, in fact he’s inclined to say that some rods are bad because HE can’t cast them as well as he can his own rod. Can he throw a long line? Difficult one, he gets his flies out as far as any of the guys around him and he certainly casts far enough to catch fish.

The point of this ramble is that I don’t think what that guy does is bad, he’s well happy and catches a lot of fish. I certainly think his casting could be improved with a little insight, a good clear explanation of casting mechanics would help him a lot, might even get him laid a little more often. I certainly don’t think it’s unreasonable to say he has become part of a tradition, has picked up a style of casting. He certainly can’t transcend that style, or improve his casting very much.
What he can do is choose tackle to suit what he does. Ironically its probably easier for him to be sure this suits and that’s rubbish, than it is for a more flexible better educated angler with deeper insight into casting. Our novice certainly does not choose tackle based on casting mechanics or physics. Why should he?
He may choose based on advertising blurb, if he’s lucky his new rod is fantastic, if not he quickly discover that he can’t cast as well with his new rod as he could with the old and eBay beckons. He may read a report written by a casting geek, and decide he deserves the best rod on the planet. That rod lasts a week (eBay love guys getting that sort of advice.)
The next step in this story is to see how our angler, with his limited, inflexible, familiar casting style, stiff with bad habits and real world human foibles, tackles fishing/casting problems. The solutions he can come up with based on his abilities, tackle and knowledge. Could he devise the Perry Poke if he had to cast a dense heavy shooting head on his rod? Would he start casting Underhand? Possibly. More likely, when he decided to fish for other species he would go about it the same way he entered the sport, by buying the tackle and mimicking the style of guys he saw on the river. Ghillies and rather a lot of casting instructors teach exactly that way – “I use this rod, that line and this is the right fly, now do this – I do it this way and it’s good – do it any other way and you’re gay.” 
Not a variable arc in sight, pure 100% unadulterated style! To call it anything else would be a travesty.
