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Welcome & Introduction 

 

Congratulations and “Thank You” for your purchase of this 

comprehensive text on leader designs.  I hope it will serve 

you well for the years to come. 

 

In preparation for an upcoming fly fishing trip, I am often 

asked by my students which leader design should they use.  

With so many pre made leaders now available to the public 

by reputable manufacturers like Rio, Scientific Anglers and 

others, why not just purchase one or more from them at any 

of the retail outlets like Bass Pro or Cabela’s or Academy?  

You would think the answer would be a simple one, but due 

to the number of options out there, it can be confusing to 

the novice.  These leaders can range for a couple of dollars a 

piece to $12 ea. for pre made tarpon leaders.  If you are on a 

budget, you might reconsider tying your own.  So it is the 

desire of this author to help you decide from the given set of 

circumstances you plan to encounter on your trip which 

leader design best suits your needs.  It may be that none on 

the market will suffice or that you just prefer making your 

own, like I do in so many situations.  This book will help you 

understand just how these leaders work in order that you 

can customize yours on the spot and minimize the loss of  

fishing time on the water.   

 

Before we can intelligently discuss how to design that 

perfect leader, we need to answer a few questions.  “What 

fly am I going to be fishing with?  What kind of action do I 

want that fly to have as it lands?  Does it stay on top or 

submerge?  What kind of action do I want the fly to have 

during the retrieve?”   

 

We, also,  need to have an understanding of why leaders 

behave the way they do.  This is the only way you can design 

one for yourself properly.   
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Within the pages of this book I have identified many of the 

common species of fresh and saltwater fish sought after 

throughout the US and abroad by fly fishermen and women.  

A brief description of the species is given with a 

recommendation of the leader design that you might find 

acceptable.  If you are planning on using a guide, they will 

often times have their “pet” leader design that works for 

them.  By all means use what they recommend for their 

fishing circumstance.  You will have the knowledge to be 

able to tweak it as the situation arises. 

 

 

Here’s wishing you tight lines and tighter loops. 

 

Keith  
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Definitions 

Belly: that level portion of the fly line of varying lengths 

between the front and rear tapers of the head which 

transfers the energy forward. 

 

Butt:  the thicker, heavier portion of the leader which 

connects to the fly line 

 

Droppers:  additional flies tied to various parts of the leader 

system 

 

Fluorocarbon:  a variety of monofilament which has a 

refractive index very close to that of water 

 

Fly Line Head:  that portion of the fly line which begins at 

the point where the running line ends going forward to the 

tip of the fly line which connects to the leader butt 

 

Front Taper:  that portion of the fly line which tapers down 

from the belly to the tip which connects to the butt of the 

leader 

 

Hinging:  the phenomenon which occurs when the running 

line is outside the rod tip often destroying the cast 

 

Leader:  the material which connects the fly line to the fly, 

typically monofilament but may be multi stranded as in a 

twisted leader or furled leader 
 

 Line Taper:  that characteristic built into the design of the fly 

line or leader which gives it its’ shape from beginning to end 

 

Mid Section:  that portion of the leader between the butt 

and the tippet which may be of one or more descending line 

diameters 
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Monofilament:  single strand of nylon or fluorocarbon 

 

Nylon: a variety of monofilament which tends to float 

 

Running Line:  that portion of the fly line which connects the 

head  to the backing 

 

Rear Taper:  that portion of the fly line between the running 

line and the belly 

 

Tippet:  that portion of the leader which connects to the fly 

  



12 

 

Understanding Leaders 

The purpose of the leader is to deliver the fly to the fish or 

target in a manner consistent with the intentions of the 

caster. It is an extension of the fly line connecting it to the 

fly. Ideally when fishing we want a subtle presentation to 

avoid spooking the fish with a splash.  The leader  transfers 

the energy through the leader by varying the taper designs 

so all the energy is spent turning the loop over and by the 

time the fly line and leader is straight, the energy is all used 

up with no kick of the fly. At other times when casting to a 

target you may wish to slam the fly into the target to avoid 

the wind blowing it off course or to get the fish’s attention. 

To do this there must be energy left over as the loops 

completely turns over. The other purpose is to deliver slack 

around the fly as in the George Harvey leader.    

Leaders, just like fly lines, when cast and put into motion 

obey the laws of physics.  This book will explain one such law 

and how it relates to fly casting. F=MA.   F is the force 

applied during the cast.  Mass is the material being cast, the 

fly line and leader, fly.    A is the acceleration or speed at 

which the mass, the fly line and leader and fly, is propelled. If 

nothing else changes, as you decrease the mass, the 

acceleration must increase to keep the formula equal to the 

force.  If you increase the mass, the acceleration must 

decrease to keep the formula equal to the force and, 

therefore, balanced.   Understanding how this law affects fly 

lines, you can gain a deeper appreciation of why the 

different lines and leaders behave the way they do. 

Most fly lines and leaders have mass which changes along 

the length of line due to their changing tapers.   Some are 

designed to have a taper which is level and does not change.  

Let’s start there.  Let’s discuss what a taper is and why they 

are used in fly line and leader development.   
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Leader Tapers 

A fly line or leader which has a Level design to its’ taper 

looks like the line in Fig. 1 below. 

 

Fig 1.  Leader taper .  Made of Fluorocarbon or nylon 

monofilament.  Level Leader 

 

The level taper means that its’ mass is maintained 

throughout the leader.  It, therefore, can transfer the force 

or energy applied into the cast its’ entire length without 

much of a change.  This, also, means that the speed of the 

turnover of the loop remains constant as well except for the 

energy which is used up due to friction and other factors.  

But for our sake the energy remains relatively constant 

throughout the entire length of fly leader.  Level fly lines, by 

the way, are typically inexpensive but can be used for fishing 

and practice sessions when one is just getting started fly 

casting on a budget.  They cast large flies well since they 

retail the energy all the way to the end of the fly line.  While 

not optimal, with appropriately designed leaders they can 

cast and roll cast large flies.   

