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BASIC FISHING – LESSON 1 

An introduction to angling: history, rods & reels, regulations & ethics, basic casting 

Background:  

History 

What is angling?  A quick Google search defines 

‘angling’ as the sport or pastime of fishing with a 

rod and line.  But long before fishing became a 

pastime, people caught fish for subsistence – either 

as food or to bring a profit by selling to others as 

food.   

 

There are plenty of historical reports of ancient 

cultures and peoples fishing as a way of gaining 

food to feed their populations. Cave paintings that 

are at least 15,000 years old show that humans 

used barbed poles and spears to hunt for fish, 

and paintings on tomb walls and pictures on 

papyrus show that the ancient Egyptians used 

woven nets, baskets and harpoons to catch fish 

such as Nile perch, catfish and eels. Mosaics show 

that nets and hook and line were used by the 

Romans to catch fish, and it is also thought that 

fishing was an important part of ancient Greek 

culture, although the low status of fishermen 

meant that it was not well recorded by the Greeks. 

There are also accounts of fishing thousands of 

years ago in ancient China, Japan, Jordan and what 

is now modern day Iraq. 

While there is evidence of people fishing for food 

going back tens of thousands of years, recreational 

fishing – that is fishing for the pure enjoyment of 

catching fish – can be traced back hundreds of 

years. The oldest reference to fishing for sport 

comes from the essay Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth 

an Angle by Dame Juliana Berners published in 

England in 1496.  

 

Another famous book on fishing was The Compleat 

Angler by Izaak Walton, first published in 1653. 

Walton provided a detailed guide to fishing, 

including advice on how to catch the most common 

fish in England’s rivers, where to find the best bait, 

and how to cook fish once they had been caught. 

The book was initially successful, and a further four 

editions we re-published during his lifetime. 

Following Walton’s death interest in the book 

waned, but in 1750 the book was reprinted again. 

Multiple reprints followed and the throughout the 

1800s it was reprinted hundreds of times. By the 

year 1900 The Compleat Angler had been 

translated into over twenty different languages and 

was one of the best-selling books of all time. 

Today The Compleat Angler has been republished 

over 500 times and is the fourth most reprinted 

book in the English language, behind only the Bible, 

the works of Shakespeare and the Book of 

Common Prayer. 

 
The history of angling is in large part the history of 

tackle, as the equipment for fishing is called. One 

of man's earliest tools was the predecessor of the 

fishhook, a gorge: a piece of wood, bone, or stone 

an inch or so in length, pointed at both ends and 

secured off-center to the line. The gorge was 

covered with some kind of bait. When a fish 

swallowed the gorge, a pull on the line wedged it 

across the gullet of the fish, which could then be 

pulled in. 

 

With the coming of the use of metals, a hook was 

one of the first tools made. This was attached to a 
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handline of animal or vegetable material, a method 

that is efficient only when used from a boat. The 

practice of attaching the line in turn to a rod, at 

first probably a stick or tree branch, made it 

possible to fish from the bank or shore and even to 

reach over vegetation bordering the water. 

 

For thousands of years, the fishing rod remained 

short, not more than a few feet in length. The 

earliest reference to a longer, jointed rod is from 

Roman times, about the 4th century AD. At that 

time also, Aelian wrote of Macedonians catching 

trout on artificial flies and described how each fly 

was dressed (made). The rod they used was only 6 

feet (1.8 metres) long and the line the same length, 

so that the method used was probably dapping, 

gently laying the bait on the surface of the water. 

 

Up until the mid-1600s fishing rods consisted of a 

length of wood with line – usually horsehair – tied 

directly to the end. At around the same time Isaac 

Walton was writing, anglers were beginning to 

experiment with a metal ring or loop attached to 

the end of the rod which allowed a running line to 

be used. In The Art of Angling –published in 1651 – 

Thomas Barker wrote of using a line twenty-six 

yards long to catch salmon. However, these lines 

were used to trot a bait or lure down a flowing 

river, and the act of casting out, as we understand 

it now, had yet to be developed. Reels (or ‘winds’ 

as they were known) were simply devices to store 

excess line. Terminal tackle was also advancing 

during this time. By the early 1700s metal fishing 

hooks were commonplace, with inventors such as 

Charles Kirby using their knowledge of 

manufacturing needles and pins to lead the way in 

hook design. Indeed, the fundamental design of 

Kirby bend fishing hook which Charles Kirby 

developed over three hundred years ago is still in 

worldwide usage today. 

Multiplier reels were developed in America 

throughout the 1800s, with the Kentucky reel 

becoming the first reel that was truly capable of 

casting a bait and sinker a reasonable distance. 

