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Crafting A Bamboo Fly Rod
A Practical Guide to Making Your First Bamboo Fly Rod

Preface

I graduated from the University of California in 1970 with a degree in Economics,
hardly an education that would facilitate my career in making fine cane fly rods. I
did, however, always love to tinker with mechanical things and found I was
greatly rewarded when I could invest the time to figure out how to make
something.
Resourcefulness, desire to succeed, and the ability to handle tools is an
advantage, but only to this extent. Your fly rod will be either exquisite or will be
simply just a great fishing tool. The more rods that you decide to make, the more
your skill and familiarity with the process will improve. Your first experience and
finished rod, will give you a sense of pride that you will never forget when you
catch your first trout with the rod that you made yourself.
I think any person with a dream and persistence can accomplish great things
and it is my firm belief that anyone that has some basic skills with tools can
produce a fine bamboo fly rod. You may not even realize that you have those skills
until you try. They could be buried somewhere in your make up and just waiting to
be called upon. If you have dabbled in fly tying and were able to produce a fly that
can catch fish, you would magnify that thrill exponentially if you were to make
your own fly rod. You must, most importantly, have a strong desire to take on the
project and to convince yourself that you can do it. You must be able to brush
aside failures and believe in yourself. Bamboo fly rod building is not rocket
science, although some would have you believe it is. It is my purpose to offer you
some techniques and encouragement that will enable you to take on the challenge
to make yourself a fine bamboo rod. You will have to be willing to invest in some
important tools. You may have some of the necessary tools already in your shop.
Some of the equipment required to make a rod can be made and some cannot.
Who knows, if you continue to build rods you may be able to recover some of
your costs.
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Introduction
This book was written primarily to encourage the non-professional craftsman. The
purpose of this book is to help you on your journey to make a bamboo fly rod by
minimizing frustration and confusion. It is intended to take some of the anxiety
out of the process, which often prevents a fly fisher’s desire to go ahead and make a
fine bamboo rod. Making a fine bamboo fly rod is not as difficult as you may
think. My son, Tor, made a fine rod when he was twelve years old.
When I started out making rods, I found an enormous amount of information out
there, which can tend to overwhelm the novice. The books that I bought either
wandered around from one topic to another, or they left some steps of building a
bamboo fly rod unclear, or even unaddressed. You must read over each step and
understand them before attempting them. There are simply too many things that
must be performed correctly. If you decide to take on a rod building project I
would suggest that you list the steps contained in this book. Write them out as
this will help you learn the steps. Pin a sheet of paper above your workbench
listing the steps and follow one at a time. I often get calls from novice builders who
come over with problems because they did not follow this routine and forgot some
of the important things that must be done before continuing on to the next step.
You must read over each step and understand it before you attempt it. There are
simply too many things that must be done correctly. You just can’t wing it.
Another thing to consider, which will pay dividends, is that if you find yourself
getting frustrated or fatigued, set the project aside, go do something else and hit it
again at a later time. You will be surprised how another day brings about more
focus, and therefore, better results.
In my opinion, there is too often an over emphasis concerning the mystique and
difficulty regarding the craft. Books on the subject are often cluttered with so

much information that it results in fear and confusion to the otherwise capable
novice. I am also a believer that one should take, with a grain of salt, the
information to be found on the many bamboo fly rod forums.Forums can helpful
but they can also constipate your mind as well. Let me illustrate what I mean by
sharing this example. I have a student who got confused about how to mix a
material often used to glue the completed strips together, after he had spent a
considerable amount of time on one of these forums. He was convinced that he
had to go out and buy special catalysts to add to the mix. He would also even have
to use a digital scale to measure proportions for the mix before it would be
suitable to use. This information only frustrated him, so he came to me for my
opinion. After listening to his story, I asked him jokingly, if he was going to buy a
white lab coat to wear before going on any further with the rod making process. I
simply showed him my method of mixing the Urac 185 so that it had the
consistency of molasses. I then glued up some strips while he was present. ”I have
never had a rod failure using this technique” I told him. We both had a good laugh
over this experience.
This book will not contain many graphs, tables, or rigid building practices that must be
adhered to. There will be no lengthy or extraneous discussion of history, comparisons
of tools, methods or things such as what type of magnifying glasses to use. I want the
reader to feel comfortable with being able to complete a good looking and fishable
bamboo fly rod after he follows the principles set forth in the following pages. You can
refer to the appendices where there will be references to detailed information in case
you wish to go beyond a simple building process.
As trite as it may sound, focus on the KISS (keep it simple stupid) principle while
working on your first project. Realize that you are not expected to possess the skill of
some of the old master rod builders such as Everett Garrison, however you will have
the advantage of using much more up to date and sophisticated tools than he used.
Take the time to look at some of the plates in Garrison’s book “A Master’s Guide to
Building a Bamboo Fly Rod”(. pp. 42and 43) You will be amazed at the primitive
nature of some of the tools that he used. Nevertheless, his rods are among the finest
ever made. In my opinion, there are three reasons for this.
1. Garrison’s attention to detail during the important steps.
2. The wonderful characteristics of the Tonkin Cane that he used.
3. His compulsive desire for experimentation is what established principles that we
still use today.

