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It has taken three years and 37 articles but I have finally got around to writing about the Five 

Essentials of fly casting. You would have thought that something as important as the essential 

elements of learning to cast would have featured before this. I can remember the first thing I was 

asked when I wanted to do my instructor’s exam was whether I knew the five essentials. Of course, 

I said yes and then went away to find out what they were. 

 

The reason that it has taken so long to introduce this topic is that I have been reluctant to focus too 

much on theory in fear of making the column more boring that it already is. I am sure I have 

touched on most of these five essentials plenty of times before but not all in one place and at one 

time. The time has now come to bite the bullet and tackle head on the essential principles of how to 

make a cast. 

 

Every sport has its essential elements in achieving success. These have usually been formulated as a 

result of studying how the champions do it. Fly fishing is no exception. Over the years a number of 

people have attempted to distill the action of fly casting into its essential elements. However, it was 

left to a father and son partnership by Jay and Bill Gammel to put forward five essentials which 

have stood the test of time and now form the basis of how we teach casting. 

 

Jay Gammel was a sociology professor at Lee College in Baytown, Texas in the 1960’s. He wanted 

to teach himself to fly fish.  He studied books, videos and taught himself to cast. However, he was 

never really satisfied with his progress. When his son, Bill wanted to fly fish too, Jay knew he 

would have to study more if he was to help his son. Bill and Jay studied, practiced, and watched 

great casters in an attempt to discover the essential elements of fly casting. By the age of 18 Bill, 

with his father Jay, had developed a method of teaching casting which could be universally 

understood and taught. The Five Essentials became the backbone of Bill’s teaching and has been 

adopted by instructors worldwide. 

 

The biggest difficulty Bill and Jay experienced was deciding what the essential substance in casting 

was and what was just style. No two people cast in exactly the same way. How the rod is gripped, 

how the feet are placed, the angle of the rod, the position of the elbow, and the use of the wrist can 

all be different and still produce a good cast.  Each person develops their own style. Beneath that 

style, however, there are certain fundamentals that are common to all good casters. Distilling these 

elements to just five is what has made Bill and Jay Gammel famous and their method of teaching so 

well received. 

 



So what are the five essentials of a good cast? Without going into too much theory here they are. 

They are explained in the order in which Bill and Jay originally published them. Over the years the 

order has been changed and the wording modified but the essentials have remained the same. See if 

you agree with them. 

 

 

Essential One:  There must be a pause at the end of each stroke, which varies in duration with 

the amount of line beyond the rod tip. 

This is all about timing. How long do you pause? The simple answer is short line – short pause, 

long line – long pause. You can’t use a stopwatch or metronome. You pause long enough for the 

line to unroll before making the next cast. Wait too long and the line will drop to the ground. Not 

pausing long enough will result in a whip crack.  

 

Essential Two:  Slack line should be kept to an absolute minimum 
Slack line is the biggest cause of ineffectual casts. Whether it be slack line at the start of the cast 

(see last month’s Casting About) or slack line because of poor rod load in the middle of a cast, any 

slack line will detract from the end result. Some people use hauling to remove slack from their cast. 

A haul when there is no slack will be much more effective and result in greater line speed. Keep it 

tight and the cast will be right. 

 

Essential Three: 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. 

This is probably the most important element of a good cast and the holy grail of all fly casters. A 

straight line path of the rod tip will produce the tightest and most effective loops. It is a difficult 

concept to get your mind around as the rod tip cannot follow a straight path for the whole stroke. 

The rod starts low, finishes low and bends in the middle. The straight line path occurs during that 

part of the stroke when the line is being accelerated by the rod tip. The secret to achieving a straight 

line path of the rod tip lies in the other four essentials  

 

Essential Four: The size of the casting arc must vary with the amount of line past the rod tip. 
The casting arc refers to the angle between the rod at the beginning of the casting stroke and the rod 

at the end of the stroke. The difference between casting arc and casting stroke can be confusing.  

The casting stroke includes the casting arc and the movement of the hand and arm involved in any 

pick-up, drift or follow-through movements. Many people use the terms interchangeably. In reality 

most people vary the casting stroke to achieve the correct casting arc. There is of course a simple 

way to look at this and it is similar to the first essential: Short line- short stroke, long line – long 

stroke. 

 

Essential Five: Power must be applied in the proper amount at the proper place in the stroke. 
Like everything to do with these essentials the detail is in the definition. What is proper power or 

proper place? There is no simple answer. Proper power is the amount needed to make a cast. It 

varies according to the amount of line, the casting conditions and the type of cast being made. 

Proper place is at the end of the casting stroke. Power must be applied smoothly and progressively 

and happen over the last half of the stroke. Many casting faults are caused by too much power 

applied at the wrong time. Efficient casting is achieved by learning to apply just sufficient power to 

make the cast. 

 

So there you have the Five Essentials – boring but important if you want to cast successfully and 

understand the components of a good cast. They might not be the only set of fundamentals ever 

published on fly casting but they have become the cornerstone of modern casting instruction. You 



can find alternatives written by people such as Lefty Kreh and others but it is hard to refute or add 

to the work of Bill and Jay Gammel. If you are serious about your casting study these. 
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