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“I’ve always wanted to learn to fly fish but I thought casting looked too difficult.” If I had a dollar 

for every time I have heard someone say this I could probably afford to buy a new fly rod. Many 

people come to fly fishing thinking casting is the most difficult thing they will have to learn. It 

looks complicated and we who have been at it for a long time try to make out it is complicated. 

Casting is not rocket science. The art of casting a fly with a fly rod is a relatively easy skill. With a 

bit of effort everyone can learn to get the fly on the water. Doing it effectively and efficiently is 

where the rocket science comes in. 

 

If learning how to cast is the easy part in fly fishing what then are the hard parts? I suggest that the 

where, when and what of fly fishing is where the difficulties arise. Coming from a casting 

instructor you may be shocked to hear that learning how to cast is not the most important thing to 

master. Having written numerous articles imploring people to improve their casting skills now I am 

going to tell you there are other skills more important. No wonder nobody takes any notice of what 

I write! 

 

Now that I am living in an area where access to trout water is limited I have set myself a goal of 

seeing how many other species of fish I can catch on fly. I have read of anglers who have caught 

over 300 different species on fly. I think I have left it a bit too late to reach anywhere near that 

number. My modest aim has been to add one new species to the list each month. Initially this was 

easy with bream, mullet, blackfish, whiting, flathead and garfish quickly obliging. Then things 

slowed down and I have had to widen my search. And this is when I realized that casting the fly 

was going to be the easy part. If I was to be able to add a new species to my list I had to concentrate 

on the where, when and what of fly fishing. 

 

This month my target species has been carp. Before you gasp in horror you need to know that 

things are very different here on the mainland. Carp have taken over many of the waterways and the 

battle for eradication or even control has been lost. They are regarded as a pest species and anglers 

are encouraged to catch and kill as many as they wish. So why would you want to catch a carp on 

fly? One of the more polite names for carp up this way is “swamp trout”. The reference to trout 

provides the clue to why someone would want to catch them on fly. Carp can be sight fished in 

shallow water, carp take flies when they feel like it and carp fight well above their weight when 

hooked. 

 

To catch a carp on fly I first had to learn where to find them. That was the easy part - any water 

west of the mountains. A few enquiries soon provided a list of suitable waters. So it was I headed 



for Keepit Dam in the New England region of NSW. If you think the reference to England means 

green pastures and flowing rivers think again. Keepit Dam is only 20% full and surrounded by 

barren sun scorched paddocks.  Arriving at the dam I only had to get out of the car and walk to the 

edge of the lake to spot my first carp. I missed that one and the next and spent some time changing 

flies. When that didn’t work I remembered to think about where to cast. If a cast was too close the 

carp spooked. If it was too far away the carp didn’t see it. And if the fly wasn’t given just the right 

amount of  

 

movement the carp didn’t want to know. Sound familiar? Just like chasing tailers on Little Pine – 

almost!  The fish in the photo was caught not long after I worked out where to place the fly. 

Learning where to fish and where to cast the fly takes time, knowledge and experience. A casting 

instructor can teach you how to cast but only a lifetime of fishing experience can teach you where 

to cast.  

 

 
 

Learning when to cast (or when not to cast) is harder than learning how to cast. How many times 

have you walked to the water and made a cast only to see a bow wave shooting away from under 

your feet? With so many carp swimming about in Keepit Dam it was difficult not to rapid fire casts 

in all directions.  The way to catch these fish was to stalk them just like you would polaroiding a 

western lake. Once a carp came into sight it was time to place a fly in its path and allow it to settle 

on the bottom. Casting at the fish or blind casting was a waste of time. If you want to be a 

successful fly fisher you need to learn when to cast. Casting can be a challenge but waiting for the 

right moment to make a cast is more challenging. Knowing when to cast the fly makes all the 

difference between fishing and casting practice. 

 

The final part of learning how to fly fish is knowing what fly to cast. This topic usually generates 

the most discussion among all fly fishers from beginners who have no idea to experienced anglers 

who have too many ideas. In the case of the carp it was about knowing what they ate and how they 

ate. With that in mind it was just a matter of choosing a fly that would resemble the food source. 

Carp eat most things trout eat but tend to feed off the bottom.  A wooly bugger placed in the path of 

a cruising or feeding carp mostly did the trick. Had I not known about flies and how they are used 

to represent what fish eat I might have spent a fruitless day drifting red tags over their heads. 

Knowing what fly to cast comes from years of experience and learning. Once you know what fly to 

cast, casting is the easy part. 

 



Learning about the where, when and what of fly fishing is more important than learning how to 

cast. If you are reading this you already know how much a fishing club can contribute to gaining 

this valuable knowledge. To this end I have decided to start a fly fishing club in my new home town 

of Coffs Harbour (Coffs Coast Fly Fishing Club). The quote at the beginning of this column came 

from one of the people who attended our first meeting last month. We had over thirty people come 

along to find out about the club and register their interest. Most were experienced fisher who 

wanted to learn to fly fish. Most knew something about the where, when and what of fishing but 

had always thought that casting a fly rod was too difficult.  We did do some casting on the night 

and I left them with the thought that the hardest thing about learning to fly fish was not going to be 

how to cast! 
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