“A”in Fig.2 represents a level leader.  Just as in fly lines that 

have no taper, this leader has no taper as well. 

 “B”Fig.2 below represents a knotless tapered leader 

provided by many manufacturers.  It begins with a thick butt 

section and its’ mass is gradually diminished as you progress 

down the leader towards the end of the tippet. This design 

causes the loop to turn over at an increasing rate dependent 

on how fast the line reduces in diameter.  If the line  
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diameter (mass) reduces quickly the loop turnover speed up. 

This may be desirable to turn the loop over if a big fly is 

being used, like a big bass bug.   If the line diameter (mass) 

reduces over a long length of line, the speed of the loop 

turnover occurs more gradually and more of the energy is 

dissipated leaving little to turn the loop over by the time it 

gets to the end of the tippet.  This makes for a more delicate 

presentation- A better leader design for small midges and 

gentle presentation.     

“C” in Fig 2 illustrates a custom leader where many different 

line poundages are tied usually with decreasing lengths as 

the poundage decreases.  In this custom design the butt 

section is the largest diameter (heaviest breakage strength). 

The mid section is next and may be one or more sections of 

line reducing in length and breaking strength.  The final line 

is the tippet which is attached to the fly.  These custom lines 

are generally made all of the same type of nylon or 

fluorocarbon.  You generally don’t mix brands of nylon or 

fluorocarbon.  Different brands have different subtleness 

built into their line so mixing brands will interfere with the 

turnover. Use fluorocarbon if you want the leader to sink.  

Use nylon for fishing with flies which float.  See my videos on 

the website, theCampFlyFishingSchool.com on effect of 

nylon and fluorocarbon on flies.     

“D” in Fig 2 represents a furled or twisted leader.  This is a 

leader made of several strands of monofilament of different 

lengths twisted together to form a tapered leader.  These 

may be made terminating with a small metal ring to attach 

the tippet.  These can be custom made to turn over 

everything from big bugs to small midges dependent upon 

the number of strands of monofilament and their lengths.   

Let’s now discuss another type of leader in Fig.6 (on pg 33).  

It is the George Harvey leader.  On occasion you will want a 

leader which does not fully unroll.  It can be designed to fail 

in that regard by design should you want a lot of slack  
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at the fly to possibly aid in having a longer drag free drift .  

The current will hopefully take the line downstream while 

allowing the fly to drift drag free for a second or two longer.     

 

Fig.2  Leader Designs  

Keep in mind that nylon and fluorocarbon are both 

monofilament with very different characteristics.  See the Fig 

3 for a general comparison:        

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.3  Fluorocarbon Monofilament vs. Nylon Monofilament   
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Fly Line Tapers:  Most manufacturers today sell more weight 

forward lines than any other design. So, what does this 

actually mean?  It means the bulk of the mass is located in 

the front half of the fly line.  See Fig.4. This allows us to focus 

our attention to the front half of the line since this is where 

the taper changes occur.  Once you look past the head the 

running line taper is constant so it simply allows you to fight 

the fish without getting into the backing for the first 90 to 

120 ft. of fly line depending on the design by the 

manufacturer.  Tarpon and permit lines can run up to 120 ft. 

in length while trout lines typically run 90 ft.  Special note of 

interest:  If you want more backing on your reel, trim some 

of the running line off.  20 # backing is smaller in diameter 

than running lines so you can increase your capacity. 

But let’s get back to tapers.  The head of the fly line can 

extend well beyond the 30 ft. length.  The first 30 ft. of the 

fly line is weighed and this gives us the line weight value.  For 

example, the Ballistic Pro Performance 7 wt.  fly lines’ first 

30 ft. weights 185 gr. so it fall right in the middle of the 

range designated as a 7 wt . line.  The head length, however, 

is around 57 ft.  This allows the caster to false cast up to 

about 70ft. given a 7 ft. leader and 9 ft. rod without worrying 

about hinging and losing control of the loops should the 

caster has the expertise to carry that much line.  Also, on the 

water mends at long ranges can be made as well due to the 

long head length. 
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In as much that we need to understand the tapers of fly lines 

to better comprehend their role in turning over and 

transferring energy to the leader, we will do a quick review 

of fly line tapers.  This will not be a complete review of all fly 

line taper, however.  References for a more thorough review 

are given at the end of this book. 

 

Fig 4 Typical Weight Forward Fly Line Design 

All the various components of the fly line can be altered by 

the manufacturer to perform differently.   At the end of the 

fly line head is a length of sacrificial line 6-18 inches in length 

dependent on the manufacturers’ intended use of the fly 

line.  This allows you to tie on several leaders without getting 

to the front taper of the fly line altering its 

performance.(Each time you cut off a leader and tie another 

one on you trim off some of the tip).   This connects the fly 

line to the butt of the leader which transfers the energy 

down the leader to the fly.   

Directly behind the sacrificial tip is the front head taper. This 

is represented in Fig 4.  In the case of the Ballistic Pro 

Performance line, its’ long front taper dissipates the energy 

all along its’ front taper.  Remember as the mass decreases, 

the speed at which the loop moves down the fly line 

increases.  This causes the air resistance to increase, also, 

dissipating energy.  With the appropriate long leader design  
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attached, it will deliver the fly like a mosquito landing on the 

water.  It has enough mass, however, that it will do distance 

roll cast most effortlessly.   If, on the other hand, you trim a 

couple of feet off the fly line and shorten you leader you will 

more likely be able to cast a large bass bug.   

In Fig 4 we see the Belly.  It has a level taper so it transfers 

the energy well throughout its’ length.  The longer the Belly 

length is, it allows us to false cast longer lengths of line and 

do long on the water mends.  

