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A Bit of Fluff 

 
Now that I have your attention and have upset all the feminists I had better tell you that this month I 

am writing about what you tie on the end of your line when your are practicing your casting. That 

bright bit of wool or yarn is commonly referred to as “fluff” and every casting instructor uses it and 

so do you if you practice. The fluff is there to simulate a fly without the dangers that go with hooks. 

It’s highly visible and acts just like a real fly when you make a cast … or does it? 

 

Fluff is not a fly. It may be the same size and weight as some flies and it may react the same way as 

some flies but it does not cast like all flies. It is a convenient and safe option to tie on your line 

when you want to practice. But when you are fishing you don’t use a fly just like your piece of 

fluff. Fishing flies have a metal hook inside and vary in shape, size, weight and aerodynamics. And 

therein lies the problem of practicing with a bit of fluff. 

 

I’d hate to calculate how much time I have spent casting a bit of fluff backwards and forwards in 

the park. To pass the Casting Instructors exam I needed hours of practice and everything had to be 

done with a piece of fluff. Competition casting is done with a piece of fluff. Then there is the time 

spent practicing and enjoying the relaxing and therapeutic benefits of casting loops. Practicing with 

a piece of fluff can make you a great caster … but not necessarily a great fly fisher. To be a great 

fly fisher you have to learn to cast flies. 

 

Flies are imitations of natural food sources we cast while fly fishing. They are made with furs, 

feathers, thread or other materials tied onto a fish hook. Artificial flies can represent all manner of 

freshwater and saltwater fish food including aquatic and terrestrial insects, crustaceans, worms, 

baitfish, vegetation, flesh, small reptiles, amphibians, mammals and birds. So just as a fish’s diet is 
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varied, so too is the composition, size, weight and shape of our artificial flies. To be a great fly 

fisher you need to be able to cast a variety of flies. 

 

 

 

 

All that casting a bit of fluff around is a good starting point but it doesn’t prepare you for the range 

of flies that you have to cast if you are going to become a great fly fisher. Let me give you three 

examples of the flies you might want to cast and how you have to cast them differently to your 

piece of fluff. Don’t despair, all that practice you have been doing with your piece of fluff will 

stand you in good stead. Being able to cast tight loops is still the cornerstone of all casting. But 

there are times when you don’t want tight loops and my first example is one of them. 

 

 
 

When I first went to Tasmania I had a lot to learn about fishing lakes. Watching and learning from 

others I soon found using a couple of heavy nymphs and an indicator to be an effective technique 

when there was nothing happening on the surface. In Tasmania you can fish up to three flies on 

your leader and when you do the last thing you want is a super sharp loop – unless you like undoing 

tangles! The secret to casting multiple flies, including dry flies, is to keep you loops open. This 

works best when you have a following breeze, or if you are in Tasmania, a following gale. Casting 

multiple flies into the wind should be avoided if possible. Casting into the wind requires tight loops 

and high line speed which is a recipe for disaster when you are casting a multi fly rig. So next time 

you practice with a piece of fluff try tying on a few pieces and adding some weight. You will learn 

about making wide, smooth loops and be better prepared for catching those Tasmanian lake trout.   

 

 
 

I’m more likely to be casting heavy clousers for flathead these days than multiple nymphs for trout. 

A clouser is just about as far removed from a piece of fluff as you can get. They are bigger and 



heavier so you have to make some changes to your casting stroke to stay safe and get your fly out 

there. The problem with really heavy flies is that as soon as they stop moving they begin to fall out 

of the sky. If you try casting them like a bit of fluff you will be in trouble. The answer is to keep the 

fly moving and don’t let it stop long enough to fall. This involves keeping the fly under constant 

tension using a cast called the Oval or Belgian cast. If you don’t know how to make a Belgian cast I 

suggest you take a look at some videos (or see a casting instructor). You can get the hang of it with 

your piece of fluff but to learn it properly you need to add some weight to your practice routine. Rig 

up your second best rod, tie on a sinker and wear a helmet! Make sure you practice the constant 

tension cast before you fish with heavy flies if you want to be a great fly fisher.   

 

 

I’m off to New Zealand next month to get my fix of trout fishing. Despite all my practice with a 

piece of fluff I know the greatest difficulty I will have is judging where my fly is in the air so I can 

make that one perfect cast. If you have fished the crystal clear waters of New Zealand you will 

know how big trout like small flies and big trout don’t like sloppy casts. If you don’t get it right the 

first time your next cast is going to have even less chance of fooling that fish.  Practicing with a 

nice big colourful piece of fluff can lull you into a false sense of security. My eyes are not as good 

as they used to be and being able to see a size 18 nymph at forty feet is no easy feat! I can’t do 

much about my eyesight but I can practice with a small nymph instead of the fluff. I’ve learnt to try 

and false cast well away from the fish and maybe tick the water so I can see where the fly is and 

judge my length. Direction tends not to be the problem when you can’t see the fly. It’s all about the 

distance. 

 
The other aspect of fly fishing in New Zealand is the need to fish long leaders. Not only do those 

wary trout require accurate first casts they don’t want to see the fly line. Using an 18 foot leader can 

be a necessity for some fish. Now if you are like me, when you tie your piece of fluff on your line 

to practice, the leader is probably not much more than 9 foot – if that. When you come to cast a tiny 

dry or nymph on an 18ft leader all that practice in the park may not help. To be a great fly fisher 

you need to practice with fluff but vary the length of your leader to be prepared for all possibilities.   

 

There are many more examples of how flies you use in the real world of fly fishing are different to 

casting a piece of fluff. Think fishing for bass with Dahlbergs or Permit with crab flies. You need to 

be anticipating how and where you will be fishing and practice accordingly. By all means tie on a 



piece of fluff and practice as often as you can. You cannot circumvent learning to control your fly 

line and making good loops. But if you want to be prepared for that special trip, that difficult fish, 

or casting unusual flies, cut off the fluff and try practicing to be a great fly fisher.  

 

As I finish writing this I can hear the words of Joe Schmakapop ringing in my ears (remember Joe? 

aka Mel Krieger) “I can’t cast very well but I catch fish … and I get all the practice I need when I 

go fishing.” Don’t be fooled into thinking you can practice casting different flies while you are 

fishing. Great fly fishers practice before they go and make the most of their time on the water.  
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