Fly Casting

The first thing people notice is that a fly rod is longer and more flexible than a spinning or bait casting rod.  With a spinning or bait rod you are trying to propel a single dense weight hanging right at the tip of the rod, so it doesn’t take a long lever to fling the weight. With fly casting you are throwing a weight too, but it is the weight of the line distributed over 30 feet. A longer and more flexible rod does that job better.
So how do you propel a weighted line as opposed to a single weight? You form a loop in the line that rolls as it moves forward and backward, eventually depositing the virtually weightless fly on the water at the end as the line unfolds. That is the whole idea of fly casting: delivering an unweighted lure using just the weight of the line.
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The desired casting loop is about 2 ½ feet wide, with the front and back loop traveling along the same line and with the top leg of the loop in the same plane as the bottom leg. Whether you are doing it right is easy to tell by just looking at your front and back casts. If your line is straight as it comes off the tip of the rod, you are throwing a good loop. If the line is bowed or wavy as it leaves the tip, you are not throwing a good loop.
How do you form the all important loop? First do the preliminaries. Get in a good relaxed stance, left foot forward if you are right handed. Then grasp the rod as if you were shaking hands with it, with the thumb slightly off to the side. Then hold and feed the line with your other hand. Here is a picture of how to grip the rod:
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Next, picture what you are trying to do. In formal terms you form a loop in the fly line by a gradual, accelerating movement of the hand which comes to a definite stop. That is the first principle of fly casting. The line is propelled not by a big windup and throw as in baseball, but by a little flick. Make the long springy lever work for you. The casting loop is formed by a short, quick speedup of your hand followed by a little flick or turn of the wrist. If you imagine a paintbrush full of paint and you want to flick it right into picture frame on the wall, that is the motion. Or imagine pea on a pencil, or a potato on a fork and flicking across the table to hit your sister’s or brother’s nose. Same hand motion. It takes a little practice to get the flick right, but if you just look at your line you can see if you are doing it right. Straight line, good cast.

Raising your elbow slightly right at the end helps. Locking your wrist to the butt of the rod until the very end helps as well. Don’t let your wrist be floppy throughout the whole cast or you won’t get a good loop. This is the beginner’s most common problem because a stiff wrist feels awkward. 
The forward cast is relatively easy to get with a little practice because all of our hunting evolution has been toward aiming and throwing toward the front. But in fly casting you are casting backwards as well as forwards which makes it harder for most people to get. The back cast is just as important as the forward cast but very easy to forget because it is behind you and out of sight.  Make a good backcast (don’t be afraid to look at it) as well as a good forward cast and one good thing will lead to another. 
Practice this in the side position to see it and then in an overhead position that is comfortable to you. Take about 15 minutes. If you do this every day for a year, Lefty Kreh, one of the fly casting gurus, says you will become a good caster. Hopefully you can beat the learning curve.  
The next principle of casting is easy. If you’ve ever moved a hose in your yard to get it to another place, you already understand it because the first thing you have to do to make the hose end move is get rid of all the slack. Otherwise nothing happens. So here is the second principle of fly casting: You must get rid of slack in the line. Slack will ruin your cast. Slack must be eliminated before and during your cast. 
There are basically two kinds of slack: 1) Slack in the line before you start casting or static slack, and 2) Slack introduced while you are casting or dynamic slack. 
For the first kind of slack, simply drag in the line with the line not holding the rod, called your line hand. This is called stripping line.
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Store it at your feet or reel it in. Then feed it into your forward cast immediately after you make the forward stop. This means you have to make a false cast, one that doesn’t land, back and forth feeding line as you go forward. This is called shooting line. Practice stripping slack and shooting line on the false casting for 5 minutes. The goal is to start with 10 feet of line outside the tip top and get 20 feet outside the tip top. Try to keep the line tight and straight at all times.  Tip: Always start casting with the rod tip at or below your waist. High rods automatically introduce slack.
The second kind of slack, dynamic slack, is harder to see because it’s moving. The most obvious cause of dynamic slack is a poor backcast, that is, not a straight line but a droopy line. Then when you start your forward cast you are pulling nothing for the first couple of feet, leading to, a poor, open, funny shaped loop on the forward cast. If your leader doesn’t roll over and straighten out, hooks off to the side, or collapses in a bunch, slack on your backcast is the most likely culprit. A variation of slack on the backcast is not letting the backcast completely unroll. Then when you start the forward cast, you start by pulling the line around, pulling slack, instead of pulling on the straight line. Less usual, but still prevalent, is slack on the front cast caused by poor loop formation. The fix for all cases of slack introduced while you are casting is making your casting strokes longer than usual, especially the forward stroke, and to make sure to form a loop by a positive stop. Tip: After you stop, both front and back, drift your hand up for the backstroke and forward for the front stroke to give yourself a little extra room to pick up the slack. Practice keeping forward and backward loops in the air and if you get slack, correct it by a longer stroke and positive stop. 5 Minutes.
The third and final principle of casting is that the line follows the path of the rod tip. 
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If you want your line to go in a straight line - make the rod tip move in a straight line. The direction and path of the line is controlled by the direction of the rod tip and the same thing that goes for the desired straight line also goes for circles or parts of circles, ellipses or other shapes that are continuous. Stop the rod and the line will attempt to follow the direction of the tip as the rod straightens. The beginner’s problem is usually the convex or semi-circular path. This produces a wide, curved  loop and lots of slack. Often it is caused by opening the wrist instead of keeping it locked to the butt of the rod. It is also caused by too wide of a casting arc when trying to compensate for slack. Maintain a tight line and  keep the casting stroke in about the 11 o’clock to 1 o’clock range. 
More advanced casters often develop tailing loops, where the line crosses over itself prohibiting good turnover. This is usually caused by accelerating in a jerky motion and/or hitting the stop too hard. It can also be caused by moving the casting hand up or down during the stroke. Tailing loops can be hard to eliminate, but a firm wrist and smooth timing are the cure. Watch your cast to see how different little changes in stroke and timing can influence your loop.
Finally, just a word about the fishing position. When you are casting and false casting one hand holds the rod and the other holds the loose line roughly between the first guide and the reel. When you are ready to let the line land, then shift to the fishing position. This means capturing the line under your forefinger on the rod grip and then controlling it with your non rod hand.  Now you have a direct connection between lure and line and you can detect strikes, strip line in a controlled way to activate the lure or to keep up with the current, and set the hook to catch the fish. Make it a habit whenever you finish a cast to shift immediately to the fishing position. It makes line control and catching fish so much easier.
And always remember, the best casting practice is fishing.

Good luck.
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