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Introduction

A Modern Dry Fly Code opened a half-century during which 
anglers would proliferate, equip themselves amply, and absorb 
great blocks of Vincent Marinaro's original thinking into 
conventional wisdom. And yet after all that, his work still seems 
innovative. You read it today and find that life is just catching 
up.

In 1950, when the first edition was published, American fly­
fishing remained intensely (because unwittingly) provincial.
Every dry fly for trout sold by a major mail-order firm1 still 
followed Frederic Halford's 1886 British designs. Patterns with 
names like Iron Blue, Blue Dun, and Cowdung imitated insects that 
do not exist in America. There was one unlikely caddisfly in the 
catalogue and one possible stonefly. There were no spent 
spinners, no terrestrial imitations, no hooks smaller than size 
14, and not a single fly likely to deceive a trout in the Letort 
Spring Run.

1. The Orvis catalogue, 1959 -- nine years after Marinaro's first 
edition.
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It was not that American anglers made a point of copying 
British flies. We had, on the contrary, lost track of whom we 
were copying. We were taking the advice of writers who had 
borrowed from other writers and so on back to 1886, when somebody 
read Halford. We were working from copies of copies of copies, 
and the product had lost its relation to nature —  American or 
British. Halford's original Iron Blue Dun might have worked on 
the Letort, if only because it was small, but an Iron Blue on a 
size 14 Mustad hook (equivalent to a Redditch 12) would have put 
down rising brown trout in chalk stream and spring creek alike.

At core, the problem was that fishing authorities, with 
honorable exceptions, were dispensing advice uncluttered by 
sources. It was an old habit among writers on both sides of the 
Atlantic, and I mention it here because Vince Marinaro raised the 
subject with me. He had acknowledged his own debts and was not 
amused when his personal contributions were later borrowed 
without attribution.

Vince returned to original sources, natural and human. He 
collected local stream insects, had them identified by 
entomologists, and rethought the artificial fly from head to 
tail. Earlier American writers were of little help in this work 
because none had understood the limestone spring creeks. Marinaro 
referred to predecessors "like Hewitt and La Branche and Gill" as 
"legendary."

In British books, however, Vince found what he needed —  not 
on specific insects but on methods. He opened the Code with a
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quotation from Col. E.W. Harding, then drew from Skues, Halford, 
Mottram, Dunne, Ronalds, and more. Finding the right sources must 
have taken research, for an American in the 1940s.

A Modern Dry Code was not the first American work on flies 
that imitate natural insects. Jennings and Flick had both 
published before 1950; both knew Catskill trout and mayflies1; 
and both (in my opinion) tied excellent dry flies in the 
traditional design. This, however, was a subject on which Vince 
did not agree, as I learned when he went through a manuscript of 
my first book. The Halfordian (and Catskill) dry fly was, for 
him, merely a wet fly adapted to float -- a purpose for which the 
design was not suited. With this background you will understand 
Marinaro's meaning when, in the pages that follow, he regrets 
that G.E.M. Skues did not "emancipate" the floating fly as he did 

the wet.
* * * * *

Marinaro (unlike Skues) left no list of angling 
contributions. Lest we forget, consider some innovations in the 

Code.
1. Terrestrial flies. This book gave land-based insects 

their myth -- and some of their best designs. There is a floating 
ant with hackle in the center of the body, a brilliant jassid, 
ingenious beetles, and a grasshopper unlike any other.

1. Note for British readers: A mayfly, to anglers in America (and 
scientists everywhere) is any member of the order Ephemeroptera.
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2. Minutae. Americans often need smaller flies than British 
anglers, but we did not know that till the Code taught us.

3. Widespread tail. Marinaro was, I think, first to describe 
"the enormous mechanical advantages to be gained by a proper 
arrangement of tail fibres" in the dry fly. A divided tail helps 
in persuading a winged fly to land and float in the correct 
position. This idea (with variations in the method of tying) has 
been widely adopted since 1950.

4. The "thorax" fly. Hackles are wound well back from
the eye of the hook — an idea for which the author gave credit 
to Edgar Burke —  and designed to make the fly float flat or 
slightly nose-down on the water, like a real mayfly. Marinaro's 
original design is still used, though it is not easy to tie. Many 
successors use other approaches to the same end.

5. Olives. Marinaro may have been first to recognize the 
importance of mayflies in the genus Baetis on American waters.
(In 1969, he would also alert anglers to the genus Tricorvthodes♦ 
Taken together, olives and tricos now furnish more than half of 
my fishing with imitative flies.)

