Back Cast Tips
By Gordy Hill

The back cast is the nemesis of many FFF Fly Casting Certification candidates. 

I have many exercises I can suggestion for self improvement of your back cast no matter what your skill level is.

1. Spend time doing nothing other than back casts, and critique every one. (Make a back cast, then turn around and make another in the opposite direction, repeatedly.)

2. Make back casts with different lengths of line out of the rod tip, starting with those done to perfection at 30'....only then increasing distance a bit at a time.

3. Use Bill Gammel's method of making casts slowly keeping good tight loops and parallel loop arms with only 30' of line carried, then keep doing this with ever increasing line (loop) speed.  Add 1 foot, and do it again.  Then 1 foot more......keep going until you have reached the max line you can carry maintaining these loops and parallel arms at high line speed.  If perfect back casts are your objective, then do this while concentrating on these.

4. While practicing back casts, it's best to be able to see them.  Watch that back cast loop all the way until it has unfurled.  This is much harder to do with a vertical rod plane style as the distance increases, because you can't develop sufficient tip travel. (Combo of rod arc and stroke length)  One suggestion is to open your stance and change to a more off-vertical rod plane style for these back casts at greater distance.

I can't over emphasize the value in actually seeing your own back cast as a self teaching tool.  (It's amazing how a poor back cast can improve if I'm coaching a candidate and I do nothing other than say, "watch your back cast.")

5. Having a knowledgeable observer critique your back casts is helpful.....as is video.  This, however, is no where near as valuable (in my opinion) as your own direct observation in real time.

6. Molly Semenik came up with a neat way of critiquing her own back cast.  She observed her back cast loop repeatedly in the "mirror" provided by a large picture window with the light just right as she made her casts at different angles.

7. Floyd Franke and Lefty Kreh both taught me a way of teaching yourself to make better back cast loops by casting over a taught rope using a horizontal rod plane. Floyd showed me that you can do this even if you don't have a rope handy, by simply laying out another hi-viz fly line on the grass. That way, you can easily SEE your back cast all the way.  I expanded upon this idea by simply placing 2 taught ropes at varying distances from one another on the ground.....the idea being to try to keep the entire loop between the ropes as you place these ropes ever closer together.  Once you become able to make really tight back cast loops between ropes only 18" apart at increased distance, you gradually increase your rod plane more vertically until you've matched your style of casting.

8. The best back casters I see are fishermen who make frequent back cast presentations to fish.  Good practice to do this very thing........with targets.  These targets can be on the ground.....or on a tree.  A hole in the trees is a good one.

Often, I'll be able to improve a caster's back cast by having him/her aim the back cast loop at a particular cloud in the sky......or the top of a telephone pole, etc.  There's something about actually aiming it at a target which helps sharpen that loop.

9. Practicing the placement of a forward loop through a suspended hula hoop is a time tested loop control teaching tool.  TRY THIS WITH YOUR BACK CAST LOOP.

10. As you get better and better with back cast loop control, start practicing these back casts with differing line planes (trajectories).  This is particularly important to do well with accuracy casting for your exam......because this is one place where you will NOT be looking at your own back cast, but your examiner will !  You will be concentrating on the target and your eye/target and hand/target lines.  Your trajectory (line plane) will change dramatically as you go from a target only 15' in front of you, to one at 50' or greater distance........but your back cast loops should not suffer as you make that change.

11. We've talked about tight loops on the back cast as though they were always necessary.  In truth, in the real world, that is only part of loop control.

REAL loop control refers to the ability of the caster to make any size and shape loop needed to handle a multiplicity of casting and fishing circumstances.  One example is the use of a high line plane controlled wide loop for your back cast when casting with a high wind coming at you, followed by a low line plane tight loop forward cast into the wind, maintaining a 180 degree line plane between the two.  Another would be the controlled wide loop for a back cast presentation of a weighted Clouser or heavy crab fly to a fish.

12. Another worthwhile exercise is to practice loops of various sizes with both back casts and forward casts....say, tight loop on your back cast with a wider loop on your forward cast, vice-versa, etc. etc.

13. Practice distance back casts with back drifts.  Watch these all the way.

14. Another great exercise is to make high speed / tight loop back casts shooting that back cast loop toward a target.

15. Sometimes the back cast will appear to, "almost tail"....particularly when the caster increases loop speed.  This is usually due to erratic application of back stroke power.  Once in a while, I find that it is due to what I call, "reverse creep"....where the caster is trying for distance and reaching his/her max line carrying ability.  The creep occurs by slowly and inadvertently moving the rod tip back while the forward cast loop is still unrolling.  This diminishes the available stroke length for the back cast stroke. Sensing this, the caster applies a spike of power during this back cast stroke.  This results in a bit of concavity in the rod tip path.  For a variety of reasons, it usually does not result in a complete tail with a "wind knot" the way it does on the forward cast.....but gives that, "almost tail" appearance.

16. Remember......the back cast is the, "set up" for your forward cast.  It may well be, to quote Bob Andreae, YOUR MOST IMPORTANT CAST.

Gordy Hill

December 4, 2005

