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Why some people catch more fish 

 

In a lifetime of fishing with bait, spinner and fly there have always been people who catch more 

fish. They say that 90% of fish are caught by 10% of anglers. What is it about people who always 

catch more fish? Is it luck or skill? Are some people just born lucky and destined to catch more fish 

than we do? 

 

Without naming names I am sure we can all think of people who seem to be lucky when it comes to 

catching fish. I can recall my childhood fishing trips with my aunty catching flathead and whiting 

off the sandbar in the Myall River in NSW. She was a very good angler and always caught fish. 

However, our neighbour, Geordie Richards, always caught more fish. He was renowned for 

throwing in a line beside you and pulling out a fish where you had spent hours without getting a 

bite. In those days I thought he was just lucky. Now, I’m not so sure. When I think about it I realize 

he was a skillful angler. He knew the river intimately and fished the tides and lies where the fish 

would be feeding. He always used the right bait. He could cast his handline off a beer bottle to the 

other side of the river if he needed to. And he was patient – well as patient as anyone needed to be 

when they caught fish as often as he did. 

 

When I first took up the fly rod catching my first fish seemed like it was never going to happen. At 

that time I was fishing the rivers and lakes around the central west of NSW. Despite regular 

weekend sorties I couldn’t catch a fish. I didn’t know where to cast the fly. I didn’t know what fly to 

use. I didn’t know how to cast. Finally, one day on the Wyangla River that first trout committed 

suicide and mistook my Mrs Simpson for something to eat. My luck had changed. Or was it that my 

skills and knowledge were getting better with every outing. Was it the study and practice that I was 

doing between trips? Was it the knowledge I was gleaning from talking to other anglers? Was it the 

amount of time I spent fishing? 

 

Watching a successful fly fisher you realize there is more to catching a fish than dropping a fly in a 

fast flowing river and waiting for a fish to bite. For a start you have to be able to cast (you knew I 

would get back to casting sooner or later, didn’t you!) All the people I know who consistently catch 

fish on the fly know how to cast well. They can cast in all weather conditions with accuracy and 

efficiency. They can mend their line in the air and on the water. They don’t false cast more than they 

need to. They place their fly on the water in the right spot at the right time. I have often considered 

doing a time and motion study on people I see fly fishing to work out how much time they are 

actually fishing. There are those who make twenty false casts before letting the fly drop where it 

would have landed after the first cast. Then there are the anglers who spend so much time retrieving 

flies from trees, undoing wind knots and trying to cast that fish rarely get to see their fly. Casting is 

about putting your fly in front of fish. If you can’t do this consistently get a lesson and do some 

practice and you’ll be surprised how many more fish you will catch. 



 

Successful anglers pay close attention to their line management. A time and motion study would 

show they have their rod and line under control at all times and don’t get tangles or the line under 

their feet. They spend the maximum time with their fly in the water. In fact they often fish with up 

to three flies to increase their chances of finding a fish. And they fish these multiple fly rigs without 

tangling. You won’t find successful anglers changing flies every few minutes in the hope of finding 

the “magic” fly. They use their knowledge and experience to stick with flies they have confidence 

in.  If they have to change flies they do so quickly even in the cold and dark. Successful anglers are 

skillful anglers. 

 

So it would seem the answer to my question why some people catch more fish than others is not 

luck but skill. If someone catches more fish they must be more skillful. But then I think of Geordie 

Richards and others like him I have met throughout my fishing lifetime. All my theories on time and 

motion and skill won’t account for the person who catches a fish first cast when you have been 

fishing in the same spot all day. I have seen it happen too many times to discard the notion of luck. I 

have drifted my identical fly within inches of someone else’s only to have a fish take their fly. I 

have sat in a boat and had the person in the bow catch fish while I couldn’t get a take. I have 

changed rods with a successful angler only to find I still couldn’t catch a fish. Then there are the 

times I have fruitlessly flogged a wet fly beside another angler who hooked up every cast. There 

must be such a thing as a lucky angler. 

 

Let me tell you a quick story about luck. I was on my way home from Bronte and stopped to 

polaroid the Cricket Pitch shore on Little Pine. The wind was howling (as usual) and the sun played 

hide and seek with the clouds. I walked the tussocks looking for a fish. Nothing to be seen. Then, as 

I came into the sandy bay before the break wall I saw the distant shape of a fish swimming towards 

me. I couldn’t believe my luck. I made the perfect cast landing my fly just the right distance in front 

of the fish. The trout moved towards the fly and I knew it was going to take. Just as the fish sped up 

a seagull swopped overhead and the fish disappeared in a flurry of sand. I cursed my bad luck.  

 

Good luck and bad luck happens to all of us. At Little Pine I was lucky to be in the right place at the 

right time. It was bad luck that the seagull was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I believe there 

is some element of luck in every successful angler. If I had to quantify my theory I would say that 

catching fish is 90% skill and 10% luck. There are some people who have more than their share of 

luck but they still need to have the skill to consistently catch fish. When you are being out fished by 

the person beside you it is easy to blame lady luck. Often it is not their good luck but your bad luck 

that is the difference. Bad luck that you didn’t know which fly to use. Bad luck that you couldn’t 

cast it accurately. Bad luck that you tangled your line in the tree behind. And bad luck that you 

didn’t have the experience and knowledge to know what to do. Some people catch more fish than 

others because they are skillful … and a bit lucky. 

 

Where does the luck come from? If you believe some anglers are just lucky you must have some 

theory why they catch more fish. It could be their lucky hat/rod/fly or whatever. We all know 

someone who has a lucky piece of equipment. It might be a special fly that always catches trout. It 

might be a rod that never lets them down. It could be a favourite vest. These people will never go 

fishing without their lucky charm and rarely miss out on catching a fish. They believe the mojo 

instilled in this equipment brings them their success.  

 

I am going to be a bit controversial here. I can think of at least half a dozen anglers that I know who 

have caught more than their share of fish and who have been smokers. All of these anglers were 

considered lucky by the people who fished around them. I am certainly not advocating smoking as 

one of the people I am talking about was my grandfather who died of lung cancer. Granddad could 

stand on the rocks in the Myall river and catch a sugar bag full of luderick (we called them blackfish 



or other politically incorrect names in those days.) while others were left to watch in awe. He had 

the skill but he also had that something extra that set him apart. Some said that it was the smoke on 

his fingers which penetrated the green weed that turned the luderick on.  

 

You can draw whatever conclusions you wish from these stories of lucky charms, mojo and 

smoking. I believe there are three reasons why these people catch more fish. First, they are patient. 

Maybe it is the smoke that keeps them calm or maybe it is just the time it takes to light up and finish 

the smoke. Second, they are observant. While puffing away they keep a careful eye on what is 

happening around them. They see the rises, note the changes in the weather and seek out the best 

lies. Thirdly, they are confident. It might be faith in the lucky hat or special fly but really is it about 

knowing they are going to catch a fish. They visualize a fish taking their fly every cast – and often it 

happens that way. 

 

Luck or skill, believe what you will. All I know is that if you want to catch more fish, improve your 

skills, learn as much as you can and practice your casting and line management. And above all be 

confident, patient and observant. Luck comes to those who work at it. I’ve used the quote before 

which I believe is attributed to Gary Player who said: “the more I practice the luckier I get.”  If you 

want to be lucky in your fishing you need to practice. If you do all these things people will be 

wondering why you catch more fish than them. 

  


