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"I before E, except after C". If you know what I am talking about you are probably as old as I am 

and know how to spell. I before E, except after C" is a mnemonic rule of thumb used in ancient 

times to teach whether a word should be spelled with the sequence ei or ie. The rhyme suggests that 

the correct order is ie unless the preceding letter is c, in which case it is ei.  

 

Having had this rule drummed into me at school it came as quite a surprise when I discovered that 

there are 923 words in the English language that break the “I before E” rule. Only 44 words actually 

follow that rule. Little wonder that rules such as this are not taught in schools today. 

 

Learning to fly cast is full of rules like this. When you first pick up a fly rod you will be told do 

this, don’t do that and you follow in blind obedience. But for every rule there are exceptions. And 

often the exceptions are so numerous you wonder why you bothered to learn the rule in the first 

place. 

 

Over the last couple of months I have been writing about some of the principles of fly casting. 

Principles are fundamental truths that explain how something works.  Bill and Jay Gammel
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reduced the complex task of casting to just five principles. Rules, on the other hand are orders to be 

followed and when you start fly casting you will be given plenty of orders. Following these rules 

rigorously will get you started but if you want to develop your casting you will soon find there are 

exceptions to every rule. 

 

Recently I attended the Guyra Trout Fest where I gave fly casting lessons to interested members of 

the public. Guyra is in northern NSW and is about as far north as you will find trout in Australia. 

Some of the people who fronted up had used a fly rod before and wanted to get back into it. When 

asked what they knew about casting they were quick to talk about some of the rules they had been 

taught. I want to share with you some of these rules and why there are exceptions to every rule. 

 

By far the most common rule people use when fly casting is the 10 

to 2 on the imaginary clock face.  As soon as I started demonstrating 

casting people were quick to point out the rod travels between 10 

o’clock and 2 o’clock. They were right for the amount of line I was 

casting at that time. However, as soon as I lengthened the line my 

stroke got wider and conversely for a short line my stroke got 

narrower. So instead of learning that the casting stroke has to be “10 

to 2” it is better to learn the principle “The length of the stroke 

must vary with the amount of line past the rod tip.”
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 If you 

understand this you will not need to think about the clock face and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mnemonic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rule_of_thumb


can concentrate on using the right casting stroke for the amount of line being cast. 

 

 

 

 

On the wall of the Red Tag Inn at Launceston Lakes in Tasmania used to be a sign which read 

“Don’t break your wrist.” As rules go it is a pretty good one which will solve at lot of people’s 

casting problems. I often find myself threatening to put a plaster cast round some people’s wrist. It 

may solve the problem of open loops but the wrist plays a more important role than just that. 

Learning to use the wrist is the secret to good casting. The wrist controls the rod tip and the stop 

which launches the line. “Don’t break your wrist” doesn’t teach much about how to make the cast 

work. If you want to know that you need to think about Gammel’s third principle “In order to 

form the most efficient, least air resistant loops, and to direct the energy of a fly cast toward a 

specific target, the caster must move the rod tip in a straight line.”
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 To do this the wrist must 

flex. Try casting with your wrist in a plaster cast and see what I mean. Don’t break your wrist is a 

good rule to begin with but you can’t make a curve cast, a mend or a slack line presentation without 

breaking your wrist. Take not of the sign in the Red Tag Inn but remember the exceptions 

outnumber the rule.  

If you have watched the Norman Maclean movie “A River Runs 

Through It”
2
 you will have seen how the boys’ father used a 

metronome to teach the rhythm of casting. Pausing at the end of a cast 

to allow the line to unfurl is a difficult concept for beginners to grasp. 

Without a pause the line doesn’t extend and won’t load the rod. Pause 

too long and the line drops to the ground. The metronome provides a 

good rule of thumb for how long to pause. Whether it is listening to the 

metronome or counting a beat you can use these rhythms to learn to 

pause on the forward and backward cast. The problem with using this 

as a rule is that it only works when the length of line matches the length 

of the stroke of the metronome. Try using the same rhythm with a longer or shorter line and you 

will not succeed. Instead of being locked into a rule provided by a metronome you should learn 

“there must be a pause at the end of each stroke which varies in duration with the amount of 

line beyond the rod tip.”
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 Once you understand this principle you don’t need the rule. 

A rule that was drilled into me during my early days of casting was to start with the 

rod tip low. To reinforce this concept I was told to “give the dog a drink”. This little 

phrase was to remind me that just as a dog drinks with its tongue in the water a fly 

cast should start with the rod tip touching the water. Doing this makes a huge 

difference to a pick up and lay down cast. It’s all about the principle “Slack line 

should be kept to an absolute minimum.”
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 By starting with the rod tip low you can 

use the initial movement of the rod to remove any slack before beginning the casting 

stroke. But I’ve long since learnt there are exceptions to this rule. Once you have 

been casting for a while you learn you can remove the slack by hauling, taking a step 

backwards or a roll cast. And of course if you want to make a roll cast the rod must start in the 

horizontal position. Now the dog doesn’t get a drink every time I begin a cast. 

Rules can make casting simple, until the exceptions begin to outnumber them. By all means follow 

the rules I have talked about and those you may have been taught. It’s like growing up. At first we 

live by the rules we are given. Then we realize rules are meant to be broken. Finally we live our 



lives by the principles we have come to believe in. Fly casting is like that. Learn to cast by the 

rules. Then develop your skills by following the principles of casting. 
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A River Runs Through It 1992 film Directed by Robert Redford. Written by Richard Friedenberg, 

based on the novella of the same name by Norman Maclean. 
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