These reels were initially made by watchmakers 

and jewellers who had experience of cutting gears 

and precision engineering. Once these were 

developed machine produced copies soon followed 

and the mass-produced, mass-market casting 

multiplier had truly arrived, although hand-built 

Kentucky reels continued to be made and sold until 

the 1940s. The different types of fishing which 

emerged led to the demand and development of 

different types of reel: anglers using lures and 

spinners from piers and jetties wanted small, light 

multipliers, while big game fishing led to large-

capacity multipliers with complicated drag systems.  

 

All other aspects of fishing technology were 

improving as the 1800s continued. Fishing hooks 

were now being made for the mass-market, and 

horsehair line had given way lighter and stronger 

silk lines. Rod technology also improved over this 

time with the heavy woods such as oak being 

replaced by lighter, flexible wood imported from 

abroad. Lancewood from the West Indies and 

Greenheart from South America were successfully 

used to make fishing rods, but it was bamboo that 

became far and away the most popular. 

Techniques were developed allowing strips of 

bamboo to be glued together to create a rod that 

was stronger and yet lighter than a single bamboo 

cane. Angling had finally arrived as a sport that 

could be enjoyed by all, and its popularity began to 

grow and grow. 

 

Fishing rods made out of bamboo lived on for many 

years, indeed split cane bamboo fly rods are still 

used today by some fly fishing anglers. However, 

by the end of the Second World War new materials 

such as glass fiber were being used 
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to manufacture fishing rods. At first glass fiber rods 

were extremely expensive, but American 

manufacturers pushed forward with the 

development of glass fiber, and soon they came 

down in price and became extremely popular in the 

American fishing tackle market. In Britain Leslie 

Moncrieff’s glass fiber ‘Springheel’ rod was the first 

that allowed the average angler to cast 100-yards 

or more with a little practice. This was soon 

followed by Abu Garcia’s 484 ‘Zoom’ rod, which in 

the hands of good caster could hit the magic 200-

yard mark. In the end the domination of glass fiber 

rods was short-lived, as carbon fiber was 

discovered in the late 1960’s. Its usefulness as a 

material for making fishing rods quickly became 

apparent and rods made from this material soon 

came to dominate the market on both sides of the 

Atlantic. These rods, when combined with new, 

lightweight aluminium reels, such as Abu’s classic 

Ambassadeur 5000 and the Mitchell 300 (the 

biggest selling reel of all time), allowed anglers to 

fish with rods that were comfortable, easy to use 

and could cast distances unimaginable just ten 

years previously.  

 

(Fishing history quoted from 

http://britishseafishing.co.uk/features/the-history-

of-angling/ and 

http://oldmaster85.com/history_of_fishing.htm) 

 

  

http://britishseafishing.co.uk/features/the-history-of-angling/
http://britishseafishing.co.uk/features/the-history-of-angling/
http://oldmaster85.com/history_of_fishing.htm
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Rods & Reels 
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Regulations 

The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission (NGPC) is responsible for managing, conserving and regulating the 

state’s resources, and that includes fish and aquatic resources.  Fishing regulations are laws about fishing that 

are designed to maintain healthy fish populations.  These laws are determined in response to economic, 

social, and cultural demands on the state’s fisheries. 

In Nebraska, anglers > 16 are required to carry a fishing permit.  Money from fishing permits helps fund NGPC 

efforts to manage and conserve fishing resources.  Additional funding for conservation efforts comes from 

taxes paid on fishing tackle and equipment. 

Regulations are recommended by fisheries professionals who make assessments about a fishery by sampling 

fish and making estimates of the abundance and health of fish populations.  Recommendations are reviewed 

by the board of commissioners that governs the agency, and approved recommendations are published in a 

Fishing Guide that is published every two years.  Fishing Guides are available anywhere fishing permits are 

sold, and online at outdoornebraska.org.    

ALL ANGLERS are required to follow regulations.  Regulations can include:  

 Daily bag limits:  A bag limit establishes the number of a particular species or group of species that you 

can keep in any one day 

 Possession limits:  A possession limit establishes total number of a species or combination of species 

that you may possess (not just in your cooler at the lake, but also in your freezer back at home) 

 Length limits:  A length limit establishes a maximum or minimum length at which a fish can be 

harvested.   

 Invasive species regulations.  These regulations may prohibit  

- The transport of fish from one body of water to another 

- The transport of water from one body of water to another 

- The use of live bait fish 

 Catch-and-release:  This regulation prohibits any harvest of a species. 

Harvesting short, too many fish, or catch-and-release fish is called poaching and is a violation of the law, 

punishable by fines or even imprisonment. 

Regulations shouldn’t be viewed as a restriction or a hassle or something that gets in the way of fishing – they 

are actually protecting the angler’s ability to go fishing. 

