
1. There must be a pause at the end of each stroke which varies in duration with the 
amount of line beyond the rod tip. 
In all types of casting, a weight is used to provide resistance against which the rod is bent to 
store energy for the cast. In plug or spin casting, it is the weight of the lure which bends the rod. 
This weight is concentrated in a relatively small lure which hangs a short distance below the 
rod tip. After making a back cast with such a lure, no pause is necessary before starting forward 
with the rod. Conversely, in fly casting it is the weight of the fly line which bends or loads the 
rod, and this weight may be distributed over ten, thirty, or even fifty feet of line. Because this 
line must be straight in order to properly load the fly rod a pause, which varies in duration with 
the amount of line beyond the rod tip, is essential to allow the line to straighten. (See Figures 
1a and 1b). If the line does not straighten between the back and the forward cast, the potential 
casting weight of the line is reduced and the rod will not load properly. This will cause a weak, 
sloppy cast, or in extreme cases the loop will collapse. 

 
Figure 1a. This short line is completely straight and is ready to be cast forward. 

In order to achieve the correct amount of pause on the back cast, some instructors advocate 
watching every back cast. Certainly, it is appropriate to watch the back cast occasionally. 
However, we strongly recommend that the caster not watch every back cast. We have found 
there are problems associated with watching all of the back casts that are more difficult to 
correct than any slight problem with timing. As long as the line length is constant, the pause on 
the back cast is the same as the pause on the forward cast. If the caster keeps this in mind, he 
will learn to time the back cast pause simply by keeping it the same as the forward cast pause. 
The correct pause is essential for successful casting and therefore should be practiced from the 
beginning. You must also remember that the rod does not have to be motionless at the end of 
the back cast. Some casters advocate using a backward drift while others leave the rod 
stationary. Either style is fine as long as the rod does not drift forward before the line is 
straight. This is called creep, and is a common mistake which wastes valuable stroke length 
that cannot be regained without causing the rod to unload prematurely. 



 
Figure 1b. With a longer line, the pause must be longer. 

2. Slack line should be kept to an absolute minimum 
To apply power to the cast, the line must be anchored either with the rod hand against the 
handle or more commonly in the line hand (the hand not holding the rod). If the line is not 
anchored, the line and rod will slide relative to one another and will keep the rod from bending 
or loading. Even though the line is anchored, slack may still be present and needs to be 
removed before the next cast is made. Slack in the casting system causes the caster to waste 
some of the casting stroke removing slack, without properly loading the rod or moving the fly. 
If there is no slack in the casting system the fly will move as soon as the rod tip moves. There 
are many causes of slack. A few of the more common ones are: movement of the fly line by 
outside forces such as water or wind, starting the cast with the rod tip too high, rough, jerky 
application of power, and poor timing between the back and forward cast. The most common 
cause of slack which many casters overlook, is the belly of slack that forms between the rod tip 
and the water when starting the cast from a position with the rod tip high in the air. This is 
illustrated in Figure 2. To prevent this from happening, start a cast with the rod tip pointing 
at the water. This allows you to start with the most efficient back cast. 

 
Figure 2. Incorrect rod position, a common cause of slack line overlooked by most casters. 



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. 
Because the fly line must follow the rod tip, the straight line movement of the rod tip is the only 
way a fly caster can form a straight line cast. This is true for both the vertical and horizontal 
planes. In the vertical plane there are three common paths that the rod tip can follow. It can 
travel a straight line from one end of the casting stroke to the other, which is how a properly 
shaped loop is formed. It can travel through a convex path (one that is higher in the middle of 
the path than on either end) and the loop will be wide or fat. If the rod tip travels in a concave 
path (the tip is lower in the middle of the path than on either end), the loop will tail or cross. 
These loops, and the rod tip paths which produce them, are displayed in Figures 3a, 3b and 3c. 
the rod must also move in a straight line horizontally, without right or left deviations. A rod tip 
path that slices to the right will cause the line to curve to the right, while a rod tip path that 
hooks to the left causes the line to curve to the left. The most efficient way to make sure the rod 
tip moves in a straight line in the horizontal plane is to pick a target and make sure the line 
always moves straight away from the target on the back cast and directly at the target on the 
forward cast. To ensure the rod tip moves in a straight line in the vertical plane, you must 
combine the correct stroke length with the correct application of power. For instance, if you are 
having trouble with wide loops, either the stroke is too long or not enough power is being 
applied. Sometimes both errors are made. To correct this problem either the stroke must be 
shortened or more power must be applied. 
Sometimes both errors are made. To correct this problem either the stroke must be shortened 
or more power must be applied. Sometimes both corrections are necessary. Stroke length is the 
first possibility to consider. If you are getting crossed or tailing loops, the stroke length is 
probably too short or the power is applied in a jerky, uneven manner, or possibly both faults 
exist. In this instance, the fault is probably with the application of power. Make every effort to 
apply power as described in essential five. The stroke may need to be lengthened if applying 
power correctly does not solve the problem. 

 
Figure 3a. A good loop and the straight line rod tip path which produces it. 



 
Figure 3b. A wide loop and the convex rod tip path which produces it. 

 
Figure 3c. A tailing loop and the concave rod tip path which produces it. 

4. The length of the stroke must vary with the amount of line past the rod tip. 
 
If you are casting a short line you will need a short stroke to move the rod tip along a straight 
line. If you are casting a longer line the extra weight causes the rod to bend much deeper, and a 
longer stroke is necessary to keep the rod tip moving in a straight line. This is where the 
problem of creep arises. If the rod is allowed to creep forward there will not be enough stroke 
length to properly load the rod for a long cast. This is a common problem when lengthening the 
stroke for a long distance cast. 



 
Figure 4a. Short line, short stroke. 

 
Figure 4b. Longer line, longer stroke. 

5. Power must be applied in the proper amount at the proper place in the stroke. 
The amount of power needed for each cast is influenced by a number of factors including the 
amount of line to be false cast, the total length of the cast, wind direction, the weight of the line 
and rod and the type of cast to be made. As shown in figure 5, the majority of this power should 
be applied after the rod has reached a position perpendicular to the plane of the cast. In other 
words, the power should be applied slowly at first, gradually increasing to a peak at the end of 



the stroke. There should be a crisp stop at the end of the casting stroke forcing the fly rod to 
come out of its bend. As the rod straightens or unloads a loop is formed. 

 
Figure 5. A to B, power is increasing; B to C, power is greatest; D is the end of the stroke. 

These are the five essentials of good fly casting. these essentials will enable you to achieve the 
proper loading and unloading of the rod, which should be the goal of all good fly casting. The 
correct loading and unloading of the rod allows you to first store energy in the rod and then 
transmit it to the fly line. Letting the rod work for you in this manner is the most efficient way 
to cast a fly. 
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