Achieving casting ambidexterity.

This magazine is notorious for tackling awkward subjects largely because the editor, Mark Bowler, has it seems got an infinite capacity for dreaming them up. I guess I’m not the only writer who draws a deep breath when his infectiously enthusiastic tones ring down the telephone line. This time he really made me think.  “Hey Ally could you write a piece on learning to cast with your other hand?” Mark is good at casting ideas and although I should know better, I am like an innocent trout that rises and gets hooked every time. Then I spend hours and hours mulling over where to start. This piece is no exception, how do you start to teach your hands to swap jobs? Unfortunately we are not built like a reel where reversing one component converts it from left to right hand or vice versa. Most of us are more like one of these reels that cannot be reversed, indeed most anglers spend the whole of their career casting with only one master hand. Of course you may well think why bother to learn to use either hand. If you are completely happy relying on one hand only then there is no need to go to the trouble, just accept that you will be missing out water and making life a little bit harder for about 50% of your fishing. Just consider how often the wind blows in the “wrong” direction for your casting hand and how handy it would be if neither you nor your boat partner risked taking each other’s hats off with a line whizzing over the boat. For most of us getting that other hand to do a satisfactory job is neither quick nor simple, it requires commitment, effort and practice and that is something that we are as a fraternity not inclined towards. For a few fortunate ambidextrous anglers, swapping tasks between hands is easy and they will have some difficulty appreciating the tribulations that many of us endure after embarking on the process of learning to cast “wrong” handed. However before starting to teach the “other” hand it is very important that the “good” hand is indeed good and that you understand the principles of casting and are competent in the first place. 

Everyone has a slightly different casting style because we are each made differently but that alone does not account for the vast differences in individual’s arm and body movements made when fly casting. Contrast the easy, smooth and fast rod loading action and minimalist effort demonstrated by an expert caster with the inconsistent shoulder swinging, arm flailing actions displayed by some practitioners and you will immediately understand how one person will find it easier to swap tasks than the other. If you are going to build upon your casting skills you need to start with a sound foundation, an efficient technique that will be easy to transfer to the other side of your body. The more parts of your body that you use, the more complicated and inconsistent the movement becomes and the harder it is to build on your skills. And so the first step is to take a critical look at your casting. Does your normal casting stroke make a smooth straight line acceleration of the rod tip to a definite stop? If not it is deficient. Most common faults are too much radial travel of the rod tip by uncontrolled “breaking” of the wrist or flailing arms and failure to make a precise stop to discharge the rod efficiently. It becomes progressively harder to make that stop as your hand moves further away from your body and it is impossible to make a precise stop if you allow your shoulders to move at the same time. There are two basic stances that can be adopted, the traditional or “closed” stance and the American or “open” stance. Right handed closed stance puts the right leg forward under the casting arm. Open stance reverses the feet positions to put the left foot forward for a right handed cast. Extremes in either case will turn the shoulders almost parallel to the casting direction. Extreme closed stance brings the line almost across the back and extreme open stance brings the line almost across the chest. Avoid these extreme positions if you possibly can and adopt a neutral or square stance to begin learning to use your “wrong” hand. Later on you can adopt various stances with either hand as your skills improve. The reason for starting to learn with a square stance is that your brain finds it easy to instruct both arms to make the same motions on either side of the body. One hand mimics the other. You can try this exercise now by copying casting motions of your normal arm and hand simultaneously with your other arm and hand, pantomiming the movements without a rod and imagining that you are false casting. Accelerate up to perform the back cast, stop and pause and accelerate down to make the forward cast, stop and repeat. The next stage is to carry out the false casting exercise with similar rods in each hand; ideally you should use identical outfits. Do not use line until you have the feel of the exercise. Concentrate on making smooth accelerations and good stops, don’t think back for the back cast, think up. Don’t think out for the forward cast, think down. The rod flexes when you load it and so the tip describes a different path to the handle. In a perfect cast the rod converts any radial movement from your hand to a straight line motion at the tip and so the line will travel in a straight line. This is a fundamental rule of casting, the line always follows the rod tip and whatever direction the rod tip is going in when it is stopped is the direction in which the line projects. When you first use a rod in your other hand it might feel unnatural, you may even feel some tension or pain in your arm. Usually this occurs because you grip the rod too tightly. If you grip anything tightly, muscles tense up and resist motion, gripping something tightly is consistent with trying to hold it stationary, not with making smooth accelerating casting strokes. The only time that the grip has to be squeezed a little is at the instant of stopping the rod. Hold the rod in your “other” hand and test your grip by rotating the rod. If the tension in your hand is correct you should be able to rotate the rod against a little resistance without slackening your grip. Relaxing the grip allows all the muscles in your arm to move smoothly in unison, compressing the biceps to a pushing or punching position at the top of the back cast and extending the elbow to little more than right angles on completion of the forward cast. (To achieve a good stop in both directions imagine that you are flicking paint from a long brush.) Once you feel confident and relaxed with two rods, try the same exercise with about 10 yards of line extended on each rod. False cast and try to match the loops made by each hand. Work with rhythm, concentrate on timing and when it feels good stop casting with your normal hand and see what happens with your other hand. It is possible that performance will deteriorate and you may have to continue with two hands for a time until muscle memory is sufficient to let you carry on with only the other hand casting. Having mastered or at least become semi proficient false casting with the other hand, practice lifting and laying down line. Watch out for tailing loops a giveaway clue to irregular tip motion or stopping the rod in the wrong place and causing the line to project upwards or crash downwards in front or behind. After managing to pick up and lay down and to false cast with ease it is time to involve the line hand. 

