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If you fly-fish in salt water you’re going to be a more productive angler if you can make a fairly long cast. Many fly-fishers resist this idea; they argue that most fish are hooked within 50 feet of the angler. This is undoubtedly true: Many more fish are hooked within 50 feet than are hooked beyond 50 feet. However, the advantage to your being able to cast a long line isn’t so that you can hook fish at great distances.  When fly-fishing for striped bass, a long cast allows you to cover a lot of water; you show your fly to as many fish as possible and your fly is fishing the majority of the time. (It may be anathema to discuss it in an article on fly-casting, but that’s why trolling flies is such an effective technique: The fly is fishing 100 percent of the time.) Perhaps more important, your being able to cast a long line is an indication that you can put power into a cast, which is critical when you have to deal with the wind. And in salt water you almost always have to deal with wind.
If your best cast is 50 feet under ideal conditions, you’re not going to be able to deliver the fly 50 feet when faced with a wind. If you step onto a bonefish flat and your best cast is 50 feet under ideal conditions, you’d better be prepared to take a beating.  The most distance and power you’ll ever add to your cast will come through refining your basic casting stroke: learning to load and unload the rod properly, learning to form tight loops, and lengthening your casting stroke when you’re casting distance. A caster who’s refined these three elements and developed a solid basic stroke can deliver a fly 80 or more feet using his or her rod arm alone.

In a full day of fishing, however, you might have to deliver the fly 500 or more times—so you want to be able to make each cast with the least amount of effort possible. Once you’ve refined your basic casting stroke, there are several techniques you can use to increase your distance and power with no additional effort. Once your basic cast is solid, these techniques will allow you to make long casts over an entire day on the ocean with little more energy than you’d expend on a trout pond.

Let Your Final Back Cast Straighten Completely 

The first thing you can do to increase your distance and power with no additional effort is to let your final back cast unroll completely before you begin your forward stroke.

A good fly-casting instructor will teach you that, when false casting, you should begin each cast just before the previous cast has unrolled completely. This allows you to bring the leader and fly through a smooth change of direction, and it keeps the fly line airborne.  However, I see many casters who still do this even when they have to deliver the fly a significant distance: They begin their final forward cast before their back cast has finished unrolling. If your timing is pretty good, and you don’t begin your stroke too soon, you can still deliver a fairly long line this way (provided everything else about the cast is good). Keep in mind, though, that any line that hasn’t unrolled in a cast amounts to slack (Figure 1). You must remove all the slack in the fly line before you can begin to load the rod. If you move the rod tip forward even 3 inches before the rod begins to load, that’s 3 inches you’ve stolen from your casting arc (Figure 2). If you’re only making a short cast and don’t have to shoot line to deliver the fly, it doesn’t make much difference whether or not you allow your final back cast to unroll completely. Casting distance, however, means casting efficiently.  Allowing your final back cast to straighten completely gives you the most efficient forward stroke possible.

Letting your final back cast straighten completely does something else that’s very important. The force of the unrolling line, when it straightens, will pull the rod tip into a slight bend; that is, the rod will be “pre-loaded” on the forward stroke. Remember that the deeper the rod is loaded, the more power there will be in the delivery. Letting your final back cast straighten completely gives your cast more distance and power with no additional effort.

To make this work, your timing must be good. You’ll feel a subtle tug on the rod tip as your back cast straightens, and for a split second you’ll experience the feeling of the airborne fly line stretched taut against the rod tip, flexing it backward slightly. You must begin the forward stroke at this instant. If you wait even a fraction of a second after you feel the tug, the pre-load will vanish and your line will lose its tautness and begin to fall. A good caster may still be able to deliver the fly, but such a cast will never fulfill its distance potential. For your longest, most powerful delivery, your forward stroke will begin with the fly line straight behind you and the rod already bent.

Shoot Line on Your Final Back Cast 

If you keep the fly line trapped in your line hand on the final back cast, you can pre-load the rod only with the force of the line straightening behind you. However, if you shoot a bit of line on your final back cast, you can pre-load the rod more deeply and put even more power into your delivery.

Many casters shoot line on both their back cast and forward cast to lengthen the amount of line they have outside the rod tip. But shooting line during the casting sequence serves another very important function that most fly-fishers overlook.

When you false cast a constant length of line, the head of the fly line remains anchored at the rod tip. The fly line is unrolling in an open-ended loop, but the head of the fly line isn’t actually moving. When you shoot line, you set the head of the fly line in motion. The head of the fly line takes on momentum. When you shoot a few feet of line on your final back cast and then stop it suddenly by trapping the line in your line hand, just as the line straightens behind you, the momentum of the fly line moving backward is going to pull the rod tip into a significant pre-load (Figure 3). The tug you’ll feel on the rod tip will be much stronger than when you didn’t shoot line. Shooting line on your final back cast is analogous to taking your 9-weight rod, loading it with an 11- or 12-weight line, and then shooting a 9-weight line on the delivery.  Shooting line on your final back cast gives you all the advantages of overlining your rod and none of the disadvantages. It allows you to harness the momentum of the backward-moving fly line and put that force into your forward cast. Shooting line on your final back cast adds a significant amount of power to your delivery—but most important, it requires no additional effort.

