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The Dummies Guide to Switch Rods & Lines 

 
I first wrote about switch rods in Casting Corner in November 2012. The article was about 

double handed rods but focused mainly on switch rods. You will recall that switch rods are 

double handed fly rods which can be used with one or two hands. They are longer than a 

conventional fly rod but shorter than a traditional Spey rod. They can be cast overhead or by 

spey casting. You may be interested to know that double handed rods are the fastest growing 

segment of the market in the USA at the moment. 

 

A trip to New Zealand, the purchase of a switch rod by a friend and the chance to get some 

instruction from an expert has rekindled my interest in double handed rods. So this month I 

am going to delve deeper into the world of switch rods. I’ve called the article The Dummies 

Guide to Switch Rods & Lines not because it is written for dummies but rather written by one. 

Back in November I was a dummy when it came to switch rods. Since then I have become 

more knowledgeable but still a little confused over the multitude of lines to use. 

 

To become more knowledgeable and less confused I sought the help of an expert to write this 

article. Bintoro Tedjosiswoyo is a Two Handed Fly Casting Instructor and I was fortunate to 

spend some time with him recently at Cressy. Bintoro is the only Certified Two Handed 

Casting Instructor in the Southern Hemisphere and he knows his stuff. Working with Bintoro 

I learnt a lot about spey casting and found the answers to many of my questions about switch 

rods and lines. 

 

In Tasmania we don’t have the big rivers, the big fish and the spey casting history to motivate 

people to use a switch rod. However, there are many opportunities to use a switch rod here 

and many advantages in doing so. My previous article explained what led me to switch rods 

and why you would consider using one. A trip to New Zealand and the chance to fish the 

famous Tongariro River re-enforced my views. Switch rods have a place in everyone’s rod 

collection. The time will eventually come when you will want to know more about switch 

rods and the lines to use with them. 

 

In my case, I own an eleven foot six weight switch rod. I can cast it and occasionally I fish 

with it. What I have learnt in the time I have owned the rod is that finding the right line is 

critical. The right line depends on the type of fishing you intend to do and how you are going 

to cast the rod. To help you sort through all the possibilities let’s look at a few fly lines and 

their suitability. 

 



Weight Forward Lines for Overhead Casting 

The simplest solution to lining a switch rod is to use your standard weight forward line and 

cast overhead with one or two hands. You will all be familiar with the AFTMA rating for rods 

and know that if you match the rod weight with the line weight you can’t go too far wrong. 

However, with switch rods it is different. A 6wt line weighs around 160 grains (at 30 feet). To 

load a 6wt switch rod you would need a line of almost double that weight. So to use a weight 

forward line on your switch rod you would need to upline it by one or two line weights.  If 

you already have weight forward lines heavy enough this is the cheapest way to line your 

switch rod. Used this way you can fish nymphs or dries but you will find it is not ideal for 

sinking lines, heavy flies and spey casting.  

 
� Use one of these lines if you have just got a switch rod and you want to play around with 

it without buying more lines. 
 

Switch Lines 

Once you want to do more than overhead casting you need a specialist line. Enter the switch 

line. Switch lines are all-round lines which allow you to cast overhead tossing bulky flies, or 

spey cast swinging wets and nymphs. With their long head, you can mend and control your 

line at greater distance. When choosing a switch line you will find they are labeled across two 

line classes (e.g. 6/7 weight) and also give the grain weight for the head of the line. Using 

these figures you can find the line that best suits your rod and the type of casting you intend 

doing. If you are going to do more spey casting go with the higher rating. If you plan to use it 

more overhead go with the lower rating.  Despite the name, switch lines are not necessarily 

the best lines to match with your switch rod and can be more difficult to learn to use. 

 
 

� Use one of these lines if you want a “jack of all trades and master of none”.  
 

Scandinavian Shooting Head (Scandi)  

The shooting head, for the uninitiated, is simply a short weight forward fly line but with a 

long thin running line. The running line can be integrated or joined with a loop-to-loop 

connection. The simplest choice for running line is level fly line made of the same material as 

regular fly line. You can also use braided nylon or low memory monofilament. Shooting 

heads are great for distance casting and require less effort and less false casting.  