With long rear tapers as shown in Fig 4 we can also mend 

long lengths of line on the water and false cast longer 

lengths of line as well.  Because the line is tapered it reduces 

the weight of line being false cast compared to just 

increasing the belly length.  You see, if you are false casting 

30 ft. of level line and it is designated as a 7 wt. line, when 

you increase the length to 35 ft. it becomes the equivalent of 

an 8 wt.  When you cast 40 ft. it becomes a 9wt.  Each time 

you add 5 ft. of line, you add an additional line weight.  So 

you can see if we trim off some of that belly and make a long 

rear taper instead, it lightens the weight of line we are false 

casting and is not as tiring.   

It should start to become obvious by now that the longer 

line you intend to false cast, the longer the line head should 

be.  This goes for on the water mends as well.  Once the 

running line is out of the rod tip, we experience what is 

called “hinging”.  It becomes increasingly more difficult to 

cast the fly line as you increase the amount of line hinge 

which is occurring.  You can typically get away with 3 ft. or 

so.  Expert casters may be able to cast up to 10ft. or more 

for a couple of casts, however, it’s best to present the fly 

ASAP before losing control of the line.  Think of it this way, 

it’s like trying to keep a rope in the air while using a tread to 

cast it.  Not an easy cast to perform. 
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If you are predominantly casting short cast, say 30 ft.  or so, 

you can use a fly line with short heavy heads which will make 

casting easier to some degree. 

The running line shown as in Fig 4 connects the rear taper of 

the head of the fly line to the backing on the reel.  You can 

be comforted by the fact that manufacturers design the line 

with an inner core strong enough to typically fight the fish 

you are interested in catching.  For example, trout fly lines 

are mostly designed with 20# inner core strength.  Lines 

designed for tarpon and permit have an inner core strength 

of 40# typically.  So you can apply a lot of pressure on a 

tarpon so long as the running line is still a couple of coils 

around the reel.  Once the running line is off the reel and 

you are fighting with some of the backing off the reel, that is 

one more knot which can fail so you don’t fight quite as 

aggressively until you have some of the running line back on 

the reel.   

What we are striving for in this book is to give you the 

opportunity for altering you leader in the middle of the 

stream without wasting a lot of time changing lines 

altogether when the situation calls for it.    Simply because 

you understand how the taper of the fly line and leader 

changes the delivery of the fly, you have broadened the 

opportunities for success on the river.   

Just as another special note of interest, cold water lines 

originally designed for fishing in cold water for rainbows, 

browns, grayling and others may be used quite effectively in 

the warm waters of the gulf coast- so long as you aren’t 

letting them sit on a 105 degree deck for hours. The outer 

coating will soften and not shoot through the guides.   Most 

of the time they work well in the mild heat of the Louisiana, 

Texas and gulf coast bordering states.  Lines designed for salt 

water species used in Belize, the Bahamas and other very  
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hot waters will not perform well when chilled in northern 

waters because they are made inherently stiff to deal with 

the heat of the southern waters.  Fished in cold climates 

stiffen the lines so much they will be too rigid and not not 

shoot through the guides and renders them unfishable.  

So let’s do a quick review of how fly line and leader tapers 

work to deliver our fly in a particular fashion.  As you apply 

power or a force into making a cast, it projects the mass of 

the fly line and leader generating a loop in the direction the 

force is applied traveling at a particular speed.  As the mass 

of the fly line remains constant, the speed of the loop will 

remain virtually constant and the energy is maintained for 

the most part.  As the mass of the line decreases, the speed 

of the loop traveling down the line increases causing air 

resistance to increase dissipating energy.  The longer the 

length of line that reduces in mass the more energy is 

dissipated.  The line will stay in the air so long as there is 

energy left to move the loop along. The leader is simply an 

extension of the fly line passing the energy along to the fly.   

Once the energy is used up the fly line will fall.  The key is to 

have the proper taper to deliver small flies without a lot of 

disturbance on the water.  Larger flies can be cast a long 

distance by keeping the mass relatively constant all along 

the fly line and the leader built with heavy short lengths of 

line.  See Fig 5 

 Fig 5   Taper for heavy flies  Note the short tapers for front 

and rear of the head. 
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I recommend you do a little experiment right now.  Without 

any leader attached to the fly line,  try casting a couple of 

cast to see if you can keep the fly line from kicking once the 

loop gets to the end of the fly line.  This kick you will see is 

the result of the left over energy not having been used up 

yet.   You need a leader long enough with the proper design 

to use up the remaining energy.  Avoid doing this 

experiment a lot because you can damage the last foot or so 

of the fly line.  Now add a leader and see if this affects the 

kick or does the loop simply unroll relatively straight.  If it 

continues to kick, add more length to the tippet until it 

stops.  Now continue to add tippet until the loop can’t unroll 

and simply collapses.   So by now you should be beginning to 

get a handle as to how to make you own leaders.  Long 

leaders with constantly reducing mass will dissipate lots of 

energy while short stout leaders keep the energy more 

efficiently to carry larger flies to the target.    

 In order to create these custom leaders you will need to 

become familiar with loop to loop connections, nail knots, 

barrel knots and perhaps surgeons knots.  The loop to loops 

and nail knots will be used to attach the fly line to the leader 

butt.  The barrel or surgeons can be used to connect the 

portions of the mid section to the butt and finally to the 

tippet. 