            Hauling 

Many fly-fishers regard the double haul as the “secret” to casting distance. This is misleading. The double haul will add some distance to your cast, but it’s not the kind of distance many people believe. Hauling won’t turn a 40-foot caster into an 80-foot caster. (More realistically, hauling might turn an 80-foot caster into an 85-foot caster.) Nevertheless, hauling offers some great benefits that every fly-fisher should take advantage of.

A haul is simply a pull on the fly line during the casting stroke. Pulling fly line through the guides during the casting stroke lets you pull harder against the fly line’s resistance (inertia) and bend the rod a bit deeper than you could bend it with the casting stroke alone. This deeper load on the rod translates to more power in the cast with no more effort from your rod arm.

This is the great benefit of hauling that everyone overlooks: Hauling allows you to make all casts with less effort. To hold 40 feet of line in the air, you need a fairly long casting stroke, and the entire burden of loading the rod falls to your rod arm. Hauling divides the work of loading the rod between both of your arms and reduces the length of the casting stroke. Hauling lets you deliver a longer, more powerful cast—but most important, it allows you to do it with less effort.  The other major benefit of hauling that most casters overlook is that hauling allows you to form a tighter loop than you could form with the casting stroke alone. Remember that a tight loop is the most efficient way to transfer the rod’s energy toward the target: The tighter the loop you form, the farther and faster your cast will travel. Form a tighter loop and you’ll automatically add distance and power to your cast. I strongly suspect that most of the extra distance we get from hauling comes simply from forming a tighter loop. Also, tight loops are less wind-resistant than wide loops, and are critical when you have to drive the fly through the wind.

          Slide Loading 

   The textbook explanation of the double haul prescribes that you should execute the haul in synch with the final stage of acceleration (what Joan Wulff calls the “power snap” and Lefty Kreh calls the speed-up-and-stop”).

For example, during the back cast, your rod hand and line hand would move together, in the same direction, during the first stage of acceleration (what Joan Wulff calls the “loading move”). Then, during the second stage of the stroke, your rod hand and line accelerate in opposite directions.  The back-cast stroke and haul end abruptly, and precisely at the same instant. Then, while the loop of fly line is unrolling behind you, the line hand moves toward the first stripping guide to give back line at the same speed that the unrolling cast wants to take it; the line hand finishes at a position near the reel. For the forward cast, the rod hand and line hand move forward together during the first stage of acceleration (loading move). Then, during the final stage of acceleration (power snap) the rod hand continues forward to complete the casting stroke while the line hand accelerates toward your thigh to execute the forward-cast haul.  I, along with a number of other casters I’ve noted, practice a variation of the double haul that Joan Wulff has termed slide loading. Rather than the line hand’s simply moving toward the rod hand to give back line while the back cast is unrolling, both the rod hand and line hand move toward each other. That is, the rod hand starts forward through the loading move while the line hand is still giving back line. As strange as it seems, during the loading-move phase of the stroke there is no actual load on the rod. When the rod hand and line hand meet and the back cast straightens, the rod loads instantly. At this point, the rod hand is positioned to execute the power snap. The power snap and haul complete the loading of the rod.

Slide loading offers several advantages over the traditional double haul, including a more rhythmic cadence and perfect timing. I think all good fly-casters eventually fall into slide loading on their own.

Putting It All Together 

Used individually, any of the aforementioned techniques will contribute significantly to your cast. But when you combine these three techniques, you can make your longest, most powerful cast with very little effort.  Begin with the head of the fly line (I recommend a fly line with a maximum head length of about 43 feet) just outside the rod tip. After you complete your final back cast and haul, release the line trapped in your line hand to shoot running line through a “C” formed by your index finger, middle finger, and thumb. As your back cast unrolls, and running line is shooting through your fingers, let your rod tip drift backward to affect a longer forward casting arc. However, when you begin your forward stroke, you should continue to shoot running line through the fingers of your line hand. That is, the rod tip slides forward along the fly line with no load (slide loading). Your rod hand and line hand will be moving toward each other. When your hands come together, trap the running line (of which you’ve shot as much as 10 feet) with your line hand. When you trap the running line, the momentum of the rod tip moving forward coming against the momentum of the fly line shooting backward is going to pull the rod into a very abrupt, very powerful load. The rod loads instantly, rather than gradually, as it would on a conventional casting stroke. From here your hands will begin to move away from each other: Your rod hand moves forward to complete the forward casting stroke, and your line hand moves down toward your thigh to make the haul. The completion of the forward stroke and haul puts an even greater load on the rod. The rod is now loaded deeper than you could have achieved with hauling alone. This maximum load translates to phenomenal speed and power added to your cast.  The entire sequence (which was taken from Saltwater Fly-Casting: 10 Steps to Distance and Power) is illustrated in Figures 4 through 7. Note the tremendous load put on the rod between Figures 5 and 6. This was accomplished primarily through pre-loading the rod, as you can see that the line hand has only just begun to execute the haul.

            Figure 4Figure 5

            Figure 6Figure 7

This sequence is among the master class of fly-casting techniques.  To execute it, your casting fundamentals must be solid. Once you’ve refined your basic casting stroke, however, it will allow you to deliver a fly 100 feet with little more effort than you would use to cast 40.  Keep in mind that the techniques we’ve explored in this article are not just to help you shoot an entire fly line. They’re techniques you can use to make all of your casts with less effort.

Productions: http://www.whitemouseflyfishing.com
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