 

Scandi lines are shooting heads originally developed for the swift, tree-lined rivers of 

Scandinavia. Their shorter head length is easier to spey cast in tight situations while still being 

able to achieve long distances. These lines are designed for floating lines or light sink tips and 

work well with smaller flies. When Bintoro and I discussed how I would be using my switch 

rod he recommended a Compact Scandi. If you are going to use a Scandi line you will also 



need some running line and a leader one and a half times the length of the rod. The choice of 

leaders and tips for switch rods is a subject in its own right (and one for another day). The 

simple solution for me was to use a 10ft polyleader with about 5ft of mono tippet.  

 

� Use one of these lines if you want a line that is easy to cast either overhead or spey 

and present smaller flies in confined spaces 

 

Skagit Lines 

When the steelhead anglers of North America wanted a line to cast on lightweight rods using 

heavy lines and flies they developed what are known as Skagit lines (named after the Skagit 

River in Washington). Skagit lines are short, heavy shooting heads. They need a front tip 

added, normally a sink tip or MOW tip (you’ll have to wait for the next article on leaders to 

find out about MOW tips) and running line before they are ready to fish. Skagit lines are the 

easiest line of all to cast with a switch rod. The length of the belly is perfect. If you are fishing 

large or heavy flies and lifting sinking tips you will find nothing easier to cast. The 

disadvantage with Skagit lines is that they tend to be less than delicate when they land. 

Because they are so short, you also have a lot of stripping to do after each cast has been fished 

out. If you want to learn traditional spey casting, Skagit lines are not the best choice. 

 

����  Use one of these lines if you want the easiest line to cast heavy flies and sinking leaders 

and are not concerned about presentation.  

Traditional Spey Lines 

Traditional spey lines are generally not suitable for switch rods as the belly of the line is too 

long. Spey casts are built on the roll cast so the line needs to be heavy in the back of the belly 

to load the rod effectively when it is formed as a “D-loop”. The front taper needs to be long so 

that the line lying on the water has as little drag as possible. To spey cast these lines you need 

a long rod, longer than a switch rod. Like switch lines, traditional spey lines are usually dual 

labeled and include the head weight in grains. There are many variations of the traditional 

spey line but the basic difference is in head length. If you have to use a spey line on your 

switch rod go for one with a short head. 



 

� Use one of these lines if you want to learn traditional spey casting on a long rod. 

Other Lines 

When I started playing around with my switch rod a number of lines were recommended to 

me. These lines such as the AFS OutBound, Windcutter II (no longer available) and Triangle 

Taper Ambush will work in certain situations but I have now found there are better options. If 

you are a competent caster you can use any line on any rod if you want to. Whether it will 

work efficiently is another matter. If you want to cast your switch rod well you should look 

for a line with a belly no longer than 3 times the length of the rod, particularly so if you are a 

beginner. If you go by this simple rule you will find a line that works for you. 

 

 
 

 

If you are still reading all of this you have done well. Within the general categories I have 

discussed above there are numerous manufacturers all with their own unique variation on the 

basic theme. It would take a lifetime to examine them all.  These lines can be found in the 

catalogues of all the big brand fly line makers. Armed with the information in this article you 

should now be able to make a more informed choice when it comes to putting a line on your 

switch rod. 



 

As I have mentioned, I have matched my rod with a 6/7weight 390 grain Compact Scandi line 

with running line and Polyleader. I am happy with the way it casts and thanks to the help from 

Bintoro I am getting better at casting it. It’s not the first outfit I reach for when I go fishing 

but it is a very handy addition to my rod collection. Besides, it can be great fun learning to 

cast it and it opens up opportunities for many new fishing experiences. 

 

If you want to delve further into spey casting and find out more about switch rods and lines 

there is a mountain of information out there. Google is your friend!  I would highly 

recommend anything by Simon Gawesworth. If you already own a double handed rod or are 

about to buy one you will find his Spey Line Recommendation Chart 

(http://www.rioproducts.com/spey-central/spey-line-recommendations/) invaluable. If I can 

help in any way feel free to contact me. I still regard myself as a dummy, but thanks to the 

help from Bintoro and the research that I had to do for this article I’m a little less confused 

and little more confident in being able to offer advice. 

 