So we have discussed how large flies and small flies effects 

our design.  Now to the question of how the fly acts on the 

retrieve.  If you are using a sub surface, wet fly, you may 

consider fluorocarbon since it sinks and since nylon has a 

greater propensity  to float.  Sometimes it may be beneficial 

to have flies which float and dive rather than float high on 

the surface.  This would be another reason to use 

fluorocarbon.  If you are using small dry flies, fluorocarbon 

would be contraindicated.  Should you be using extremely 

light tippets you could coat the fluorocarbon with a floatant 

if you had to.  If you want a popper that pops and doesn’t 
dive, you should choose nylon. 
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Occasionally we want to add appendages to our leader 

offering one, two or more morsels of temptation to our 

intended target.  A few designs are suggested below.  Some 

things to consider:  Adding these droppers as they are 

referred to near the tippet increases the tendency for the 

leader to tangle so they should be kept to a minimum.  Cast 

them slower and with a Belgium style cast with wider loops 

than usual.  Droppers should be tied with stiffer 

monofilament than that used in the main leader to keep the 

fly away from the leader as much as possible to avoid 

tangles. See figure 2F.  Droppers off a floating fly tied to the 

bend of the hook or the eye of the hook may be tied with 

the same monofilament as the main leader.  See Fig 2E. 

Without special consideration for such things like critters 

with sharp teeth, you might consider the following formula 

for some of your leader designs.  50% Butt section followed 

by 25% mid section followed by 25% tippet for calm wind 

conditions.  An example of this might be for a 10 ft. leader 5 

ft. of butt, 2.5ft. of mid section and 2.5ft. of tippet.  This 

could be 5 ft of 40# followed by a mid section of 1.5 ft. 30 # 

tied to 1ft. of 20# then a tippet of 2.5 ft. of 10# for throwing 

streamers with a 7 wt. rod after big brown trout. ( You notice 

that the mid section may be comprised of 1 or more lines of 

decreasing poundage and lengths as you approach the 

tippet) 

In windy conditions consider a 60% butt, 20% mid section 

and 20% tippet.  This reduces the length of the thinner 

tippet for the wind to blow off course.  No formula is written 

in stone.  You may consider 50%, 30%, 20% to see how that 

works for you. 

The transfer of energy is obviously dependent on the mass 

of the line.  The subtleness of line, also, contributes to the 

transfer.  It is recommended, therefore, that you stay with 

the same brand of line throughout the leader.  If you use  
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Maxima for the butt section, then use Maxima for the mid 

section and tippet, for example. 

There is a type of leader which calls for the leader to fail in 

its’ turnover in order to present the fly with a lot of slack due 

to water currents.  The slack will hopefully be pulled 

downstream by the current leaving the fly relatively in place 

adding another second or two of drag free drift.  This is 

called a George Harvey Leader.  It is designed by decreasing 

the poundage of the mid section followed by an increase in 

poundage of the subsequent sections to the tippet.  The 

energy will not be transferred through to the tippet and the 

leader will collapse.   

Fig.6 George Harvey Leader 

 

 

Knowing how heavy a butt section to begin with is 

dependent on the size fly line you are casting.  Below you 

will find my recommendations for adequate energy transfer 

from the fly line to the leader. 
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1-4 wt. fly line -------20#-30# butt section 

5- 7 wt. fly line ------40# butt section 

8-10 wt. fly line------50# butt section 

11-12 wt. fly line-----60# butt section 

 

Leaders are usually but not always tapered to the tippet.  

Just as in fly lines which are level lines with no taper, some 

leaders are simply all butt section with no mid or tippet.  The 

leader poundage simply is one length of line tied to the fly.  

As you might have guessed, they transfer energy very well all 

the way through to the heavy fly to get the loop to turn over.  

You will see some of these in the recommended examples 

which follow for specific species.   

Which fly we are using has everything to do with our leader 

design.  For the remainder of this book we will look at 

several different species of fish and give you 

recommendations as to which leader you might consider 

based on the flies you are most likely to be casting. 

Keep in mind that manufacturers produce a wide variety of 

premade custom leaders as well as knotless tapered leaders 

for all the conditions you are likely to encounter.  Stick with 

quality made leaders from reputable manufacturers.  My 

experience with foreign internet based companies 

frequently put out inferior products, i.e., knots which untie 

in the package.   For the budget minded fisherman or you 

just enjoy tying leaders as part of your fly fishing experience, 

give the following recommendations a try.  Knowing which 

fish we are pursuing is the best place to start when designing 

a leader.  This will dictate which flies we will be fishing with.  

Heavy streamers or light midges require different lengths 

and types of material to make up the leader.  Bear in mind 

none of these are the ultimate design but a starting point 

with which to experiment.    
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Leader Recommendations 

Pan Fish:  A few of examples of pan fish are bream, white 

perch and shell cracker.  There are others but you get the 

picture.  Not likely to pull out the drag but can provide a nice 

fight on 1 to 4 wt.  rods.  They are often found in schools 

when bedding for egg laying in the spring in very shallow 

water and will provide some action on top water flies.  When 

using small poppers use nylon and coat entire leader and the 

first foot of fly line with floatant  If using small streamers, 

nymphs or other bug patterns sub surface, use either nylon 

or fluorocarbon. Do not use floatant when using 

fluorocarbon or you will impede its inherent ability to sink. 

Start off using 6 ft. leader with 3 ft. of 20# butt, 1.5 ft. of 

12# and 1.5ft of 8# tippet.   I find that by using 8# tippet, 

when you get hung up, you can usually break free with the 

thin wire hooks used for pan fish without breaking off the 

tippet and losing the fly.   Sometimes white perch can be 

leader shy so going to 6# or 4# may need to be used in clear 

water.  If your quarry is found in deeper water you have the 

options of using fluorocarbon and lengthening your leader to 

say 8ft. or so.  You may find longer leaders more difficult to 

cast with the light weight rods so keep it reasonable and 

only trial and error will tell you how long is too long for you. 

