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dinavian friends are happy to sit by 
a fire and overdose on coffee, proud 
of their virtues and eagerly discuss-
ing the beauty of the perfect rise. Me, 
on the other hand, I’m not quite so 
patient, or devoted, as they would say. 
If I see a nymphing trout, I put on a 
nymph and try to catch it, in between 
looking over my shoulder for fear of 
spit flying in my direction. 

One of my friends shares a few 
of these heretical traits. His name is 
Nicolai, and if you ever meet him 
on a river, you will easily recognise 
him, at least if his sleeves are rolled 
up. On his lower left arm, an intricate 
pattern of pointed figures provide the 

background for the centerpiece of a 
unique tattoo. It is not the skull or pin-
up-girl often seen on ink-lovers; no, it 
is a giant stonefly nymph, clutching on 
to his skin as if it was a rock under the 
swift turbulence of the river. 

Anyone seeing Nicolai’s homage to 
the oversized, alien-looking Plecop-
tera will agree that it is carefully pre-
meditated, not some sudden whim or 
fatal error by a tattoo artist. The truth 
is that Nicolai is quite obsessed with 
stoneflies, and when he invited me to 
join him on the River Traun in south-
ern Germany a few years ago, I was 
eager to see the root of his obsession. 
We hoped to arrive at the peak of the 
stonefly hatch, which should put the 
fish in a forgiving mood, abandoning 
their usual cunning ways. 

Nicolai’s affection for stoneflies is 
unmatched, except perhaps for his 
love for Scott fly rods. He sniffs the 
rod tubes every time he takes out a 
rod, as if each Scott comes with a per-
sonality and special scent. In Nicolai’s 
slightly manic outlook on fly fishing, 
stoneflies and Scott rods are especially 
sacred and must be regarded with the 
highest reverence. 

MEETING MR HEGER
The Traun River is actually a num-
ber of smaller rivers—the Deutsche, 
Weisse and Rote Traun—managed in 
short beats, each of which is suitable 
for a day’s fishing. Some beats run 
through the small village Siegsdorf, 
where the river-keeper and fly-fishing 
icon Rudi Heger runs a fly shop. In 
the shop they sell fishing licences and 
Sage rods, so when Nicolai entered 
he had nothing but contempt for the 
selection. Mr Heger was out fishing, so 
we didn’t meet this living legend, who 
has been at the forefront of the Euro-
pean fly-fishing scene for decades. 

The weather was scorching hot as 
we walked along the fast, clear-run-
ning river, looking for a rising trout. 
We hadn’t walked far before we spot-
ted another fly fisher, covering the 
river methodically with impressive 
elegance. When he saw us he stopped 
fishing at once and walked up to 
introduce himself. It was Mr Heger! A 
polite conversation followed as we dis-
cussed the fishery and received great 
advice from the good-humoured and 
friendly local. While Rudi, or Herr 
Heger, as his employees called him, 
explained to us the fabulous stonefly 
fishing occurring at dusk, he suddenly 
stopped in mid-sentence. 

“Whad is zat?” he asked, and point-
ed at Nicolai’s right arm. Both Nicolai 
and I thought he had spotted the tat-
too, and Nicolai proudly began roll-
ing up his sleeve to show the bizarre 
work of art. However, it wasn’t the 
tattoo Rudi had seen—it was Nicolai’s 
Scott rod. 

It just so happened that Nicolai had 
met a worshipper from a different 
cult. “Verdammt, did I remember to 
charge double for not fishing with ze 

 S
o-called ‘how to’ articles have 
never been my strong suit. Most 
of the time I don’t really know 
‘how to’ fool those seemingly 
uncatchable fish and on the rare 
instances I succeed it seems to 

be mostly due to persistence, luck, or
a change in outward circumstances, 
rather than some secret trick or tech-
nique that I have ingeniously invented. 
Besides, for me fishing how-to’s have 
always been more about how to maxi-
mise the happiness of my soul, rather 

than maximising the number of fish 
caught. Very rarely though, I stumble 
upon a method, a certain fly pattern 
or a little golden rule that seems to at 
least work some times. 

A breakthrough for me was discov-
ering how effective stonefly patterns 
can be. Through the past couple of 
seasons I’ve been surprised by how 
stonefly imitations—often much larger 
than other common insects—can be 
a secret weapon in certain fishing 
situations. 

