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Fly Lines 
 

This is not going to be an exhaustive discussion on everything to do with fly lines. There are plenty 
of books, and magazine articles already written on this subject by more knowledgeable people than 
me. The most authoritative of these is a small book written by Bruce Richards and published in the 
Lefty’s little library of Fly Fishing series in 1994. If anyone has a copy of Modern fly lines let me 
know. There is one currently selling on eBay for around $550.  
 
The inspiration for this month’s article came about when I wanted to find the best fly line I had for 
my 6wt rod to take to New Zealand next year. I quick search through my reel box found 8 lines 
marked as 6 weights. While trying to decide which line to take I realized that there is a lot to think 
about when choosing and using a fly line. As a result, here are some random thoughts on all things 
to do with fly lines. Hopefully, as you follow my efforts to choose a line for New Zealand you will 
find something useful. 
 
In searching my reel box I had to find only those lines which were rated for a 6 weight rod. I am not 
a fan of overlining rods unless I am fishing particularly short lines or the rod is not correctly rated. 
The lighter the line you use the less disturbance it makes on the water. Thinner lines are less wind 
resistant and when casting long distances enable you to carry more line in the air. So for this 
particular rod and for the intended circumstances, 6 weight it had to be. 
 
Knowing which line is a 6 weight can be problematic unless the line is new and in a box or has been 
marked. I mark all my fly lines (when I remember!) with a texta colour on the backing end. Six 
black marks mean 6 weight. For those occasions when I forget to mark the line the time eventually 
comes when I have to weigh the line to find out its rating. Fly lines are rated by measuring the first 
30 feet. For a 6 weight line it should weigh about 160 grains (approximately 0.365 ounces). You can 
see the American influence in our sport by the dominance of imperials measurements. If you want to 
weigh a fly line you can buy a clever little set of scales from Umpqua which will tell you the line’s 
weight and rating. I have a set and will happily weigh and mark all your fly lines for you in 
exchange for a copy of Bruce Richard’s book! 
 
Of the 6 weight lines I had, I quickly eliminated two because of their colour. Fly line colour is a 
contentious issue. Some people like bright colours because they are easy to see. If you can see your 
fly line you can cast more accurately and see where your fly is in the water. While this is true, there 
are times when fish can see your line too. In these situations I believe you want a colour that blends 
in with the background. In New Zealand most guides will want to dye your fly line if you turn up 
with a bright line. Make up your own mind on fly line colour. I’m going to New Zealand and I know 
I will need every advantage I can get so it’s olive green for me. 
 



If you haven’t used a fly line for some time you can easily forget what line it is. It is a good idea to 
keep the original package to jog your memory. Sometimes it is difficult to tell the difference 
between expensive and a cheap lines, dry fly and intermediate lines, and even weight forward and 
double taper lines. I am yet to come up with a system to label my lines although the laser labeling 
used by modern fly line manufacturers seems to be the way to go.  
 
Intermediate and floating lines can have the same taper and look very similar. Usually intermediate 
lines are thinner for their weight. Manufacturers differ in their approach to intermediate lines with 
some opting for a clear plastic while others prefer dark colours. You can’t use the Umpqua scales to 
help you tell the difference between intermediates and floating lines because all 6 weight lines 
(floating, intermediate and sinking) will weigh the same for the first 30 feet. The only way you can 
tell the difference is on the water.  
 
Double taper lines are relatively easy to recognize as they have the same taper at each end. They are 
not as popular today as weight forward lines but have definite advantages. For delicate 
presentations, mending line and value for money they are hard to beat. I like double taper lines for 
my river fishing so the one DT line in my box had to go through to the final elimination round. 
 
I don’t have many expensive brand name lines in my collection so it would be interesting to 
compare a couple of cheaper lines on my rod for New Zealand. As in the rod market there are fly 
lines that are well known and considered the best available. These lines usually cost over $100. In 
comparison, a line from China can be as little at $10 while there are a number of lines produced by 
niche companies which retail somewhere in between. Some of my cheaper lines did not come with 
packages so it would be interesting to make comparison on how they suited the rod rather than the 
name on the box. 
 
Having refined my search I then had to test the remaining lines on my rod. Fly lines are designed for 
specific purposes and no one line is going to be perfect for every rod in every situation. I have often 
heard people say they have found the perfect line for their rod. I wonder how they came to that 
conclusion and what their definition of perfect was. For some people a perfect match is one where 
the line compensates for the inadequacies of the rod or caster. To me a perfect line is a combination 
of many factors. What I was looking for was a line that would load the rod at short distances, roll 
cast well, handle heavy nymphs, shot smoothly and catch fish!! The only way I was going to be able 
to choose was to try each line on the rod. 
 
The testing was simple enough to begin with. Put each line on the rod and cast for a similar amount 
of time over a similar range of distances and casts. At the end it should have been possible to make a 
judgment on the best line for the rod.  
 
After a long day of casting and switching lines I came to the conclusion that it was not possible to 
decide which was the best line for the rod. Some loaded the rod quickly but did not shoot line well. 
Others could not carry enough line for long roll casts. No one line stood out as the perfect match. In 
the end, I choose a line based on purely subjective grounds. It did all things reasonably well and it 
was new enough not to have too many cracks and rough spots. 
 
I’d like to be able to tell you more about all the lines I ended up testing and the one I finally chose 
for New Zealand but I don’t want to mention brands and in some cases I don’t even know the brand 
myself. I can tell you the chosen line cost about $45 and was from a small manufacturer in Scotland. 
I found the exercise very time consuming and I am not sure that it achieved all that much. I could 
have used any of the final selection on the rod and been satisfied. However, at the end of the day I 
am happy that I have ended up with a rod and line I can use confidently. After all, the line is just one 
part of an outfit which is designed to catch fish and confidence is the crucial factor to success. 