 

Black Bass:  I grew up fishing for bass in the bayous and 

rivers of Louisiana and can tell you that with the exception of 

fishing for them over deep water points, there are plenty of 

snags they will try to run to during the fight.  Being ambush 

predators, they often lie within the underwater root system 

of cypress trees or fallen tree limbs.  Leader material which 

can put up with this abrasion potential will likely serve you 

well.  When using streamers or crawfish patterns you may 

consider fluorocarbon.  A typical bass rod would be a 7 wt. 

so start off with  7 ft. leader comprised of 3.5ft. of 40# butt 

section followed by 1.5ft. of 30# tied to 6” fo 20# tied to 
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1.5ft. of 14# tippet.  The flies are typically bulky so keep the 

leaders short and stout to turn over the loops unless clear 

water conditions call for something a bit longer and/or 

smaller tippet sizes.  If you are using top water flies in open 

water, then consider nylon monofilament and 10# tippet 

with a nonslip loop knot tied to the fly.  This will allow better 

action of the popper than heavier lines.   

 

Fresh Water Stripers:  What great species for the fisherman 

who loves to hunt for his catch.  The thrill of seeing these 

fish busting shad on top and the race to get to them before 

they go down is thrilling.  While some prefer to troll and 

others go with streamers near the surface, I prefer to catch 

one on top than 5 on a streamer.  Seeing the fish hit the fly 

on top is for me the ultimate experience for any species that 

will accommodate.  So if you are like me you will be 

throwing a medium size popper.  Long casts are typically 

required to keep from spooking these fish so you need a rod 

capable of throwing the popper 70 plus feet and a leader 

that will turn it over.  A 7wt. should do the trick with an 

8.5ft. leader starting with 4 ft. of 40# butt, 2ft. of 30#, 1ft. 

of 20# and 1.5 ft. of 14# tippet.  With generally nothing in 

the water to get snagged on, enjoy the fight these fish are 

willing to give.  They will often fight to the death so if you 

are catching and releasing these fish, get them in quickly and 

adequately revive them for someone else to enjoy.   

 

Spotted Sea Trout:  Better known a speckled trout 

throughout the gulf coast states, these fish are some of the 

tastiest salt water fish I’ve eaten.  They can, also, be some of 

the most finicky of fish to catch.  They can be known for their 

subtle takes of the fly and sensitivity to heavy leaders.  

Tender mouths require thin wire hooks to keep from ripping 

the soft skin and losing a big fish during the head thrusting 
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they are known for.  For these reasons I like to use 

fluorocarbon leaders whenever possible.  It is more sensitive 

to the bite which gives it a slight edge over nylon in this 

regard.  It is lightly less visible to the fish so leader shy fish 

may not be so wary.  When using a 7 wt. rod, begin with an 

8ft. leader.  Try a butt section of 4ft. of 40# tied to 1.5ft. of 

30# tied to 1ft. of 20# tied to 1.5ft of 12# tippet.  While 

these fish have two very pointed needle-like teeth on top 

which will easily puncture your fingers, avoid them when 

unhooking your prize.  They typically do not, however, 

interfere with the tippet.  They are pointed rather than razor 

sharp like a shark’s tooth so, again, they typically won’t cut 

your light tippets.   

 

Red Drum:  I am often quoted of saying “These are the poor 

mans’ tarpon.  If we could just teach them to jump.“  For me 

the excitement is really in the chase and watching the take.  

Once hooked and you get that first run or two, let’s find 

another one.  Unless you get into really nice reds like 25-30# 

class, they aren’t likely to get you into the backing but can 

put up a fuss at close quarters for a few minutes.  Knowing 

how to fight a fish properly can subdue the smaller reds 

quickly and is more likely to result in a live fish returned to 

the marsh for someone else to enjoy.  But enough with the 

pontificating.  Even reds in the 30# class shouldn’t take more 

than 15 min. or so.  To do this you have to put pressure on 

these fish, but you will save them to fight another day.  

Fortunately these behemouths are more often caught during 

the winter months when water temps are low and hold 

more oxygen.  Try a 4ft. level nylon leader of 20# test for a 7 

wt. rod if the water is murkey.  Only if the water is super 

clear and they are really spooky do I use a longer leader.  In 

this case start off with 8ft. leader. 40# 4ft. long tied to 

2.5ft. 30# tied to 1.5ft of 16# tippet of fluorocarbon. If you 

are really fortunate and they are hitting top water, use the 

4ft. level nylon leader of 16# line. 
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Black Drum:  While these fish get quite large (40# are not all 

that rare), their fight doesn’t always live up to its’ size.  They 

tend to be slow swimmers as they get larger and tend to be 

caught in fairly clean marsh free of hang-ups.  For this reason 

lighter tippets than one might expect can be used.  Their lips 

are quite tough so be sure to get a good hook set.  These fish 

are often caught alongside their cousins the red drum.  They 

tend to be bottom feeders so fluorocarbon is a good choice. 

They don’t tend to be all that spooky but avoid as with all 

species sending shock waves from the boat when casting as 

they may mistake you for a shark looking for an easy meal.  

Keeping your fly on the bottom while they are feeding to it 

dictates that you use an abrasion resistant line of decent 

tensile  strength since you are likely to encounter oysters on 

the bottom as well.  Try starting off with a 7ft. fluorocarbon 

leader with 40# butt 3.5ft. long tied to 1.5ft. of 30# tied to 

2ft.of 20# tippet.  This short stout leader will help combat 

any wind you might be encountering.   

Flounder:  While you may get lucky on top water with these 

denizens of the bottom, they are typically caught on 

streamer patters fished just off the bottom.  These can be 

found congregating at certain times of the year as they move 

to shallow water and sandy bottoms.  They are not strong 

fighters but can be fun on a 6wt. rod.   As with specs their 

teeth are needle points so avoid putting your fingers in their 

mouths to remove any hardware.   It unlikely to cut your line 

as well so light tippets are fine as well. Consider a 6 wt. rod 

and try 6ft. leader of fluorocarbon with 3ft. of 40# butt, 1ft. 

of 30#, 1ft. of 20# and a 1ft. tippet of 12# material.  If the 

wind is a hassle, try going with a 7wt. rod and the same 

leader. 

