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THE FURTHER north we get in these 
isles, the darker your claret needs to 
be.” Or so our learned friend,  
Mr Headley, would have us believe. I’d 
love the time and the freedom to 
investigate, and uphold or reject Stan’s 

theory, but fishing being the perplexing and  
sometimes unfathomable array of variables that it is, 
to attempt to prove or disprove such claims is, to my 
mind, pointless. Sometimes a hefty helping of 
experience topped with a dollop of intuition gives you 
answers that petri dishes and wind tunnels can’t. 
What is important in fly-fishing, and in particular fly 
selection, is what you believe. Confidence is key,  
and confident anglers catch fish. 

Even with only half Stan’s experience, I’ve arrived 
at a couple of conclusions about claret myself. My 
observations won’t shake the foundations of the fly-
fishing world, but I believe them: claret isn’t purple; 
and claret is a great colour in poor light. First things 
first. Next time you purchase fly-tying materials 
labelled as “claret” – in particular seal’s fur, hackle, 
straggle etc – and closer inspection reveals even the 
faintest hint of purple, reject it forthwith! Purple is 
the work of the devil; perfect for novelty socks, and 
with very, very few exceptions, nothing else! Claret 
tying materials should be rich and warm; think 
blood, chocolate and wine. Most of us come in contact 
with at least two of those every day, so no excuses! 

Once you have your quality claret, where and when 
to fish it? Well, that is a lot easier than finding a 
quality claret in the first place! Fish your claret 
creations wherever fish swim, and for best results, 
when the light is on the low side. I love wild and 
windy, dark, brooding days on the water. They’re not 
necessarily any guarantee of good fishing, but I’m 
always hopeful, and perched on the edge of my seat in 
anticipation. In such conditions, oxygen levels in the 
surface layers will be high and the trout, more often 
than not, will be looking for trouble. Wet-flies, then, 
are invariably a first line of attack, and claret is 
second to none, especially when sported by flies with 
seal’s fur bodies. In low light, and when wet, there’s 
not an awful lot of difference between black – 
commonly chosen in poor light – and claret seal’s fur. 
Claret, for me, can have an edge over black by virtue 
of its ability to transmit light (black will transmit 
virtually none), radiating those rich, warm, meaty 
tones, while still maintaining a bold, dark silhouette.   

From Bewl Water to the Loch of Swannay, the Claret 

Crippler has spearheaded many a low-light attack for 
me and seldom fails to pull a fish or two. It is equally 
happy in either the top or tail positions. Floaters and 
slow-sinking lines bring the best out of the Claret 
Crippler. Keeping the fly high in the water, massaged 
by the movement of water, allows the soft hen hackles 
to pulse and stiffer golden-pheasant hackles to kick, 
suggesting the final, faltering moments of a hapless 
invertebrate. Closeness to the surface also maximises 
transmitted light, especially from dark materials in 
low light. Claret can work well deeper, but as a rule of 
thumb the lower the light, the higher the fly. An 
erratic retrieve suits the Crippler well – vary the speed 
of your retrieve, mixing a figure-of-eight with strips/
pulls and occasional pauses. At the end of the retrieve, 
a long, slow lift and hang will often prove too 
tempting. The Claret Crippler is eminently suited to 
this tactic. Holding the fly in the surface, causing  
the film to bulge, can be highly effective. 

Stan will be disappointed that I give little thought to 
the relationship between the shade of my claret and 
my proximity to the North Pole. Sorry, Stan. The 
Claret Crippler, and most of my claret flies sport more 
or less the same shade – on the dark side, but rich  
and warm… and definitely no hint of purple! 

Hook Size 8-12 Kamasan B175 or B170   
Thread Wine UTC 70 den or any claret thread   

Rib Oval gold  Body Claret seal’s fur  Body hackle Hen, 
dyed claret  Shoulder hackle Golden-pheasant  

body feather, dyed red  Head hackle Grizzle hen,  
dyed Silver Doctor blue  

T Y ING TI PS
l  The Claret Crippler is meant to be a mouthful,  

but try not to overdress, in particular, the body. 

l  Allow your hackles plenty of length for added 

movement, but again, don’t overdo it, and don’t  

palmer too tightly.

l  Rake out the seal’s fur body with velcro for extra 

translucence and life. 

l  If you have several claret shades, then mix them up. 

This is a good tying tactic with any colour. 
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Claret Crippler
Rob Denson ties a stillwater pattern that is deadly on dull days
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