
 
Does style matter? 

November 2016 
 

The more people I see casting the more it becomes apparent that there is no one way to cast a fly 

rod. Everyone has their own style. You might think your style is the best but the truth is no one 

style is better than another. Some styles are better suited to some people and some situations but if 

someone tries to tell you their casting style is the only correct one to learn maybe you should listen 

a bit more critically to what they have to say.  

 

The matter of casting style has been on my mind lately as I fish and watch people cast in salt and 

freshwater fishing situations. I find I am changing my own style as often as I am changing my fly 

rod. Coming from a trout fishing background my natural style involves casting the rod vertically. 

This, I believe, gives me greater accuracy, keeps the fly up out of the bushes behind and allows me 

to present more delicately. But when I am fishing for flathead in the estuaries or bass in the creeks I 

cast the rod in a more sidearm style. This allows me to get in under the bushes and provides some 

respite from the wind. Saltwater casting generally requires longer casts and more of them so a 

sidearm style is less tiring when fishing all day. 

 

Whether you use a vertical or horizontal style doesn’t matter and I find myself changing regularly 

according to the conditions in which I am fishing. But if you believe sidearm casting is the only 

way to beat the wind you need to look at some of the research that has been done into wind velocity 

at sea level. Larry Pratt and Dr Jim Edsom Woods 
1
 from the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute 

have shown the difference in wind velocity at 5ft above water level and 20ft is not huge.  If you 

take a look at the diagram below you will see the wind is already blowing at 15mph at knee height 

and only increases to 20mph at the height of the fly. The upshot of these findings is that you should 

not base your use of a sidearm style purely on its wind cheating benefits. 

 

 

 

Style is more than just how you move your arm. 

The way you grip the rod, place your feet and use 

your body are all a matter of style. Take a close 

look at how people grip a fly rod and you will 

find at least three different styles. Look down at 

their feet and you are likely to find a similar 

number of variations. And as for body movement 

there is as much individuality as you would find 

on a dance floor.  Observe some of the greats of 

fly casting in action and you will see how each 

one uses their own unique style. They may do it 



in different ways but their results are regarded as the benchmarks of great casting. 
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In the 1990s Al Kyte, a professor of physical education at the University of California at Berkeley, 

and Gary Moran, who has a PhD in anatomy and kinesiology filmed and studied some of the 

world’s best casters.
2
 They concluded that there was no one style of casting which produced the 

best results. As they looked at how each caster moved they observed how they all adapted their 

style to achieve the essential mechanics of a good cast. By adjusting rod angles, stroke length, 

loading and unloading, timing, grip, and stance they were able to achieve the straightest movement 

of the rod tip and achieve the tightest loops. 

 

When I look at a group of casters at a club casting day or on fishing trip I see a variety of styles all 

being used to achieve the same objective. These styles might be dictated by differences in anatomy, 

size and strength or as a result of trying to deal with different fishing environments. As an instructor 

I am often tempted to try and teach my style because I know it works for me. But that may not be 

the case for someone else. There are many ways to make a cast and the only real test is whether the 

rod tip moves in a straight line and produces effective loops. Now, when I am watching people cast 

I try to focus on the loops and not the style. 

Over the last few months I have been writing about the essentials of fly casting and how it is 

important to concentrate on these and not just on rules. Now I can add to this not to concentrate on 

style. The specific motion of the hand, arm and body is not as important as the ability to master the 



essential physics of the cast. This of course brings us back to Bill and Jay Gammel’s Five 

Essentials
3
. By now you probably know them well. They are, in a sense, hierarchical in that each 

one is needed to be put in place to achieve the ultimate goal of narrow loops. At the top of the 

hierarchy is essential number 3: 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. The other essentials of removing slack, varying the pause and stroke and smoothly 

apply power can all be achieved with a variety of styles as long as the substance of a good cast is 

there in the form of a straight line path of the rod tip. Rather than focus on learning a particular 

style, casters should focus on the most basic substance of the cast—moving the line along as 

straight a path as possible. 

 

The next time you look at someone casting and wonder if their style is better than yours look at 

their loops. If you are achieving similar loops, casting similar distances and achieving similar 

accuracy your style is as good as theirs. Last month I wrote that we learn to cast by following rules 

and then learn to break them. In the same vein we learn to cast by copying someone’s style and then 

adapting it to suit our needs. In the end, style doesn’t matter – unless you want to feature on the 

front cover of a fly fishing magazine. 
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