 

Triple Tail:  These delectable fish can often be found 

offshore hanging around floating debree.  They are not deep 

and unlikely to hang up on anything so either nylon or 
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fluorocarbon works just as well.  Once hooked you may be 

tempted to hurry and get them in the boat but why not 

enjoy the fight.  Start off with a 7wt. rod with 7.5ft. leader 

comprised of 3ft. of 40# followed by 1.5ft. of 30# tied to 

1ft. of 20# tied to 2ft. tippet of 16#. 

 

Baracuda:  These speedsters of the sea can be one of the 

most exciting species on a fly rod.  Besides their incredible 

speed, they love to spend a lot of time out of the water as 

well and put on quite a show.  There razor sharp teeth do 

pose a problem for the unsuspecting angler who isn’t 

prepared with the proper leader.  Any leader design built to 

throw medium to heavy flies will work as long as the last 6 

inches is a 20# steel leader bite tippet ( sometimes referred 

to as a shock tippet).  Start off   for a 7wt. rod with 7ft. 

leader made of 40# butt 3ft. long tied to 2ft. of 30# tied to 

1.5ft. of 20# attached to 6in. of 20# steel leader.  Note:  The 

steel leader will have one end attached to the fly and the 

other end will have a metal ring attached to it via a haywire 

twist. You attach the metal ring to the 20# line via an 

improved clinch knot.  You may have to increase the tensile 

strength of the steel bite tippet if the cuda get over 3ft. in 

length.  Avoid throwing too close to the fish.  Cast 10ft. or 

more from them to avoid spooking and retrieve the fly as 

fast as you can. Place your rod under your arm and retrieve 

with both hands. You will not be able to out run these 

speedsters if they are ready to feed.  6in. long green oxygen 

tubing complemented with a few small chicken feathers 

does a great job of imitating needlefish, an appealing 

appetizer for these guys. 

Notes 
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Tarpon:  Often referred to as the “King”, I certainly concur 

these fish compete with the Permit ( the Holy Grail of fly 

fishing) for bestowing upon the angler a great deal of 

esteem for having caught such a prize with a fly rod. They 

both deserve all the hoopla  they are given.  The mighty King 

will do things with your fly line you never dreamed of.  They 

will upon being hooked become airborne and throw the fly 

into your lap before you realize they are airborne.  They can 

decide to run and never look back taking all, and I mean all 

of your backing until something has to give.  I know because 

it has happened to me.  You will then find out which of your 

knots is the weakest.  Only experience with these fish makes 

you a better fisherman or woman for casting to, hooking and 

fighting these relentless fighters.  All of the books written 

about these fish can’t give you the experience you need to 

be ready for the experience they will provide.  You simply 

have to hook one to see what I mean.  Whether you are 

looking for a record book trophy or not, I suggest tying your 

leader with 18 in. or so of 16# line so should your guide want 

you to break it off before getting it to the boat, you won’t 

have too much trouble.  There are a few reasons to do this.  

Should a shark appear you will give the tarpon the 

opportunity to escape. That’s reason enough.  For a 10wt. 

rod or above, attach a fluorocarbon leader with 5 ft. of 50# 

butt to 2ft. of 40# to 1ft. of 30# to 18in. of 16# to 12in. of 

60#shock tippet.  The 18in. of 16# test will be slightly longer 

than required should you catch a trophy and the 12in. shock 

tippet will be within the rules as well as provide some 

abrasion resistance to the mouth and gills.  For this rigging 

you may wish to learn how to tie a Rhodes knot to attach the 

60# tippet to your fly.   
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Notes 
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Permit:  When it comes to putting up a fight, these guys, 

often referred to as the Holy Grail of fly fishing are in a class 

where there are very few others competing.  I’ve seen 30in. 

permit take out 300 yds. of line, only to do it again once 

retrieved within yards of the boat only to do it a third time.  I 

say this to impress upon you that your knots and equipment 

must be in perfect condition to withstand the rigors it will 

get from one of these guys.  Granted, a 30in. permit doesn’t 

come around every day, but don’t sell the juveniles short.  

You have a few other problems to deal with when hunting 

these guys down.  It’s windy 99.9% of time and they can be 

super leader shy.  No less than 10 ft. leader here.  Let’s go 

with a 10wt. rod and 10ft. leader.  You will need 

fluorocarbon consisting of a 50# butt of 5ft. followed by 2ft. 

of 40# tied to 1ft. of 30# tied to 2ft. of 16#tippet.  O.K. so 

you think 16# tippet is too light.  Well they use it for 200# 

tarpon all the time.  It’s all about knowing how to tie good 

knots and how much pressure you apply and how you apply 

it.  Remember never to point the rod directly at the fish.  It 

takes a lot of pressure to break 16# if you fight them 

properly.  Check out my videos on the website 

theCampFlyFishingSchool.com if you haven’t already on 

proper fighting techniques.   

 

Steelhead:  These rainbows have access to the ocean.  

Because of this they have the opportunity to forage on 

nutrient rich food not available to other bows which are 

prohibited from reaching the ocean.  They follow the salmon 

runs and feed on decaying flesh as well as insects and 

terrestrials available in the river systems.  This offers the 

angler a wide variety of fishing opportunities.  This is one 

category which incorporates so many varieties of 

circumstances for fishing for these anadromous fish that I 

highly suggest you get advice from a local guide shop for 

particulars on how long and what design you should make 

your leader.  It can vary greatly.  Should you be casting 
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streamers, I suggest the following for 7wt. rod.  3.5ft.of 

40#butt followed by 2ft. of 30# followed by 1ft. of 20# tied 

to 2ft. of 14# tippet for a total of 8.5ft of fluorocarbon. 

 

Bonefish:  Now here is a fish which gets a lot of publicity and 

some of It may be warranted but it is truly size dependent.  If 

all you are seeing are bones under 3 pounds, try to use a 6 

wt. rod otherwise you will probably be disappointed in the 

fight.  They can easily be over gunned with a 7wt. rod.  