After all, his book is considered to be the ”Bible” of bamboo rod making. It is an
accepted fact that these master builders developed tapers that set the standards for
which the rods are made today. Their tapers can be tweaked with a bit, but these
adjustments don’t radically change the rod for the better.
Some of the steps in building a bamboo fly rod are critical and deserve much more
attention than do others. There will be enough things to learn about without getting
Overwhelmed over small details. I will do my best to point out to you how to make
your experience as simple as it can be, while at the same time, minimizing your
frustration. I have spent countless hours studying this process and have faced every
imaginable pitfall. It is because of this experience, that I have been able to streamline
and prioritize the steps required to make a bamboo rod.
The priorities, which I consider to be critical steps, would include the following,
which will be discussed at length later on.
1. Selection of the rod that will suit your needs, including it’s taper and choice
of the materials used.
2. Selecting the proper bamboo culm to match the rod.
3. Establishing good sixty-degree angles during the rough planning process.
4. Proper heat treating to insure strength and prevent ”sets”
5. Learning how to final plane to within one-thousandths of an inch or less by
using the right plane and keeping the blade sharp. Also knowing when to use a
scraper when you encounter a stubborn node or an uncooperative strip of
bamboo.
It is a fact, and always will be, that as in any profession, there will be
disagreements on the principles and techniques used to accomplish a goal. I am
sure that in my profession, that there will be those who disagree with the methods
that I use to construct a fine bamboo fly rod. It is their right to do so. My goal is to
produce a fine, good looking fly rod that is fun to use, gives pleasure during its use,
and is durable. I simply enjoy seeing a person make a bamboo fly rod when the
techniques are translated to him in a manner that will assure his success. I have
made many dozens of fly rods for customers throughout the United States. Those
customers have given me comments that have made my adventure in making
bamboo fly rods extremely rewarding.
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Let’s Get To Work
Before you decide to build a bamboo fly rod, you should consider this. You will be
spending a lot more money to get set up with the tools required to make your own
rod than you would spend on buying a rod from either me or some other capable
fly rod maker. Unless you have a strong desire to make your own bamboo fly rod,
and before you embark on this journey, you should give this fact some serious
consideration. Another option would be to take a private class such as the one that I
offer. This would be less expensive because you would be using my tools, however,
with guidance, you would end up with a rod that you made yourself.

Chapter 1
Introduction

Buying and Selecting Bamboo
So you want to build a bamboo fly rod. Where do you get Tonkin cane? A
nursery? eBay? No, we are not after the kind of bamboo to be used as tree stakes.

2.1

Buying and Selecting Bamboo

The Tonkin Cane that you want has been grown and graded as far as quality is
concerned, specifically to suit the fly rod builder. This accounts for only about 1%
of the Tonkin that is shipped to the United States from China. There are two
companies in the US that supply the fly rod builder. The Bamboo Broker in Seattle
and Charles H. Demarest, Inc. located in Bloomingdale, NJ. The novice is not
normally interested in large quantities sold in bundles (10 culms) or bales (20
culms). At the time of this writing the Demarest Company is the only supplier that
can provide a minimum order of three pieces at an economical price. I do

understand, however, that The Bamboo Broker now follows this practice. Prices
range from $40 to $50 per culm. You might consider the larger diameter culms,
which yield more strips in case you screw up some strips, and believe me, you
will. These pieces can be shipped UPS if cut in half from the standard 12' length.
Tonkin Cane acquired in bales and bundles are all 12' long and must be shipped by
motor carrier. If you buy the more practically shipped and reason- ably priced 6'
sections, they will be well marked so you know which is the butt and tip sections.
UPS charges depend on your location. You can check all of these prices by going
to Charles H. Demarest or The Bamboo Broker website. Once at this site you can
get much information about Tonkin Cane. Shipping charges will vary depending
on your location.
If you buy cane in 6' sections you will be building a two-piece fly rod. I do not
recommend building a 3-piece rod for your first attempt, besides you would need
a full 12' length in order to do this.

2.1

Choosing a Rod for Your First Project

Selection of a bamboo fly rod depends on several factors such as the type of
fishing you intend to do. Considerations include the type of water you will be
fishing, (small streams or large rivers). The size and species of fish that you after,
what type of action you want in a rod. It is impossible to have one rod that will
meet all of your needs. Generally I have found that bamboo fly rods seem to excel
in the smaller sizes. Since you will be building one rod for now, you will have to
compromise. I do not recommend building a 61/2' 3 wt. rod for your first attempt for
the simple reason that you would be dealing with very small dimensions that would
challenge the novice builder. For our purposes, I will offer three of my tapers. They
will be an 8' 5 wt. a 71/2' 5 wt. and a 7' 4wt. I recommend starting with one of the
first two. If you decide to build a second, you would love the 7' rod, just a bit more
difficult for the first attempt. You may contact me if you would like taper numbers
for other rods.