NICOLAI’S TATTOO
I was schooled in one of the stricter 
factions of the Scandinavian dry fly 
cult where it is considered unsports-
manlike to use a fly larger than size 
14. If you use a nymph and some-
body from the cult finds out you are 
doomed, and can expect if not the 
inquisition, then at least to be spat 
upon for a decade. The problem 
for me with this strict approach has 
always been that I like to fish. If there 
are no hatching mayflies, my Scan-

Peter Christensen shares Mr Heger’s stonefly secrets.

Big trout like big nymphs.
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Nicolai shows off his perpetual homage to the stonefly.

This stonefly nymph crawled out of FL#56.

I’VE BEEN SURPRISED 
BY HOW STONEFLY 
IMITATIONS–OFTEN 
MUCH LARGER THAN 
OTHER COMMON 
INSECTS–CAN BE 
A SECRET WEAPON... 
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Sage rod?” Mr Heger asked. There was 
a moment of awkward silence, then 
Nicolai replied with a mix of pride 
and arrogance: “I would happily pay 
double not to fish with a Sage rod!”

Nicolai then turned around and 
started a determined march down-
stream. I was left behind, unsure if 
I should follow my friend or try to 
appease the guru. Before I could 
make up my mind, Rudi bid me a 
polite farewell and started walking 
upstream.

GERMAN EFFICIENCY
I must admit that the Traun was a dif-
ficult river to fish in the height of sum-
mer. A heat-wave persisted day after 
day, the water was low and nothing 
much happened, except a short spin-
ner fall on the third day which left us 
desperately stressed in our attempts 
to find an imitation the trout would 
accept. Later that day a large brown 
refused my caddis pupa at the very 
last moment. I found little comfort in 
the common notion that refusals have 
their own, strange beauty that in some 
perverted way enrich fly fishing. The 
only consolation was that we were at 
least fishing, not rotting by some log 
fire back home in Scandinavia.

Only a very limited number of 
licences are sold on the rivers, so 

normally one is alone on the Traun. 
So, it was a bit of a surprise to dis-
cover two other fly fishers in ‘our’ 
stretch one morning. It was a strange 
sight: from a distance it looked like 
twin giants towering over a produc-
tive stretch of the river, catching 
small trout continuously at an almost 
maniacal pace. On the shore watching 
them was Mr Heger. 

Seeing Nicolai was some distance 
behind me, I took the chance to restore 
peace with the legend. I walked up to 
him thinking I should say something 
nice about Sage rods, or make a 
condescending remark about Czech 
nymphing. I went with the latter, sus-
pecting Heger to be a traditionalist. As 
it turned out, the giants in the river 
were the Czech twin brother world 
champions of—well—Czech nymphing, 
proudly sponsored by Sage and gillied 
by none other than Mr Heger. At least 
he wasn’t too offended by my stupid 
remark. I secretly suspected that he 
maybe put business over pleasure that 
morning. We chatted for a bit, and at 
the end of it he invited us on a short 
evening session to his private stretch 
of the Traun. In spite of Nicolai, 
maybe Heger felt he had something 
to amend, after the world champions 
had trawled our beat mercilessly all 
morning.

“Meet me at my private stretszch 
tonight at eight, I’ll let you in on a 
zecret,” said Heger, as I shook his 
hand, before sneaking off to the near-
est bar for a refreshing Weiss-beir.

We met Rudi an hour before dusk. 
From his wader pocket a little teddy 
bear looked out on the stream, which 
snaked invitingly through the old 
beech forest. No doubt it was some 
sort of talisman of Heger’s own fly 
fishing cult. On the rocks next to 
the river, a few large, newly hatched 
stoneflies crawled about. In his hand, 
Rudi had a brand new, prototype Sage 
5-weight. Nobody said anything when 
he asked if we wanted to cast it. 

Both Nicolai and I had to admit it 
cast beautifully, at least governed by 
Herr Heger’s wizard-like prowess. He 
tied on a large, foam-bodied stonefly 
imitation and started working the fly 
in the small eddies behind the boul-
ders strewn throughout the Traun. His 
control over the fly was almost super-
natural. It danced enticingly around 

in small circles, like a female stonefly 
dropping eggs into the river. In spite 
of the fast current in the middle of 
the river, the master anchored the fly 
to the hottest zones by careful, effort-
less mends. It was almost humbling to 
witness, even more so when a large 
rainbow, about four times larger than 
the toddlers Nicolai and I had man-
aged to catch during three days of 
hard fishing, zipped the snack and set 
off downstream. 