However, should you be into some decent size fish and it’s 

probably going to be windy, let’s consider a 7wt. to help with 

the wind.  Long leaders in excess of 9ft. are often considered 

since they can be leader shy.  If you are casting into a school, 

cast to the fish on the outer edge to avoid spooking the 

whole school when the fly and leader splashes down.  Your 9 

ft. fluorocarbon leader should start with 4.5ft. of 40# butt 

followed by 2ft. of 30# tied to 1ft. of 20# tied to 1.5ft. of 

14# tippet.   Be prepared to go as long as 15ft. or so with 

your leader. 

 

 Northern Pike:  Oddly enough while these guys have a full 

set of teeth, my friends form Wisconsin don’t typically used 

wire leaders.  These fish are typically caught in the 24-30in. 

length.  They throw 3in. flies with relatively short leaders on 

ave. of 7.5ft. long for a 7 wt. rod with a 3.5ft. of 30lb. butt 

followed by 3 ft. of 20lb. with a foot of 10lb tippet.   

 

Musky:  These guys call for a slightly different approach with 

regards to the tippet.  Keep the 7.5 ft. leader for a 7wt. rod 

with 3.5ft of 30lb butt followed by 3ft. of 20lb. tied to 10in. 

of light and flexible braided 20lb. wire as the tippet.  These 

fish go after big heavy flies so keep the leader short and stiff 

to turn over these flies.  It’s rare to get one of the 40 to 50 
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in. monsters since they have been historically overfished.  

Most caught are in the 30 to 40in. class over grass beds with 

the fly rod.   

 

Peacock Bass:  While these brutes of the amazon are 

tremendous fighter, they complicate matters by living in and 

among fallen trees and everything else they can wrap 

themselves around.   This means you have to be prepared to 

get them away from the brush ASAP.  They have small teeth 

much like largemouths, only rougher so heavier tackle is 

required not to get worn through during the thrashing that is 

sure to incur.  10wt. rods are likely used to handle these 

Amazon brutes which may reach 30# or more.  The leaders 

recommended by my acquaintances  who have managed to 

check these off their bucket list couldn’t be simplier.  6ft of 

level 50# fluorocarbon comprises the entire leader.  It’s 

short and stout enough to turn over loops with large flies 

and handle these battles.  Just be prepared for the strike of 

your life.  Maybe we will both check these off the bucket list 

in 2020?  

 

Pompano:  Pompano, while only averaging around 3lbs.  or 

so are sought after for their tasty filets.  As bottom feeders 

you may consider a 7wt. fly line equipped with a sinking tip 

of 6ft. or so.  Then follow it up with fluorocarbon of 40# butt 

of 2ft. tied to 1 ft. of 30# tied to 1ft. of 20# tied to 2ft. of 

12lb. tippet.  If fishing the surf this short leader and sinking 

line will get you there in short order.  I have acquaintances 

who use just 4ft. of 12# level leader and catch their share in 

shallow waves of the beaches along the gulf coast once the 

water temps. reach the mid 60s.   
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Juvenile Tarpon:  These fish inhabit the mangroves and are 

acrobats once hooked.  While not likely to break your line, 

their gills can do a number on you tippet.  These mangroves 

have inlets which allow you to get into with a boat.  This can 

be casting in very close quarters so If you are using an 8 wt. 

rod try 4ft. of straight 30lb. nylon for top water and 

fluorocarbon for everything else to start off with.    

 

Bluefish:  The single row of razors for teeth typically result in 

little more than a tick being felt by the unsuspecting angler.  

While not generally sought after for their filets, their fight 

makes them worth the effort should you find yourself in a 

school.  Have a 7wt. rod rigged with a typical 7.5ft. 

fluorocarbon leader with 3.5ft. of 40# butt tied to 2ft. of 

30# tied to 1.5ft. of 20# and finally 6in. of 20# wire tippet.  

Get prepared for a nice fight from these strong swimmers.  

Here’s a tip when trying to eat bluefish.  Filet them and 

remove the bloodline down the middle of the filet.  It’s 

responsible for their strong fishy taste but once remove 

makes the filets quite good.  Enjoy. 

 

Spanish Mackerel:  While decent fighters and occasional 

jumpers these guys don’t usually average much over 3 or 

4lbs. They have incredibly sharp teeth so choose your 7wt. 

rod and leader just as you would for blues.  7wt. rod rigged 

with a typical 7.5ft. fluorocarbon leader with 3.5ft. of 40# 

butt tied to 2ft. of 30# tied to 1.5ft. of 20# and finally 6in. 

of 20# wire tippet. If leader shy abandon the wire leader 

and use extra long shank hooks. 

 

Black Tip Shark:  When it comes to size, these guys won’t 

get any trophies, however, when it comes to the excitement 

a full grown 5ft. black tip can put on, they are near the top of 
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the ladder.  The adults like to jump which means your 

terminal tackle may get wrapped around the gill so a long 

bite tippet can help to mitigate abrading your line.  For the 

average 3-4 footer you are likely to encounter an 8wt. rod 

equipped with 9ft. fluorocarbon leader starting with a 3ft. 

long butt section of 50# tied to 2ft. of 40# tied to 2ft. of 30# 

attached to a 2ft. section of 30#  wire bite tippet should do 

the ticket.  This bite tippet is attached in the same manner as 

the barracuda bite tippet using a metal ring and 

incorporating a haywire twist.  BTW, please be careful when 

this type of leader.  Cut the barb off the hook and slow down 

the cast some.  Open up you loops slightly and, also, 

consider more of a Belgium style cast for these long wire 

tippets and heavy flies.   