Figure 2.1 Culms of Tonkin bamboo

2.1.1

One tip or two?
Two tips are traditional, but not necessary with the modern glues available.
Also, better heat treating techniques make the rods stronger and less
likely to break. If you want to build a second tip I recommend that you
label the culm you are using and set it aside.

2.1.2

Weight?
The scope of this book will deal with traditional hex rods. When I was first
investigating bamboo fly rods, I was skeptical about the ability of a short rod to be
able to throw a long cast. I was a graphite fisherman back then and I was under
the impression that fly rods had to be 9' long, or at least 81/2' . I soon found out
that bamboo throws a hell of a cast in the shorter lengths. Consequently, 3 piece 9'
bamboo rods are simply too heavy to have fun with unless you want to get
involved

Fig2.2 Figure Culm and the hexagonal bamboo blank pieces

2.1.1

Tapers?

Tapers or the dimension measurements of the rod decrease as it goes from the handle to the
tip, which determines the action of the fly rod. If you were to plot these dimensions on a
graph for one particular rod design, you would put the length of the rod on the x-axis and
the dimensions of the rod on the y-axis noting rod diameter decreases as it travels along
the length of the rod. These measurements can be expressed as an angle. The greater or
steeper the angle the faster action the rod will have. The rods that I build generally have
medium fast-to-fast action. As you progress building rods you can experiment with your
tapers and find ones that please you the most. If you are interested in plotting stress
curves you can research them from a variety of sources found on the Internet.

Figure 2.3: action of medium, fast, and slow fly rods

Figure 2.1: Culm and the hexagonal bamboo blank pieces

Chapter 3

Flaming Bamboo
When I started making rods, I made blonde rods exclusively. They looked fine to
me and required fewer steps to build them. I still make quite a few blonde rods,
but as time went by I got more requests from customers for flamed or striped rods,
often called tigers. I was also interested in experimenting. At one point I decided
that blonde rods looked a bit anemic compared to a flamed or striped rod, but this
is a matter of personal choice. I might add that you can eliminate the anemic look
on blonde rods by heat-treating a bit longer, which will give the bamboo a richer
tone. You can also use a chemical called potassium permanganate. It comes in a
crystal form and is mixed with water. Each coat that is wiped on slowly darkens
the cane. It is often used in fly rod restoration in order to match a replacement
section of a broken flamed bamboo fly rod. If you do decide to color the rod, it is
done before the culm is split. A weed burning propane torch is used. For striping, I
use a BernzOmatic TS4000 for wide stripes and, I bought a pencil attachment for
the same torch, which yields narrower stripes. These torches use the 14.1oz
replacement propane canisters readily available at hardware stores.
Should you decide to flame your rod, I recommend a weed burning torch hooked
up to a large propane canister such as those used on BBQs. Don’t hesitate to put a
charcoal like burn on the culm. The torch should produce a high enough
temperature to char the outside, but not cook the inside, which could damage the
power fibers. The burned culm will concern you but the color will be fine once the
enamel is removed. Under doing the flaming may result in a lighter color than is
desired once the enamel is removed. To accomplish the flaming I set my culm on
two metal sawhorses and rotate the culm using a channel lock pliers. Use an even
stroke similar to spray painting, to get the color uniform. The darkness will be
removed later when the enamel is removed using a razor blade. Remember, that if
you under flame the outer surface you’re flaming or striping will end up lighter
than you would like when the enamel is removed. I recommend some practice on
this. Do a small section on some scrap and then use a
Razor blade to scrap off some of the enamel in order to check the color.

To accomplish the flaming I set my culm on two metal sawhorses and rotate the
culm using a channel lock pliers. Use an even stroke similar to spray painting to get
the color uniform. The darkness will be removed later when the enamel is removed
using a razor blade. Remember, under flaming the outer surface will result in a
lighter colored rod than you would like when the enamel is removed. I
Another word about flaming. This should not be used as a substitute for heat-treating.
There is some debate out there, but I have found that flamed rods produce a bit
more stiffness in the cast.

In fig 3.1 Torches from left to right. 1. Small tip for pencil sized lines 2. Hi temp
weed burner for flaming. 3. Push button start TS 4000 for wide stripes moreover
for heat-treating using the pipe method discussed later in the heat treatment
segment.
Figure 3.1: Torch with fine tip, weed burner attachment for 5 Gallon propane canister and
BernzOmatic TS4000

If you have some areas on the strips that appear too light, you can carefully touch
up those spots on the strips using the fine nozzle torch. Be careful! Don’t scorch
the sides of the strips.

Figure 3.2: A flamed culm