“Do you want to fight ze trout?” 
Rudi asked without a hint of arro-
gance, and he handed the rod to 

Nicolai. It was like being a 4-year-old 
kid—a complete novice of fishing—on 
a big day out with dad. There was no 
way out—Nicolai had to take the rod. 

A little later the two of them posed 
with the trophy. Rudi was smiling 
slightly and somewhere, deep down, 
he must have felt satisfied, having out-
fishing a Scott man with true, German 
efficiency. But if he did, it didn’t show. 
Nicolai looked shocked and uncom-
fortable. He had paid a high price for 
being initiated into the stonefly tech-
niques practised on the Traun. 

During the following days the 
humiliation quickly subsided as we 
discovered just how efficient Rudi’s 
technique could be. The best time was 
just before darkness fell and the trout 
seemed glued to the larger rocks near 
the banks, where a stonefly would be 
most likely to drop into the river as 
it hatched. Of course we didn’t come 
close to mastering the technique as 
well as our guru, nor catching a trout 
as impressive as his. But we did get 

better and better at presenting the fly 
convincingly and naturally, and it paid 
off with some decent fish and a lot of 
food for thought. The technique was 
somewhat akin to blindly fishing a 
Stimulator dry fly, but so much more 
challenging and intense, because of 
the constant manipulation of the drift, 
attempting to avoid drag, but still 
making the fly move on the surface, 
begging for the fish’s attention. 

FEED THE FISH
My experiences on the Traun were at 
the back of my head half a year later 

when I desperately looked through 
my fly box knee-deep in the turquoise 
water of a heavily fished river in the 
South Island of New Zealand. What 
had surprised me in Germany was 
that the trout of Traun, in spite of 
being almost uncatchable during the 
day, would switch into a voracious, 
predatory mood at dusk. Fly fishers 
are prone to giving the fish perhaps 
too much credit when it comes to 
their ability to outsmart fishermen. 
The experiences at the Traun had 
proved the obvious fact that fish need 
to eat and if a large and easy meal is 

The Stonefly Cult . . . continued

The rivers around Siegsdorf in Germany almost rival New Zealand’s in beauty.

Good stonefly imitations are always 
worth having in the box. Whether 
you fish in Europe, New Zealand, 
Australia, or North and South 
America, stoneflies are likely to be 
present, especially in clear-running, 
fast rivers. They vary in size from 
quite small (size 14–18) to very 
large (size 4–8), and it is the large 
ones that are of the most interest 
in this particular context. 
The hatched insect has four wings, 
criss-crossed by a braid of thin veins, 
thus the family name Plecoptera, 
from Ancient Greek plekein; to 
braid. The wings lie flat over the 
body, making it difficult to confuse 
stoneflies with other insects. To 
the novice, stoneflies may appear 
similar to caddis, but they lack the 
characteristic v-shaped wings of the 
caddis. Stoneflies vary in colour from 
yellow, to olive, green and brown.
The stonefly nymph lives on the river 
bed (or lake) until it reaches maturity 
and crawls ashore, or on to rocks 
in the river, where it hatches to the 
winged adult. After a short period of 
up to a couple of weeks, the mature 
insects mate and the females disperse 
their eggs in the water, completing 
their life cycle. 

STONEFLIES 
(PLECOPTERA)

The Traun River in Germany.

Large stonefly nymph (#4 hook) with two large beadheads. 
Flies like this are not fun to cast, but they do catch fish.

German brown trout, beautifully coloured.

Moulded body stonefly from Rudi’s shop.

One of many great stonefly dry-fly patterns.
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available, they will be tuned onto that, 
and so catching the fish is just a mat-
ter of catering correctly, so to speak. 

These simple ideas had not really 
helped me in my current situation 
though. Fishing in about six feet of 
medium fast water I’d had around 
200 drifts over a large, nymphing 
brown. The fish was probably four 
feet down and so it was a classic New 
Zealand situation where you feel a 
little bit uncertain if your presenta-
tion is good enough. Every now and 
then the trout would make a sideways 
swing for a nymph, but it rarely rose 
in the water column. 

