Rodmaker Profile:

Tom Morgan: From Flatfish to

Flyfishing Icon

interview by Bob Maulucci

To liveaflyfisher’slifeisone of thetruest
joysthat one can attain. To producefinely
crafted rodsis alabor of love. To assist
others in attaining their goals is a selfless task. To
find a soul mate is a sustaining gift. Thisis Tom
Morgan'slife.

There are many peoplethat | have come across
in my short time as a rodmaker and writer, but few
encounters leave a lasting impression on you like a
talk with Tom Morgan. His undaunted spirit rings
out through the reciever, and his words encourage
you backed by years of experience and experiment-
ing.

| have had many correspondenceswith Tom over
thelast two years, and each leaves me knowing more
than | knew before. Thefollowing interview wasdone
in series of e-mail correspondances between Tom
and me. Despitethe countlesshoursit must havetaken
him to dictate the following, you can see by the elo-
guence of his text that Tom does not take on a job
unlesshe can giveit hisbest.

What wereyour earliest experienceswith fly
fishing and rod building?
| grew up on amotel at Ennis, Montana, the
home of the famous Madison River, and the not so
famous O'Dell Creek and Spring Creek. My first
experiences with fly fishing were with some of the
customers that came to the motel. It was more of a
fishing resort than it wasjust a motel.
Inthebeginning | wasaspinfishermanand asa
kid | fished mostly in Bear Creek that ran right
through the motel grounds. It was a small stream
and wassafetofish. Usualy, | would usean F7 frog
colored flatfish. Bear Creek had only brown trout in
itand wasvery brushy. | would feed theflatfish down
into a brush pile and the big browns just couldn’t

Tom sights down a blank to check for straightness. (photo
courtesy of Tom Morgan and Gerri Carlson).

resistit.

My next jump was to fish O’ Dell Creek with
live grasshoppers and the spinning rod. O’ Dell also
had only brown trout. | learned quickly that thetrout
were very wary, particularly if you showed yourself
so | would crawl up to the pools and toss out the
hoppers. The big browns were a sucker for ajuicy
hopper bobbing down the stream. There were some
small pondsin O’ Dell and when | would tossout the
hoppers | could see them coming by the wake they
made. It wasvery exciting fishing since many of the
takeswerevery explosive.

Asl got older | started fishing the Madison with
customersfromthemotel. | would watch wherethey
fished and also explored theriver myself. Thiswas
how | learned where the fish were and how to catch
them.

There were two motel customersthat kept tell-
ing methat | should learn to fly fish because it was
more fun and could be even more productive than
lure or bait fishing. Tom Coxon and Howard Sykes
became my fly fishing mentors. Tomlivedin Florida
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at the time but had been a stockbroker in New York
City and grew up fishing in the Catskills. Howard
lived in New Jersey but had fished all over theworld.
Both of them were accomplished fly fishermen. They
both used Leonard and Payne rods so | could see
what those rods did for them. They got me started
andfor severa yearswould let mego along with them
and helped melearn the nuances of fly fishing.

There couldn’t have been abetter placeto prac-
ticemy fly fishing skillsthan O’ Dell Creek. It hasall
kinds of water from very quiet pools to fast riffles.
There were lots of big browns up to 22" with an oc-
casional bigger one. At that timeyou could fish any-
where you wanted without even asking permission.
In addition to O’ Déll | fished Spring Creek after |
learned to drive. It was generally quiet water with
very selective fish and taught me the art of gentle
presentation.

| built my first flyrod when | was living in
Clarkston, Washington. It wasafiberglassrod built
on a Phillipson blank. It was the only flyrod that |
ever built before buying Winston.

| guided for fourteen seasons prior to buying
Winston. Thisgave meagreat deal of fishing expe-
rience under all kinds of conditions. | have aways
said that | alwaysl|earned more watching anglersfish
than | learned fishing myself. | aso learned what
made a great flyrod by trying many of the best rods
of the day. Before | bought Winston | owned three
Winston bamboo rods.

How do you see fishing and rodbuilding as
being connected?