In all of the above, what matters is not the author's 
specific patterns or tying methods, which can be altered to suit 
each individual fly-tyer. What matters is discovery.

There was yet another discovery, if one uses the term in a 
sense made popular by European explorers of new lands. Marinaro 
put limestone spring creeks on the American angler's map. It 
required a "brand of fly-fishing ... never observed or exploited
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before my time/" he writes. He must have worked out the chalk- 
stream method by reading, for he would not fish the River Itchen 

till years later.
There are spring creeks west of the Great Plains which are, 

today, in better condition than either the Pennsylvania 
limestoners or the English chalk streams. There are tailwater 
fisheries that provide the same kind of fishing, and more of it, 
without sources in springs. The American fly-fishing boom of 
recent years has focused on such fertile streams. In them we 
catch rising fish, or try to catch them, by matching the hatch.
It involves stalking a visible quarry, rather than waiting for 
something mysterious to happen in the depths. The people who are 
drawn to fly-fishing in the first place are often especially 
drawn to this particular kind -- but we were not aware of that, 

before 1950.
* * * * *

Few people have proved more thoroughly than Vincent Marinaro 
that fly-fishing is an intellectual passion. He taught himself to 
make horsehair lines, using an authentic gadget found at a flea 
market. He reconstructed the old British North-Country flies, 
taking pains to find authentic materialsP (Who else had dotterel 

feathers?)
His passions had nothing to do with price or prestige. I 

heard him express admiration for a few books, a cock's cape with 
silver-colored hackles, some old Hardy silk lines, one or two 
Partridge hooks, good double-barreled shotguns, a rod by Tom

5



Introduction to Marinaro Proper

Maxwell, and a pair of hackle pliers. "That's the only good pair 
of hackle pliers I ever saw," he said.

The list of things he did not like was longer but expressed 
with equal frankness, if one asked. He held conventional wisdom 
in such disregard that some interlocutors found him unsettling.
In addition to Halfordian dry flies, he had no time for:

- Rivers (or grouse coverts) with lots of people in 
them.

- Writers who attract crowds by publicizing individual 
streams.

- Anglers who fail to respect their prey. "Fishing is a 
blood sport," he said, and certain obligations come with 
it.

- Some prestigious bamboo rods, especially if they had 
stiff butts or soft middles.

v - All graphite rods. He found them lacking in soul,
repulsive, "almost slimy," and got so that he would not 
willingly walk into a shop where he had to look at them. 
(But, at an earlier stage, he once admitted that an Orvis 
9'3" graphite rod for a 6-weight line cast well.)

It was easy to know when Vince was not pleased, and as the 
years went on, he increasingly objected to overwhelming trout 
with modern technology. You may be sure that I did not "pollute 
the water" (his term) with plastic rods when we went fishing 
together.

He insisted on "treating the stream right," but that did not
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mean putting all fish back. He liked a trout dinner, especially 
when it was cooked by his wife.

Once when I mentioned a well-known American author in 
conversation, Vince shook his head and said that he had seen the 
man "fishing the water" (casting at random) at a time when there 
were visible rises to cover. I did not know enough to press the 
point, but I wondered whether the other angler could see rising 
trout as well as Marinaro -- whose eyesight was keen long after 
his legs gave out.

He was, however, not a dry-fly purist. On one of our last 
trips to the Letort, he experimented with old-fashioned wet flies 
on small double hooks. I don't recall seeing him nymph-fishing. 
One day, though, I was fishing a little herl-bodied beetle 
upstream and wet, just like a Skues-style nymph, and Vince
invited me to try two small Letort fish that had refused his dry
fly. He seemed delighted when they took the beetle. I think he 
enjoyed filing that away as another angling problem solved.

•k k k k k

, Marinaro made his own rods of split cane, starting with a 
double-handed salmon rod that seemed impossibly light. His 
personal favorite was a 9-foot, 3-piece, 4-ounce rod for a 6-
weight line. (His bad hip made wading difficult, and the long rod
kept backcasts above foliage on the bank.) My favorites were the 
8- and 7 1/2-footers, which had about two-thirds the weight of my 
own rods -- and cast better. Then there was the 6-foot rod for a 
3-weight line. It weighed, Vince said, just under an ounce, and
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it was a real fishing tool, not a toy like the old Leonard "Baby 
Catskill." We proved this point with long, easy casts under the 
old apple tree in his back yard.