I had been through all the classic 
weapons in the fly box, going heavier 
and heavier all the time and now I was 
left with no options I really believed 
in. The size 10 Pheasant Tail with a 
large, black head and a little lead wire 
in the body was about as heavy and 
clumsy as I felt I could go, but the fish 
had not even moved to look at the fly 
after ten consecutive good drifts. Frus-
trated and out of ideas I picked out 
a size 4 green stonefly nymph with 
two large gold heads, rubber legs and 
enough weight to splinter a pair of 
polaroids if helped by a sudden gust 
of wind. My 5-weight rod complained 
a lot when I began casting the large 
fly, but delivered a decent cast. The 
fly landed so heavily that I felt like 
a little boy throwing a rock in the 
water—this couldn’t be good. 

The trout twitched a little in the 
water, then lazily opened its large 
jaws and shook its head. I was way 
too slow with setting the hook, but I 
guess the size 4 was not that easy for 
the fish to get rid of, and soon I had 
contact. It proved to be the largest 
fish of a two-month trip to New Zea-
land, maybe around 7 or 8 lb, and 
later on, quite a few more good trout 
fell to the same technique in similar 
situations. 

What surprised me was that trout 
which see flies most days of the sea-
son would accept such a large fly, 
but on closer reflection and after 
some more practical experiments, I 
think the efficiency of stoneflies can 
be boiled down to two things. First-
ly, most stoneflies are considerably 
larger and thus more nutritious than 
any mayfly or caddis, and so a very 
attractive food source. Secondly, the 
size of a stonefly imitation, whether 
dry fly or nymph, has certain advan-
tages, in that it is impossible for the 
fish to miss the offering. This is espe-
cially true for nymphing fish, like the 
one described above, because if they 
stand deep or in fast water, it can be 
very hard to properly present a small 
nymph at the right depth. What I’ve 
found is that such situations simply 
call for ‘feeding the fish’, and without 
a really big and heavy fly imitating a 
food source well known to the fish, 
that can be close to impossible. 

As fly fishers our application of the 
sport is governed by many things: 
instinct, experience, tradition and cul-
ture to name but a few. One of the 
cornerstones in classical trout fishing 
is that delicacy is paramount, and cer-
tainly that is to some extent true. But 
sometimes the delicate approach fails. 

What I’ve learned can be boiled 
down to a couple of sentences. Large, 
nymphing browns are surprisingly 
happy to eat a large stonefly nymph 
imitation. But also, the winged stone-
flies can mislead the trout to abandon 
their normal caution and feed very 
aggressively, especially in the darker 
hours. Put some big stoneflies in your 
fly box, make sure to hide them from 
your fishing mates and give them a try 
when nobody is looking. F L

Targeting nymphing trout with 
heavy stonefly imitations is not 
that different from other forms of 
sight nymphing, except that it can 
be advisable to use a beefy rod 
and stiffer leader. I would go with 
a 6-weight and 3X when targeting 
large fish with big flies. 
Mr Heger’s dry stonefly fishing, 
however, is quite different from 
traditional, upstream dry-fly fishing. 
The chosen fly pattern must be highly 
buoyant to stay afloat when fished 
actively in quite fast water. That 
means lots of foam in the body, and 
a well-balanced thorax that helps the 
fly maintain a correct position on the 
surface film. Hackled Stimulator-type 
stonefly patterns drown too easily. 
Look to the Rogue River stonefly 
tying tradition for inspiration, or the 
durable and highly buoyant Oeland 
Stonefly, by the Danish master 
tier Morten Oeland. Alternatively, 
see some of Rudi Heger’s flies, 
including his ‘Aerial Assault’ (at 
www.rudiheger.eu). Mostly the fly is 
fished directly across the current or 
slightly upstream, and the shortcut 
to success is making the fly circle 
enticingly over the trout’s potential 
lair, for long enough to get the trout 
interested. To achieve this, excellent 
line control, frequent mends and 
slack casts are the way to go. 
High-sticking is required to avoid 
excessive drag on the line—drag is 
the enemy of this technique as it 
pulls the fly out of the spot and 
makes it move unnaturally. 

TECHNIQUES

The Stonefly Cult . . . continued

Another big NZ brown with a mouth full of stonefly. 

Check out 
Peter Christensen's

new DVD 
set in Fiordland,
New Zealand

http://www.flylife.com.au/library/video/onlyriverknows.htm