In my opinion, in order to be a great rod de-
signer you must have alarge range of fishing experi-
ence. It also helpsto guide fishermen and to watch
them fish and use avariety of rods. | think that pres-
ently most trout rods and steel head/salmon rods are
designed by tournament casters and are much too
stiff. Many of today’srods are demonstrated at fish-
ing shows and the ones that cast the farthest are the
ones being made. Fortunately, most bamboo
rodmakers have not fallen into this trap and are still
making rodsthat bend and flex appropriately for fish-
ing Situations. However, even some bamboo makers
are leaning towards rods that are too stiff for good
trout fishing. When | hear that a bamboo trout rod
will cast al of the line | am very suspicious of its
fishing action/stiffness.

How did your ownership of Winston come
about?

| was running the El Western Motel in Ennisin
1973. We had decided to sell the motel so | was
looking for something to do. A good friend of mine,
Al Wilson was staying at the motel. He had beenin
the Army Air Corps with Doug Merrick, the owner
of Winston, during World War 11. Al said that Doug
wanted to sell Winston. | had always had a passion
for flyrods so thought thiswould be agreat opportu-
nity for me.

| immediately called Doug to seeif he wanted
to sell Winston. He said that he did and | told him
that | was interested in buying it. | made arrange-
mentsto fly to San Francisco to meet with him. On
the way down | stopped in Salt Lake City to meet
with my fishing friend, Sid Eliason, to see if hewas
interested in either loaning me money to help buy
Winston or to become a partner. Sid said he would
love being apartner with me.

| met with Doug and looked over the business.
| must admit that | had starsin my eyes. Doug was
like aGod to me. | wanted Winston badly and told
Doug that | would come back to Montana and make
him an offer. He had five other people interested in

The Tom Morgan Rodsmith’s Hand Mill has become one of
the most innovative tools used by modern bamboo
rodmakers.(photo courtesy of Tom Morgan and Gerri
Carlson).

the business so | offered him $10,000 more than he
was asking to make sure | got Winston. Doug ac-
cepted my offer, and Sid and | were the proud own-
ers of Winston.
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Should one avoid making their passion into
their income?

By al meansyou should follow your passionin
your life for earning your income. However, thisis
not the case for most people. If your greatest pas-
sionisfly fishing and rodmaking | don’t see how you
can makeasubstantial livingdoingit. You can make
areasonableliving and have agood life. Most ama-
teur rodmakers are best off just making a few rods
for friends or limited sales while maintaining areal
job for income. Rodmaking for most could provide
asmall supplemental incomefor their passion.

Does business take the joy out of building
and fishing?

Itdidn’t for me. | can’timagine doing anything
more fun than running a great rod company. One of
my greatest joys was to want a rod for a specific
fishing situation and be able to make it for myself.
That’show many of the designs came about. | grew
up with a strong aesthetic sense developed by my
mother and that helped guide me to keep improving
the quality of the products that | made.

How did your design ideas and glass/graph-
ite rods change the rods produced by Winston?

As mentioned before | grew up fishing a big
variety of waters. This experience helped me de-
velop astrong sense of rod types. Also using avari-
ety of customer’s rods let me see what others were
doing and what worked best fishing conditions. When
| first went to Winston there were only bamboo and
fiberglassrods being produced.

The first thing | did was to design the Stalker
fiberglass rods that were true #3 & #4 rods. There
were very few light rods being made in the 1970s.
Even in those days al of the fiberglass rods that |
could find were much too stiff for the line designa-
tionthey carried. The Stalker became animmediate
hit and is still popular to this day. They never seem
to come up on used tackle sales.

Soon after | bought Winston, Fenwick brought
out the graphite rods. They began to revolutionize
not only therod industry but fly fishing itself. It was
not long before they completely took over the fly
rod business and forced fiberglass off the market. In
my opinion, thisdid agreat disserviceto someof the
fiberglass rods that were, and still are, great fishing
rods. | also think that for many beginners graphite
rods are easier to learn to cast with because their

stiffness/speed fitstheir casting stroke.

