
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Horses for Courses 
 
You might be wondering what horses have to do with fly fishing. In actual fact horses have played 

an important part in the history of fly fishing. In the 15
th

 century horse hair was plated together to 

make the first fly lines. Charles Cotton 
[1]

 specified in The Compleat Angler that the first two 

lengths nearest the hook should be of two hairs, the next three lengths of three hairs, the next three 

after that of four hairs, then 5, 6, and 7 hairs up to the length required for the rod. Thus began the 

never ending debate about the perfect taper for a fly line. 
 

Horse hair fly lines disappeared during the 19
th

 century to be replaced by silk and then nylon. 

Nowadays fly lines are made from polyvinyl chloride or polyurethane allowing the making of lines 

of innumerable tapers, densities, colours and weight.  Finding the perfect fly line has now become 

much harder. 
 

With the opening of the trout season not too far away I thought I would take a look at the mare’s 

nest of choices on the market today if you are considering a new fly line for the occasion. Sorting 

through what is available and what will work for you is about choosing horses for courses. 
 

I shouldn’t assume you might be considering a new line for the new season as some people never 

change their trout line.  If it casts and fishes the way you want why would you change? I suggest 

there are two reasons why you might want to think about a new line. First, fly lines deteriorate with 

age and exposure to the elements. Tiny cracks appear and the line becomes rough and loses its 

slipperiness. If it is a floating line it will start to sink. Fly lines don’t last forever. 
 

The second reason you may want to get a new line is because there are many more options 

available to find a line that is more suitable to the type of fishing you do. Most of us have our 

favourite trout lines and have been using them for years. But trout lines have evolved and now there 

is line for every conceivable situation. It might be time to put your old line out to pasture. 
 

If you do decide to pony up and buy a new line for the new season a trip to the local fly shop or an 

online search will soon have you scratching your head over the multitude of choices. What follows 

is an attempt to sort the wheat from the chaff and help you choose a new line. My suggestion is that 
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you forget favourite brands, stretch or non stretch, loops, colours, laser labeling, textures and the 

polyvinyl chloride versus polyurethane debate and think horses for courses.  
 

The courses I am thinking of are the places we fish. Most of us fish for trout in a variety of 

locations from creeks, to rivers to lakes using a variety of methods. In the past a general purpose 

line was all that was available. Now we can choose from a number of different lines specifically 

developed to meet our fishing needs.  Changes to tapers and weight distribution can make a line 

more suited to the location and methods we fish it. We no longer need to be hobbled by the 

deficiencies of a fly line designed to do everything but master none.  

 

Before I put the cart before the horse I had better make sure we all understand a few things about a 

fly line. The shape of a fly line determines its performance through the air, with the line’s taper 

affecting how energy is transmitted and dissipated. Varying the lengths and diameters of the 

various parts of the fly line allows control of this energy, resulting in performance characteristics 

for specific types of fly fishing. Weight forward lines are the most commonly used lines today but 

Double Taper lines shouldn’t be discounted. Here is a diagram of the parts of a weight forward fly 

line. A Double Taper is the same except the Belly or Body is longer and there is no running line. 

 

 
Now that we understand the parts of a fly line let’s explore how these sections are varied to make 

the many different fly lines now available. What follows are my thoughts on choosing a fly line for 

the places I fish for trout.  I have not mentioned specific brands or labels nor am I suggesting that 

my choices should be yours. There are many reasons why you should consider a new trout line this 

season and if you do I hope this month’s column will help you choose the right horse for the course. 

 

Creeks 

When I’m fishing a creek I want a line that will present small flies delicately and accurately. I don’t 

need to cast great distances and I’m not using a rod that requires an overweight fly line. I look for a 

standard double taper or weight forward line that features the words “presentation” or “creek” on 

the box. It should have a long front taper to dissipated energy over the length of the taper landing 

the fly softly. Every fly line company makes a line like this and it would be my first choice for 

small creeks. It might look like this: 

 

 
A typical weight forward presentation fly line. 

 



There are a number of other tapers I would consider for small creek fishing. If I had to do a lot of 

roll casting in close quarters I would probably choose a double taper line or maybe a single handed 

spey line. DT lines will do everything a WF line will do while making roll casting easier.  They can 

also be reversed meaning they should last twice as long. A single handed spey line carries more 

weight towards the back of the belly section making it an even better choice for roll casts. These 

lines are very versatile being able to be cast overhead as well perform all of the spey casts.  

 

 
The profile of a double taper presentation fly line. 

 

 
A single handed spey line. 

 

Finally there are a few choices for those who like to load up their fast rods and cast nymphs and 

streamers or have to cope with the wind. You could always just go up one line weight but most 

manufacturers have your needs covered by a line that has a shorter and heavier head. You will 

sacrifice some presentation but if you are just learning to cast it is better to be able to get the fly on 

the water than watch your long taper being blown into the trees. 

 

 
The profile of a weight forward line that has extra weight in the head to load fast rods. 

