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I think it would be safe to say that everyone reading this column can cast a fly rod. We all know 

how to make a casting stroke and do it automatically without thinking. It’s only when you try to 

analyze how your body, arm and wrist move and explain it to someone else that you realize how 

complicated the process is. Put yourself in the place of a complete beginner. You’re told to snap 

your wrist, not to bend your wrist too much, speed up and stop, and make the rod travel in a straight 

line. No wonder beginners find learning to cast difficult. 

 

All this has become relevant because I have just started teaching a fly casting course with a local 

U3A adult education group. In the group are some experienced casters but the majority are 

beginners, some with no fishing experience at all. How am I going to teach them to cast a fly rod? 

When I look at the problems some of them are experiencing it is easy to see the answer is all in the 

wrist. 

 

When you read the books, watch the videos or have lessons with a casting instructor you will be 

told the important role the wrist plays in casting. The wrist is used to stop the rod and launch the fly 

line. The wrist helps the rod tip travel in a straight line thus forming narrow loops. The wrist adds 

to line speed and produces longer casts. And the wrist allows you to change the direction of the cast 

and mend the line. It would be possible to cast without using your wrist but it would be 

cumbersome and hard work. Strap your wrist and try it sometime and see what happens. 

 

So if the wrist is so important how do you explain how it works to someone who has never cast 

before? I’m sure you have all heard many analogies of the casting stroke: the chop of a hatchet, the 

hammering of a nail, tossing apples off a stick, punching and many more. All these motions 

emulate what happens when your make a cast. In my casting lessons with these adult learners we 

spent a lot of time on activities designed to show how the wrist works. We threw tennis balls and 

frisbees, flicked water off the end of a paintbrush (it’s not just kids that can get carried away with 

this activity!) and made a lot of noise with “clacker sticks”. Finally we tried putting it all together 

with wool practice rods. 

 

The group has now moved on to real fly rods and real casting. There is so much we take for granted 

in our own level of skill and knowledge. For us rigging up and getting started takes minutes. For 

newcomers the act of assembling a 4 piece rod so the guides align, attaching a reel and stringing up 

the rod can take forever. There are traps such as which way to put the reel in the reel seat, threading 

the line through the hook keeper, missing guides when stringing the rod and not having any fly line 



out of the rod tip. It’s difficult for us to remember what it was like when we first started but I am 

sure we must have had the same frustrations. 

 

The first cast that we learnt was the pickup and lay down. This is the basis of all overhead casting 

and as good a place as any for learners to start.  A few got it straight away but most are still 

struggling. When I analyze the problems it all comes back to the use of the wrist. Joan Wulff 
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describes it as “wristing’. No matter how much practice, explaining and demonstrating some people 

use too much wrist action in their cast.  

 

 

So how do you get someone who is “wristing” to stop bending their wrist? The first thing you need 

to do is to make sure they understand the wrist movement required for a cast. Your wrist can be 

bent down, straight or bent back. Many people start their cast with their wrist straight and then bend 

it backwards to make a cast. The starting position for a pickup and lay down cast is with the rod 

pointing down (“give the dog a drink” I’m sure you’ve heard a casting instructor use this term) and 

the wrist bent down. Use your forearm and bend your elbow to bring the rod up and then straighten 

your wrist to produce the speed up and stop at the end of the cast. If the wrist is bent down to start 

you will not need to bend it back to make the cast. 

 

 
 
Wrist bent down at the beginning of the cast                                              Wrist straight at the conclusion of the cast 

 

 

Understanding how it works is one thing but putting it into practice can be another. For the 

beginners in my fly fishing course it is proving difficult. They know they are doing it but don’t 

seem to be able to rectify the problem. For the instructor it is also proving difficult because I know 

it is going to take some time for the “penny to drop” and the muscle memory to kick in. All I can do 

is try a variety of tricks to make them use their wrist correctly. 

 

The easiest way to make someone stop using their wrist is to restrain it. This can be done with a 

large rubber band, a two-handed grip, putting the rod butt up a sleeve, holding a soft object between 

the rod butt and the arm, turning the rod upside down or putting on a plaster cast (not really). 

Restraining is only a temporary solution and eventually you have to take away the props and rely 

on training memory and muscles to do the job. Use of the forefinger on top of the grip helps, as 



does making the rod butt touch the forearm for as long as possible in the cast. It also helps to make 

sure they can visualize 45degrees as this is the greatest angle that the wrist should make. 

 

So when the next session of the fly fishing course comes along I will be perservering with 

activities, explanations and demonstrations of how to use the wrist. Once we have overcome this 

hurdle we can really start making progress. Then I will only have to worry about the other 32 

common casting problems and faults that Ed Jaworowski 
2
 has written about. Thankfully, he has 

also provided the solutions. 
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