People usually find casting much simpler when only one hand is occupied, when the line hand is introduced and the brain suddenly has to dispatch parallel sets of differing commands, life becomes a little more complicated. Begin by keeping things simple. Just hold the line in the line hand and practice the previous exercise. If you want some variation move the rod plane from the high or vertical plane that you started with towards horizontal and back again during false casting routines. Once comfortable with holding the line it is time to move on to shooting line after the forward cast. “After” is the key word because it is impossible to shoot line during a cast, the cast must be made and the rod must have been stopped before line is released. Remember the rule “Stop and let go”, if you stop the rod and immediately let go of slack line it will shoot into the cast. Pull a yard or two of line from the reel and let it hang in a loop between the line hand and the reel. Make a delivery cast and stop and let go. If you want a visual clue of when to let go watch the line and the instant that it appears in front of the rod tip release line from your hand. Timing is critical and it takes a little practice to perfect. Do not change your style to shoot line, if you use too much force the rod will not stop precisely, it is best to make a perfect stop and you will be amazed how much line can be shot without extra effort. Simply releasing line into the cast means that the angler has no further influence on the amount of line being extended. There is a better way to shoot line by releasing your grip and allowing it to run through a ring formed between your thumb and forefinger. This adds some friction to the outgoing line and helps to ensure good turnover of the fly whilst maintaining contact with the line at all times. 

Haul has various meanings in connection with fishing for instance we haul nets and boats. It is indeed unfortunate that the word haul is also used to describe a technique employed whilst casting because it implies effort whereas in casting the “haul” would have been better described as a precisely controlled pull on the fly line. So wherever for the sake of convention I have used the word “haul” here in connection with fly casting I would like you to think of it as “a precise and controlled pull”, a smooth acceleration on the fly line that starts slowly, speeds up and stops. Hauling is an extremely useful skill second in importance only to a good casting stroke. Like your casting strokes hauls can be pantomimed without a rod in your hand to get coordination going and this is well worth doing. Move the rod hand exactly as you would to make a cast; its job remains the same, hauling is entirely the responsibility of the line hand. For a start you can try keeping your hands close together (not touching) as you pantomime or make a cast. Casting works by accelerating the line and then stopping the rod crisply to project the line faster as the rod recovers. Maximum tip speed is reached a fraction of a second after the rod butt was stopped. Hauling has the effects of directly increasing line speed during the casting stroke, aiding loading of the rod and making it possible to achieve higher line speeds on delivery and thus it provides the means to cast further or better. In order for the haul to be efficient it must coincide with and reinforce the action of the rod hand. As the rod hand accelerates in one direction, the line hand should produce a similar acceleration but in the opposite direction and stop when the rod tip speed has peaked (a fraction of a second after stopping the butt). It is very important that hauls are timed correctly to ensure that the contributions of the rod hand and line hand are complementary. If the haul is completed too soon it will make no positive contribution and it may even cause a tailing loop. If the haul is made too late the portion of the haul made after the rod has reached maximum speed will not contribute anything to the cast. Hauling a foot or so of line at the correct time is much more efficient than hauling as much line as possible in a careless fashion. Do not ignore the smooth acceleration to a stop routine that is essential for both the rod and line hands. Hauling must be precise and controlled. Achieving good clean hauls with the “wrong” hand is not terribly easy and so you must practice to perfect it. 

It is easier to learn the single haul during the back cast first because rod and line hands move in opposite directions during the haul. Start with hands close together and begin the cast, around half way through the stroke smoothly accelerate the line hand forwards and downwards and stop when the back cast stops. During this downward acceleration of the line hand you should feel some resistance from the line and an apparent increase in rod loading from the rod hand. You should also be aware of increased line speed during the back cast. If you like you can think of the line hand movement as up/down, up to begin with then down to complete the haul. Follow on with the forward cast and shoot line if you wish. Hauling on the back cast is a tremendous aid for lifting line from the water and for penetrating a strong tail wind. Conversely, hauling on the forward cast helps to achieve greater distance and it is particularly helpful for casting into a wind. To use the forward haul start again with your hands together and keep them moving together during the whole of the back cast and during the first half of the forward cast. Then accelerate the line hand smoothly downwards and backwards away from the rod and stop when the forward cast stops. The reminder is again up/down, up with the back cast and down again with the haul acceleration starting in concert with the final rod acceleration.

Once you achieved overhead casting in a variety of planes, shooting line and hauling in either direction you will be well on your way to achieving casting ambidexterity. These learning methods can be directly applied to basic Roll and Switch casting techniques. Whether you wish to learn to cast with the “wrong” hand or just to improve your repertoire of casting skills progress will be slow or impossible and frustration is virtually assured if you do not start with good basic technique. Fly casting is the single most important component of fly fishing, improving your casting skills is sure way of gaining more fishing enjoyment.

