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While sorting out my fly rod collection the other day looking to see if I could find a place for a new 

bass rod two things became very obvious.  The first was that I have too many rods and the second 

was how they differ in length. From the 14' surf rod to the 7' small stream rod they certainly come 

in all shapes and sizes. The search for a bass rod started me thinking about how long should a fly 

rod be. 

 

 

As you can see from the “graph” above there is a considerable range of lengths in my collection. 

This range can be partly attributed to the fact that not all the rod are 4 piece and not all the tubes are 

made the same length for the same length of rod. However, despite this, there would be no need to 

guess what was the most common length. Look at anyone’s fly rod collection and you will find 9 

foot rods predominate.  

 

It would be interesting to know why 9 foot became the standard length.  Modern fly rods were 

largely developed in England and America and as these countries use imperial measures it was 

inevitable that rods would be measured in feet and inches. Had Europe been the centre of fly rod 

manufacturing things might have been different. Would a 3 metre rod be a better standard than a 9 

foot rod? Would 10 inches have made such a big difference? I don't know the answer.  All I know 

is that we all use 9 foot rods because we are told that is the optimum length for a fly rod. Or is it? 

I'm not sure that 9 is some magical number just as 42 is the answer to life, the universe and 

everything.  

 

I am looking forward to fly fishing for bass in the creeks and rivers around here over the coming 

summer months. It's a great excuse to look for another fly rod. Consensus from the locals regarding 

the choice of rod for bass fishing is that it should be shorter than 9 foot and in the 6-8wt range. The 

shorter rod is needed to cast poppers accurately into the snags and under overhanging trees. I didn't 

have a rod that fit that criteria so I went looking. My local fishing shop (the largest tackle shop in 

the world!) recommended Sage or Ross bass rods that are 7' 11” long. Interesting length! 

Apparently if you want to fish in a bass competition in America your rod must be less than 8 foot 

long. So maybe rod length can be arbitrary. 

 

Looking at my rod collection it was obvious that not all the rods were 9 foot. Putting aside the Spey 

and Switch rods for the moment, it was clear that although 9 foot was the most common length 



there was plenty of variation. On thinking about why each rod became part of my collection it was 

clear that there are valid reasons for rods to be shorter or longer than 9 foot. 

 

My “go-to” lake and big river rod is 9' 6”. I feel this is the ultimate compromise for longer casts and 

line control. Rods between 9 and 10 feet are marginally better for casting distance and the greater 

length helps with roll casting and keeping backcasts off the water especially when deep wading. 

Added length is also an advantage when mending line and in short line nymphing.  Fishing multiple 

flies can be easier with a longer rod. If you are a boat fisherman a longer rod can help keep your 

casts above other anglers in the boat and keep the line away from motors and drogues when playing 

a fish. But the added length also brings complications. 

 

When playing a fish a shorter rod gives a better mechanical advantage putting the odds in favour of 

the angler.  Rods between 7 foot and 8 foot are also more accurate as there is less rod to flex and 

deviate from the target. Shorter rods are lighter and easier to fish all day and make better dry fly 

rods. For casting in confined spaces or from a kayak a shorter rod gives greater control. My new 

bass rod at 7' 11” will be ideal for casting from the boat in the confines of a bass river where an 

accurate cast and a quick fight are essential. 

 

To make the point about how arbitrary 9 foot is for a fly rod I suggest you take a look at a DVD 

called “Lee Wulff Master Collection.”  (You can view some of the DVD here 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TwK0gYTzRz4)  Originally shot in 16mm film in 1960 this 

video shows legendary fly fisherman Lee Wulff hooking and landing 3 brook trout on a 6ft one and 

three quarter ounce (how much does your rod weigh?) featherweight bamboo fly rod.  Lee's skill 

and experience make this happen with equipment that no one would recommend today.  He didn't 

think 

 9 foot was standard. 

 

Closer to home and in more recent times you might want to talk to one of our club members who 

often uses an 11 foot rod for his fishing. He uses the extra length for fishing multiple flies and 

especially for dapping and Czech nymphing. If you asked him how long should a fly rod be you 

might get an interesting answer – and a long story to go with it! 

 

 

How long should a fly rod be? There is no right answer. If in doubt 9 foot will do. Go into any fly 

shop for your first fly rod and they will recommend a 9 foot rod. So many people over so many 

years have been using 9 foot rods for their fly fishing that there must be something in that magic 

figure. On the other hand varying the length of a fly rod can open up new opportunities and bring 

distinct advantages. If you need an excuse for more rods a different length can be a valid 

justification. My new bass rod will join a stable of similar weight rods but at 7” 11” it will have its 

own unique place fulfilling its own unique role. You can't have too many fly rods! 
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