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– CASTING OUT –

Y ou know something is in there. Perhaps you 
saw a whirl on the surface as you passed by 

one day, or a dark shape moving beneath. Perhaps 
you have seen living things stirring.

It is morning, probably, and the sun has only just 
risen. You have a full day ahead of you. Nervously, 
quickened by excitement, you unpack your rod. You 
get your reel out of its bag and pull off some line, 
slipping it through the rings of your rod one by one. 
You tie on a simple rig – hook, weight and float. The 
anticipation is strong, but you don’t want to rush in 
case you tie a bad knot. You select a bait – a maggot, 
or a hunk of luncheon meat – from the tin in your 
bag, and attach it to the hook.

Your rod is ready. You lift it up, flick out your 
baited line, and watch as it splashes perfectly on the 
water, under the overhang on the far side of the flow. 
You settle yourself in to watch, and to wait.
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H. T. Sheringham

– Hints on Fishing –

T he first cast is the one that catches the fish.’ 
This maxim for the dry-fly man is very mis-

leading. The first cast generally does not reach the 
river at all, being intercepted by a thistle. The second 
cast is blown askew, the third falls awry, the fourth 
goes agley, the fifth is intercepted by another thistle 
(or the same one), the sixth wraps the fly round the 
top of the rod, the seventh results in a crack in mid-
air, the eighth is spent in putting on a new fly, and 
the ninth is spoilt by another thistle (new flies dearly 
love thistles, much as children in their Sunday best 
love mud and thorns). After this, however, things 
begin to improve. The axiom should run: ‘the tenth 
or eleventh cast is the one that puts the fish down.’

From Fishing: A Diagnosis, 1914

‘
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Norman Maclean

– from A River Runs Though It 
and Other Stories –

I n our family, there was no clear line between 
religion and fly fishing. We lived at the junction 

of great trout rivers in western Montana, and our 
father was a Presbyterian minister and a fly fisher-
man who tied his own flies and taught others. He left 
to assume, as my brother and I did, that all first-class 
fishermen on the Sea of Galilee were fly fishermen 
and that John, the favorite, was a dry-fly fisherman.

It is true that one day a week was given over 
wholly to religion. On Sunday mornings my brother, 
Paul, and I went to Sunday school and then to 
‘morning services’ to hear our father preach and in 
the evenings to Christian Endeavor afterwards to 
‘evening services’ to hear our father preach again. 
In between on Sunday afternoons we had to study 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism for an hour and 
then recite before we could walk the hills with him 
while he unwound between services. But he never 
asked us more than the first question in the cat-
echism. ‘What is the chief end of man?’ And we 
answered together so one of us could carry on if the 
other forgot, ‘Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and 
to enjoy Him forever.’ This always seemed to sat-
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isfy him, as indeed such a beautiful answer should 
have, and besides he was anxious to be on the hills 
where he could restore his soul and be filled again to 
overflowing for the evening sermon. His chief way 
of recharging himself was to recite to us from the 
sermon that was coming, enriched here and there 
with selections from the most successful passages of 
his morning sermon.

Even so, in a typical week of our childhood Paul 
and I probably received as many hours of instruction 
in fly fishing as we did in all other spiritual matters.

After my brother and I became good fishermen, 
we realized that our father was not a great fly caster, 
but he was accurate and stylish and wore a glove on 
his casting hand. As he buttoned his glove in prepa-
ration to giving us a lesson, he would say, ‘It is an art 
that is performed on a four-count rhythm between 
ten and two o’clock.’

As a Scot and a Presbyterian, my father believed 
that man by nature was a mess and had fallen from 
an original state of grace. Somehow, I early devel-
oped the notion that he had done this by falling 
from a tree. As for my father, I never knew whether 
he believed God was a mathematician but he cer-
tainly believed God could count and that only by 
picking up God’s rhythms were we able to regain 
power and beauty. Unlike many Presbyterians, he 
often used the word ‘beautiful’.

After he buttoned his glove, he would hold his 
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rod straight out in front of him, where it trembled 
with the beating of his heart. Although it was eight 
and a half feet long, it weighed only four and a half 
ounces. It was made of split bamboo cane from the 
far-off Bay of Tonkin. It was wrapped with red and 
blue silk thread, and the wrappings were carefully 
spaced to make the delicate rod powerful but not so 
stiff it could not tremble.

Always it was to be called a rod. If someone 
called it a pole, my father looked at him as a sergeant 
in the United States Marines would look at a recruit 
who had just called a rifle a gun.

My brother and I would have preferred to start 
learning how to fish by going out and catching a few, 
omitting entirely anything difficult or technical in 
the way of preparation that would take away from 
the fun. But it wasn’t by way of fun that we were 
introduced to our father’s art. If our father had had 
his say, nobody who did not know how to fly fish 
would be allowed to disgrace a fish by catching him. 
So you too will have to approach the art Marine- 
and Presbyterian-style, and, if you have never picked 
up a fly rod before, you will soon find it factually 
and theologically true that man by nature is a damn 
mess. The four-and-a-half-ounce thing in silk wrap-
pings that trembles with the underskin motions of 
the flesh becomes a stick without brains, refusing 
anything simple that is wanted of it. All that a rod 
has to do is lift the line, the leader, and the fly off the 
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water, give them a good toss over the head, and then 
shoot them forward so they will land in the water 
without a splash in the following order: fly, transpar-
ent leader, and then the line – otherwise the fish will 
see the fly is a fake and be gone. Of course, there are 
special casts that anyone could predict would be dif-
ficult, and they require artistry – casts where the line 
can’t go over the fisherman’s head because cliffs or 
trees are immediately behind, sideways casts to get 
the fly under overhanging willows, and so on. But 
what’s remarkable about just a straight cast – just 
picking up a rod with a line on it and tossing the line 
across the river?

Well, until man is redeemed he will always take 
a fly rod too far back, just as natural man always 
overswings with an axe or golf club and loses all 
his power somewhere in the air; only with a rod it’s 
worse, because the fly often comes so far back it gets 
caught behind a bush or rock. When my father said it 
was an art that ended at two o’clock, he often added, 
‘closer to twelve than to two,’ meaning that the rod 
should be taken back only slightly farther than over-
head (straight overhead being twelve o’clock).

Then, since it is natural for man to try to attain 
power without recovering grace, he whips the line 
back and forth making it whistle each way, and 
sometimes even snapping off the fly from the leader, 
but the power that was going to transport the lit-
tle fly across the river somehow gets diverted into 
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building a bird’s nest of line, leader, and fly that falls 
out of the air into the water about ten feet in front of 
the fisherman. If, though, he pictures the round trip 
of the line, transparent leader, and fly from the time 
they leave the water until their return, they are easier 
to cast. They naturally come off the water heavy line 
first and in front, and light transparent leader and 
fly trailing behind. But, as they pass overhead, they 
have to have a little beat of time so the light, trans-
parent leader and fly can catch up to the heavy line 
now starting forward and again fall behind it; other-
wise, the line starting on its return trip will collide 
with the leader and fly still on their way up, and the 
mess will be the bird’s nest that splashes into the 
water ten feet in front of the fisherman.

Almost the moment, however, that the forward 
order of line, leader, and fly is reestablished, it has to 
be reversed, because the fly and transparent leader 
must be ahead of the heavy line when they settle 
on the water. If what the fish sees is a highly visible 
line, what the fisherman will see are departing black 
darts, and he might as well start for the next hole. 
High overhead, then, on the forward cast (at about 
ten o’clock) the fisherman checks again.
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