The rods' tapers were, for him, not a matter of individual 
preference: There were specific tasks that had to be performed 
well or the rod was simply bad. But he was uncharacteristically 
evasive on the particulars. If asked, he would say that he did 
not want anyone making bad rods from his convex tapers, and the 
other tricks of the trade were as important as the dimensions in 
thousandths of an inch. He had hoped that some rod-maker with a 
milling machine would ask him to put rods in production. (He used 
planing forms only because he had no alternative.) He would not 
sell individual rods because he didn't want "to sell a $10,000 
design for $1,000."

I urged Vince to put what he knew about rod-building in a 
book, because it was difficult enough to make bamboo rods that 
would hold their own against the synthetics, and he should not 
let the best designs disappear without a ripple. He did not 
write the book, but I still hope that his tapers and notes will 
be made available to rod-builders.

ic ic ★  ic ic

, For me, the watershed in American fly-fishing came with 1950 
and the Code * In the years since , other good books have appeared 
and vast (but still incomplete) work has been done on American 
trout-stream insects. There could have been no better model than 
Marinaro. He was a lawyer, and the Code made case law that would
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be argued before the court of anglers without proving flawed. 
Vince claimed nothing that he had not done. There were no evasive 
generalities to fail examination. Precedents were identified. If 
you open the book today for the first time, you will not feel 
that you are reading something obsolete. Everything in it works, 
and always will.
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quotation from Col. E.W. Harding, then drew from Skues, Halford, 
Mottram, Dunne, Ronalds, and more. Finding the right sources must 
have taken research, for an American in the 1940s.

A Modern Dry Code was not the first American work on flies 
that imitate natural insects. Jennings and Flick had both 
published before 1950; both knew Catskill trout and mayflies^; 
and both (in my opinion) tied excellent dry flies in the 
traditional design. This, however, was a subject on which Vince 
did not agree, as I learned when he went through a manuscript of 
my first book. The Halfordian (and Catskill) dry fly was, for 
him, merely a wet fly adapted to float —  a purpose for which the 
design was not suited. With this background you will understand 
Marinaro's meaning when, in the pages that follow, he regrets 
that G.E.M. Skues did not "emancipate" the floating fly as he did 
the wet.

* * * * *

Marinaro (unlike Skues) left no list of angling 
contributions. Lest we forget, consider some innovations in the 
Code ♦

1» Terrestrial flies. This book gave land-based insects 
their myth —  and some of their best designs. There is a floating 
ant with hackle in the center of the body, a brilliant jassid, 
ingenious beetles, and a grasshopper unlike any other.

1* Note for British readers: A mayfly, to anglers in America (and 
scientists everywhere) is any member of the order Ephemeroptera.
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2. Minutae. Americans often need smaller flies than British 
anglers, but we did not know that till the Code taught us.

3. Widespread tail. Marinaro was, I think, first to describe 
"the enormous mechanical advantages to be gained by a proper 
arrangement of tail fibres" in the dry fly. A divided tail helps 
in persuading a winged fly to land and float in the correct 
position. This idea (with variations in the method of tying) has 
been widely adopted since 1950.

4. The "thorax" fly. Hackles are wound well back from
the eye of the hook —  an idea for which the author gave credit 
to Edgar Burke -- and designed to make the fly float flat or 
slightly nose-down on the water, like a real mayfly. Marinaro's 
original design is still used, though it is not easy to tie. Many 
successors use other approaches to the same end.

5. Olives. Marinaro may have been first to recognize the 
importance of mayflies in the genus Baetis on American waters.
(In 1969, he would also alert anglers to the genus Tricorvthodes. 
Taken together, olives and tricos now furnish more than half of 
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each individual fly-tyer. What matters is discovery.
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sense made popular by European explorers of new lands. Marinaro 
put limestone spring creeks on the American angler's map. It 
required a "brand of fly-fishing ... never observed or exploited
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before my time," he writes. He must have worked out the chalk- 
stream method by reading, for he would not fish the River Itchen 
till years later.

There are spring creeks west of the Great Plains which are, 
today, in better condition than either the Pennsylvania 
limestoners or the English chalk streams. There are tailwater 
fisheries that provide the same kind of fishing, and more of it, 
without sources in springs. The American fly-fishing boom of 
recent years has focused on such fertile streams. In them we 
catch rising fish, or try to catch them, by matching the hatch.
It involves stalking a visible quarry, rather than waiting for 
something mysterious to happen in the depths. The people who are 
drawn to fly-fishing in the first place are often especially 
drawn to this particular kind —  but we were not aware of that, 
before 1950.