 

Cobia:  These fish are born to fight and they do it well.  Large 

flies are typically required as these guys like a nice size meal 

all at once.  No need for wire leaders here, but a stout 4ft. of 

straight 25# fluorocarbon tied to your 8 wt. fly line should 

be a good place to start.  30 pounders plus are not all that 

rare so be ready to increase to heavier leaders should you 

find some of these guys coming up to check out your boat 

near the offshore rigs.  Now all that is left is to invite all your 

friends for supper for some fine dining.   

 

Rainbow Trout:  Before making recommendations on these 

guys, I would be remiss if I didn’t say that one design hardly 

covers all the situations you are likely to come in contact 

with so I will give you a design for each trout listed knowing 

that all these designs will work for the other species as well 

given specific circumstances.  My favorite way to try and fool 

bows in moving open water is with a 6 wt. rod equipped 

with an 9ft. nylon leader consisting of 4.5ft. of 30# butt 
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section followed by 2ft. of 20# tied to1ft. of 14# tied to 

1.5ft. of 6# tippet attached to a dry fly.   Remember to 

practice catch and release and keep only what you plan to 

eat.  Their acrobatics is too much fun to be enjoyed only by 

you.   

 

Brown Trout:  While these guys can be found in similar 

situations as the bows above, I prefer to search for these big 

bows around structure found in the smaller streams with big 

streamers.  My recommendation here is for 7wt. rod 

equipped with fluorocarbon leader 8ft. long consisting of a 

fluorocarbon leader with 4ft. of 40# butt tied to 1ft. of 30# 

tied to 1ft. of 20# tied to 2ft. of 10# tippet.  Get ready for 

hard hits and good fights from these guys. 

 

Cutthroat Trout:  Accuracy is usually the name of the game 

with these boys so keep your leaders relatively short.  Cuts 

love to hide and ambush smaller fish and terrestrials among 

other things from undercut banks.  The closer you can get to 

the edge of the bank, the more likely you are to get a hook 

up.  A 6wt. rod with 7.5ft. nylon leader consisting of  30# 

butt 3ft. long tied to 2ft. of 20# tied to 1ft. of 12# tied to 

1.5ft. of 6# tippet.  While not much on running, these boys 

love to thrash the surface when hooked so keep tension on 

the line.   

 

Notes 
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Brook Trout:  Brookies are the runt of these species 

discussed here,  but it’s not because they don’t have heart.  

They have a mouth to match that heart so you don’t typically 

have to use small flies.  They love large terrestrials when 

available.  Finding them in clear  and rather small drainages  

allows for sight fishing.  Once spotted approach with caution 

not to spook them.  I recommend a 7.5 ft. bamboo rod in 4 

wt. casting a 7ft. leader consisting of  3.5ft. of nylon 20# 

butt section tied to 2ft. 10# tied to 2ft. of 4# tippet.  

Approach with caution and when spotted avoid  lining them.  

Make accurate cast upstream and allow the fly to drift over 

them without any drag. The fun is in the hunt and watching 

the take.    
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Knots 

Homer Rhodes:  Begin by tieing an overhand knot in the 

shock tippet about 4 in. from the end of the line.  Pass the 

tag end through the eye of the hook and pas the tag end 

through the overhand knot.  Now tie another overhand knot 

but go through the look twice about .5in. above the first one 

incorporating the tippet.  Pull the knot tight after wetting. 

This is only a 50per cent strength knot but at 6olb. you are 

still fishing with the equivalent of 30lb. test.  See Fig. 7 

Fig 7 Homer Rhodes Knot 

 

Barrel Knot:  When connecting two lines of similar size, 

make the same number of twists.  If one is larger than the 

other, the larger can be wrapped a few twists less than the 

smaller line.  Begin by overlapping two lines by about 3in.  

Twist one around the other about 6x for relatively light lines 

and pass the tag end through the hole made where you 

started the twist.  Refer to Fig.8.  Make a similar number of 

twists with the other line and pass it through the hole 

entering from the opposite direction.  Pull on both lines to 

tighten as well the tag ends after wetting.  
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Fig 8 Barrel Knot 

 

Surgeon’s.  This is one of the fastest and easiest knots to join 

two lines in the leader system.  Simply overlap both lines by 

a couple of inches and make an overhand knot.  Now pass 

the tag end through the overhand knot again.  This is the 

Surgeon.  To make a double surgeon for a stronger knot 

strength, pass the line through 2 more times.  For a triple 

surgeon, pass it through a total of 6 times for near 100 knot 

strength.  This gets bulky however.  See Fig.9 for the Single 

Surgeon. 

 

 

 

Fig.9  Single Surgeon Knot 
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Resources & Suggested Readings 

theCampFlyFishingSchool.com  by Keith Richard, MCI 

FlyFishersInternational.com 

“Modern Fly Lines” by Bruce Richards 

“Presentation” by Gary Borger 

 “How To…Fly Cast Curves and Mends Stream Side” by Keith 

Richard 

“How To…Fly Cast Stream Side” by Keith Richard 
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Biography & Contact Info 

Keith Richard, recipient of FFI Jay Gammel Award for lasting 

contributions to the teaching of fly casting education and 

native of Breaux Bridge, LA is the owner of the Camp Fly 

Fishing School.  Having obtained his first certification by FFI 

in 2005 and his Master certification in 2009 he then served 3 

years on the FFI Casting Board of Governors.  Presently he 

maintains his L2 status which certifies him to test candidates 

who wish to become instructors.  Currently he enjoys 

traveling throughout the U.S. performing workshops and 

casting instruction at the FFI annual fair and Regional and 

local Conclaves.  He is the author of the fly fishing website, 

theCampFlyFishingSchool.com and can be reached at 

krichardthecamp@yahoo.com 
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Recipient of the Fly Fishers International  

2019 Jay Gammel Award for long  

lasting contributions to  

fly casting education 

 
Look for other books from my How To...Stream Side series: 

 

 “How to...Fly Cast Stream Side” 

“How to…...Fly Cast Curves and Mends Stream Side” 

 

 