 

If you want a new fly line just to fish creeks these are the horses that will suit your course. I suggest 

you check what each of the manufacturers has to offer to find the right line for you. 

 

Rivers 

By my definition a river is larger than a creek although you wouldn’t know it if you fished some of 

the “rivers” I now fish. For the purpose of this discussion let’s just say rivers are bigger than creeks 

and places I wouldn’t like to wade across. With this in mind here are some options for choosing a 

fly line for these particular courses. 



 

My personal choice for rivers is a weight forward line with a short front taper and a long back taper 

to enable more line to be carried for long, quick casts. The long back taper also comes in handy for 

mending line and roll casting.  I also like it to be a colour that helps to break up the line profile 

through the air and on the water for ultra stealthy presentations. It doesn’t have the subtlety of the 

long tapered presentations lines but you can always add a very long leader. 

 

 
A general purpose weight forward fly line designed for stealth. 

 

This is not the only river line I use. If I am casting nymphs and indicators there are lines built 

specifically for this purpose worth considering. A good nymph and indicator line needs to be able 

to form efficient loops that can straighten out heavy flies and large indictors. A more aggressive 

front taper handles the heavy junk. These lines aren't great for dry fly fishing because they hit the 

water a bit hard but will work well enough if you need them to. Nymph fly lines will make it much 

easier to roll cast and mend.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                            A weight forward line with heavy head and thick handling line designed for nymph fishing. 
 

Once rivers get bigger there is another specialty taper that I sometimes use.  When I need to cast 

large flies long distances with minimum false casting I reach for a shooting head. I prefer an 

integrated line to make life easier for stripping the fly back to the rod. The extra weight in the head 

quickly loads a rod, while the taper at the back and thin running line allows for very long flight 

times and easy distance. Like the nymph lines these are not the best for delicate presentation of dry 

flies but when you must reach your quarry quickly this is the line to choose. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

An integrated shooting head line. 
 

Any of the creek lines would still work for rivers but when you have so many lines that will do the 

job it pays to look at those which are more suited to larger bodies of water. 

 

Lakes  



Lake lines depend on the sort of stillwater fishing you do. If you fish nymphs with an indicator then 

the river nymph lines will work. If you fish dry fly any of the presentation lines will work. And if 

distance is an issue a shooting head line will work best. Where lake lines become a specialty is 

when you start to fish sub surface. 

 

My go to line for subsurface fishing would be a clear intermediate. These lines sink slowly and are 

ideal for pulling flies through the water such as woolly buggers, damsel nymphs or scuds. In clear 

water situations the stealth factor is a benefit for wary fish. The slower sink rate of the intermediate 

allows you to move your flies in a slow, natural manner, and vary the depth by varying the wait 

time.  A big advantage that intermediate lines have over floating lines is that they do not create a 

wake or disturbance in the surface film. They also fish well on windy days, where the breeze tends 

to blow floating lines around.  Slow intermediates can be used for almost all stillwater situations 

and will work with a dry fly ... for a few seconds. 

 

 
A general intermediate taper. 

 

Although an intermediate line will eventually cover all depths sometimes you need a fast sink line. 

These lines come in different sink rates and can be made to sink tip first or sag in the middle. 

Which sinking line is best really depends on how you want to use it; how far down you need to get 

your fly and how quickly you want to get it there. Besides enabling you to explore deeper reaches 

fast, sinking lines can be used to skip buoyant patterns such as boobies just above weeds and 

bottom. Obviously you can’t fish a dry fly with a sinking line. Casting and fishing sinking lines 

requires extra thought and a bit of practice if you have only used floating lines before. 

 

 
A full sinking line. 

Another specialty lake and river line that I don’t use but should is a midge tip. Midge tip lines are 

floating lines with a short clear intermediate tip. They are great when the trout are feeding just 

below the surface (which tends to be a lot of the time) as they give you greater control over the 

position of your fly, so you don't need to use weight. They let you retrieve with your flies in the 

right place for the duration of the cast. Being a predominantly floating line, they lift off nicely 

making them easier to cast than intermediates. They're particularly good when fishing nymphs and 

buzzers just under the surface.  They are a versatile line for all stillwaters. 



 

A midge tip line 

I have only just scratched the surface (pun intended) when it come to lake lines. A specialist 

stillwater angler would have a bag full of these lines.  
 

You can see that you have many choices when it comes to fishing creeks, rivers and lakes. One line 

will work in most situations but if you limit yourself you are missing out on the benefits provided 

by these specialist lines.  I may be flogging a dead horse but you should consider a new trout line 

this season. Lash out and do yourself a favour and buy the right horse for the course. It could be 

costly, but ask any horse owner how much they spend and your investment in fly fishing will pale 

into insignificance.  
 
[1] 

Charles Cotton (28 April 1630 – 16 February 1687) was an English poet and writer, known for 

his contributions to The Compleat Angler.  

                                                                                                                          Allan Ekert   

 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
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