•k k k k k

Few people have proved more thoroughly than Vincent Marinaro 
that fly-fishing is an intellectual passion. He taught himself to 
make horsehair lines, using an authentic gadget found at a flea 
market. He reconstructed the old British North-Country flies, 
taking pains to find authentic materialsj«* (Who else had dotterel 
feathers?)

His passions had nothing to do with price or prestige. I 
heard him express admiration for a few books, a cock's cape with 
silver-colored hackles, some old Hardy silk lines, one or two 
Partridge hooks, good double-barreled shotguns, a rod by Tom
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Maxwell, and a pair of hackle pliers. "That's the only good pair 
of hackle pliers I ever saw," he said.

The list of things he did not like was longer but expressed 
with equal frankness, if one asked. He held conventional wisdom 
in such disregard that some interlocutors found him unsettling.
In addition to Halfordian dry flies, he had no time for:

- Rivers (or grouse coverts) with lots of people in 
them.

- Writers who attract crowds by publicizing individual 
streams.

- Anglers who fail to respect their prey. "Fishing is a 
blood sport," he said, and certain obligations come with 
it.

- Some prestigious bamboo rods, especially if they had 
stiff butts or soft middles.

- All graphite rods. He found them lacking in soul, 
repulsive, "almost slimy," and got so that he would not 
willingly walk into a shop where he had to look at them. 
(But, at an earlier stage, he once admitted that an Orvis 
9'3" graphite rod for a 6-weight line cast well.)

It was easy to know when Vince was not pleased, and as the 
years went on, he increasingly objected to overwhelming trout 
with modern technology. You may be sure that I did not "pollute 
the water" (his term) with plastic rods when we went fishing 
together.

He insisted on "treating the stream right," but that did not
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mean putting all fish back. He liked a trout dinner, especially 
when it was cooked by his wife.

Once when I mentioned a well-known American author in 
conversation, Vince shook his head and said that he had seen the 
man "fishing the water" (casting at random) at a time when there 
were visible rises to cover. I did not know enough to press the 
point, but I wondered whether the other angler could see rising 
trout as well as Marinaro —  whose eyesight was keen long after 
his legs gave out.

He was, however, not a dry-fly purist. On one of our last 
trips to the Letort, he experimented with old-fashioned wet flies 
on small double hooks. I don't recall seeing him nymph-fishing. 
One day, though, I was fishing a little herl-bodied beetle 
upstream and wet, just like a Skues-style nymph, and Vince
invited me to try two small Letort fish that had refused his dry
fly. He seemed delighted when they took the beetle. I think he 
enjoyed filing that away as another angling problem solved.

★ * -k * *

Marinaro made his own rods of split cane, starting with a 
double-handed salmon rod that seemed impossibly light. His 
personal favorite was a 9-foot, 3-piece, 4-ounce rod for a 6-
weight line. (His bad hip made wading difficult, and the long rod
kept backcasts above foliage on the bank.) My favorites were the 
8- and 7 1/2-footers, which had about two-thirds the weight of my 
own rods -- and cast better. Then there was the 6-foot rod for a 
3-weight line. It weighed, Vince said, just under an ounce, and
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it was a real fishing tool, not a toy like the old Leonard "Baby 
Catskill." We proved this point with long, easy casts under the 
old apple tree in his back yard.

The rods' tapers were, for him, not a matter of individual 
preference: There were specific tasks that had to be performed 
well or the rod was simply bad. But he was uncharacteristically 
evasive on the particulars. If asked, he would say that he did 
not want anyone making bad rods from his convex tapers, and the 
other tricks of the trade were as important as the dimensions in 
thousandths of an inch. He had hoped that some rod-maker with a 
milling machine would ask him to put rods in production. (He used 
planing forms only because he had no alternative.) He would not 
sell individual rods because he didn't want "to sell a $10,000 
design for $1,000."

I urged Vince to put what he knew about rod-building in a 
book, because it was difficult enough to make bamboo rods that 
would hold their own against the synthetics, and he should not 
let the best designs disappear without a ripple. He did not 
write the book, but I still hope that his tapers and notes will
be made available to rod-builders.

★ * ★ * *

For me, the watershed in American fly-fishing came with 1950 
and the Code. In the years since, other good books have appeared 
and vast (but still incomplete) work has been done on American 
trout-stream insects. There could have been no better model than 
Marinaro. He was a lawyer, and the Code made case law that would
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be argued before the court of anglers without proving flawed. 
Vince claimed nothing that he had not done. There were no evasive 
generalities to fail examination. Precedents were identified, If 
you open the book today for the first time, you will not feel 
that you are reading something obsolete. Everything in it works, 
and always will.
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