Fishing regulations - why have them? 

 To protect resources 

o Example:  A statewide bag limit of 15 panfish prevents populations from being overfished and 

depleted 

o Example:  A no live bait regulation protects a water body from the accidental introduction of a 

nuisance species like carp.  If carp are present, they can degrade water quality and limit 

resources to sport fish 
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o Example:  Water and aquatic vegetation cannot be transported from one water body to 

another.  Boats and equipment must be cleaned after leaving a water body.  This regulation 

prevents the spread of invasive species like zebra mussels that can consume important food 

resources necessary for the survival of juvenile fish.  

o Example:  It is illegal to possess a threatened or endangered species. 

 To distribute the catch 

o Example:  A possession limit of 20 channel catfish prevents an angler from keeping more than 

his/her share, and protects populations so that there is fishing opportunity for all anglers. 

 To maximize reproduction 

o Example:  A slot limit prevents an angler from keeping a walleye between 20 – 28 inches at 

Sherman Reservoir in the Sandhills region.  This regulation ensures that reproductive female 

walleye will remain in the population so the walleye fishery at the reservoir is sustainable. 

 Angler safety 

o Example:  equipment requirements such as life jackets, oars, and bailing buckets when fishing 

from a boat protect anglers in the event of a mishap. 
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Ethics 

What is the difference between regulations and ethics?  Regulations are the laws.  Ethics are the moral code 

that all anglers should follow. 

An Angler’s Code of Ethics: 

 Always practice safe fishing.   

- Cast carefully. 

- Handle hooks mindfully. 

- Wear a life jacket when on a boat or in the water. 

 Always be courteous and respectful of other people.   

- Respect property.   

- Clean up any litter you bring with you. 

- Give other angler’s their personal space while fishing. 

 Obey fishing laws.   

- Have a permit when required. 

- Know the regulations for the body of water where you are fishing. 

 Respect the outdoors.   

- Observe but do not disturb wildlife.   

- Release fish right away if not planning to eat them. 

- Pick up trash, even if you did not leave it. 

- Recycle used fishing line and bait containers. 

 Invite friends to fish with you and help them learn. 
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Casting 
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Preparation:   

Obtain: 

 Copies of a current Fishing Guide to distribute to all participants.   

 Examples of each type of fishing rod and reel listed above.  **If you do not have access to these, please 

contact Lindsey.Chizinski@nebraska.gov to arrange for examples on loan.   

 Fishing poles and casting targets from the Youth Fishing Program for casting practice.  Make sure they 

are rigged with casting plugs prior to the class. 

Activity:   

 Lead a discussion about the history of angling.  Get the participants involved by asking for their input.  Ask 

questions like: 

What does ‘angling’ mean? 

How long do you think people have been fishing for sport? 

How long do you think fishing poles have been in use? 

When do you think the modern rod and reel were developed? 

 

 Display the collection of different types of fishing rods and reels.  Lead a discussion about how each 

functions and what are the best uses for each. 

 

 Using a closed faced rod and reel combo, review the basics components and their functions. 

 

 Lead a discussion about fishing regulations and why regulations are important.  Ask questions to involve 

participants, such as: 

Are fishing regulations laws? 

Who has to adhere to regulations? 

Who determines regulations? 

What are some examples of regulations? 

Why is it important to have regulations? 

Why are bag limits important? 

 

 Using the Fishing Guide, review the regulations for some local bodies of water.  Ask participants to suggest 

water bodies they are interested in learning about.  Focus your discussion on these regulations.  Ask the 

participants some ‘quiz’ questions that can be answered using the Fishing Guide, such as: 

What is the season for bullfrogs? 

Is it legal to keep a snapping turtle if caught on hook and line? 

How much is an annual resident fishing permit? 

Who needs to have a fishing permit?  

What is the statewide daily bag limit for channel catfish? 

What is the length limit for largemouth bass at [insert lake of your choice]? 

What other fish species might you catch at [insert lake of your choice]?  

mailto:Lindsey.Chizinski@nebraska.gov
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You have 15 crappie on a stringer.  You just caught a nice bluegill.  Should you add that to your 

stringer? 

 

 Discuss the difference between fishing regulations and fishing ethics.  Introduce the angler’s code of 

ethics. 

 

 Wrap up the session with a casting activity.  

o Demonstrate incoreect methods of casting (what happens when the button is released too 

soon, too late, etc.) 

o Demonstrate correct methods of casting. 

o  Set up casting stations and targets and work with students on aim.  This may require moving 

outdoors to a parking lot. 

o Once participants are comfortable casting with casting plugs, have them try a few casts with a 

rigged pole. 


