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The question of what flies to use often comes up when fly fishermen get together. Most often 
the question is presented as: “If you could only have 12 flies w hat w ould they be?”. You m ay 
even remember that maybe a year or so ago I addressed that same question in a column 
entitled, “The Deadly Six”. I w as trying to keep it sim ple. Recently the question cam e up on a 
internet fly fishing bulletin board that I sometimes post on. In this case the question was poised 
as: “Im agine that you have just lost all of your flies and due to limited financial resources you 
can only afford to purchase 24 new  flies. W hat flies w ould you choose?”.  The originator of the 
post offered a prize of a dozen flies of your choice from the Orvis catalog to the best selection. 
The winner was chosen by a vote of the boards members. For the record I came in second.   I 
lost by one vote; I knew I should have voted for myself. 

 
Those that answered the question came with some interesting theories on fly selection. As you 
might expect there was a wide verity of different flies offered. The m ost unusual w as the “Zoo 
Cougar”, sorry I had never heard of it. Of course any fly fishermen, who ties his own flies, will  
have a special fly that he has created and that works especially well for him. When I presented 
my selection I made the case that all of the flies on my list were readily available at almost any 
fly shop. Some of the other flies that made peoples list were regional flies that one could only 
find in New England fly shops. Two examples were the Gray Ghost and the Heron Fly. What was 
of most interest, at least to me, was the number of flies that showed up multiple times. 
Although this was a very small survey it did point out that some flies are almost universal. 
There were two flies that tied for first place. The Pheasant Tail Nymph and the Elk Hair Caddis 
each received 4 votes each. Any fly fishermen will tell you that any popular fly will be altered at 
some point in an attempt to improve its performance. The Pheasant Tail in this survey was  
listed in several different forms. The original, bead head and flash back versions were all listed. 
For the purpose of my own survey I choice to lump them all together. The same could said of 
the Elk Hair Caddis as they can be tied in dozens of different color combinations. For the record 
no one who listed the Elk Hair specified a particular color. In my own fly box I carry an all black 
version as well as an tan and gray and one with a peacock herl body. Needless to say, in order 
to, “keep it sim ple” I have m ade no attem pt to add hook size to the m ix.  Three flies received 3 
votes each. They were the Muddler Minnow, the Prince Nymph, and the Adams. Each of these 



flies also showed in variations. The Muddler was given in the cone head version, the prince  
as a bead head and the Adams as both the traditional Catskill and the parachute version. 

 
Four different flies received 2 votes each. They were, in no particular order, the Wooly Bugger, 
Gray Ghost, Gold Ribbed Hairs Ear Nymph, and the Copper John Nymph. As you might expect 
the Wooly Bugger was listed as plain and as a bead head and the colors varied. The GRHE was 
also listed as a bead head. No color was specified for the Copper John so we will assume that 
the original copper version is the right one.  In my opinion there is no possible way to boil down 
a fly selection to just a few flies. To begin with I own a fly shop so it is very much in my interest 
that people buy flies and lots of them. However, from a practical stand point it is important to 
have the right fly at the right time. Different situations call for different flies. The most 
important reason not to limit yourself to just a few flies is it is just plain fun to have lots of 
different flies. We can take a leap of faith based on the results of this very unscientific poll and 
make the assumption that there are a handful of flies that do seem to have universal appeal. 
The selection may change over time, but there will always be a few patterns found in almost 
everyone’s fly box.  

  
Interestingly one board m em ber listed “Presentation” and I w ould add to that “Accuracy”as his 
choice of fly. If you can’t get the fly to the fish then you might as well hang it up. 

 
This is not the first time I have seen this discussion on an internet board before nor is it the first 
time I have seen fishing writers tackle the question nor will it be the last. Lets face it I have got 
away with it twice now. 

 
See you on the river. 