By the time Fenwick brought out graphite rods
fiberglass had mostly replaced bamboo rods. Most
of the bamboo rodmaking companies had closed their
doors. The ease of making shafts from composite
material s was much cheaper than making them from
bamboo.

In the beginning the graphite materials were
heavy and, along with the manufacturing techniques,
made rods morelikethetraditional parabolic designs
with stiffer tips and softer butts. These rods would
cast alot of line but lacked the delicacy that | pre-
ferred. We made the best designs that we could and
they were good fishing rods but needed more so-
phisticated material s and manufacturing processes.

YA

The innovative cutting heads on Tom's Hand mill allow
the maker to choose from 4,5,6, and 8 sided rods. The flat
cutting insert (bottom right) allows laminates, ala E.C.
Powell Co., to be glued to a flattened pith surface,
making for easier hollow building and a variety of
experimental possibilities. Tom also offers a fluting cutter
insert to do Winston style hollow fluting. (photo courtesy
Tom Morgan Rodsmiths).

The second and subsequent material improve-
ments have greatly increased the versatility of de-
signs. Another big improvement was the increased
manufacturing technology and mandrel design that
allows great variety in the type of rod blanks avail-
able.

How do you weigh technological progress
against tradition and the aesthetic beauty of cane
rods?

| am going to make a statement that will prob-
ably anger many bamboo rodmakers. In my opinion,
graphiteisthebest rod making materia to comealong
so far. Now, that is not to say that most graphite
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rods being made today are great rods. Far from it.
There are moreterrible rods being madetoday, in my
opinion, than have ever been made at any other time.

However, graphite does offer the opportunity
to makegreat rods. They arevery lightweight, have
great strength, won't take a set, have great design
flexibility, have great casting range, and can be aes-
thetically pleasing if properly executed. | am very
proud of the graphite rodsthat we are currently mak-
ing and think that they are great fishing rods. They
have suppletips, good flexibility, bend appropriately
for trout fishing distances, and are beautiful.

Thisisnot to say that bamboo rods are not also
great fishing rods because many of them are. Bam-
booisagreat material and can be crafted into abeau-
tiful rod that has an intrinsic value unequal ed by any
other material. Bamboo also hasthe benefit of being
the traditional rod material that our fly fishing sport
was built upon. This givesit atradition that won’'t
ever bedisplaced.

However, just because arod isbamboo doesn’'t
makeit agreat fishing rod. | have always been very
critical of any rod and whether they be bamboo, fi-
berglass, or graphite. Regardlessof the material they
must do the job well. In my opinion, bamboo isthe
most difficult material to design rods with. The
weight of the material affects the rod action more
than fiberglass or graphite. Therefore, it's critical
that the tapers be worked out carefully and tested to
insure that the rod performs well.

One of the great appeal sfor bamboo rodmakers
istheir ability to experiment with different tapersto
develop arod action that they prefer. With either
graphiteor fiberglassthisdesign capability isnot avail-
able to most amateur rod designers. Making bam-
boo rods can also represent an opportunity to de-
velop not only tapers but also the other aesthetic de-
sign details of arod.

What isrunning a production shop like?

The thinking in a production shop is to group
processestogether so that you have efficiency of scale
and you save on setup to do an individual step. For
example, wewould work batches of bamboo through
the processes of selection, sorting, matching, node
work, gang cutting, and inspection. We would have
a substantial amount of bamboo ready to final cut
and glue. Thenwewouldfinal cut and inspect enough
bamboo in a morning to glue it in the afternoon to
insure that the bamboo had a fresh cut glue surface.

We glued primarily inthewinter and would do it once
aweek. Over theyearsthat | owned Winston | esti-
mate that we glued about 5000 sections.

When | was making ferrules | would setup the
processto make several hundred at atime. Thisin-
cluded cutting off the solid bar stock, setting up the
turret lathe to drill and ream holes, rough turning,
and precision turning of themales. Thenthefemales
were honed to a standard size. After the females
were honed | would then outside hone the malesand
match a set of two males and one female. By doing
thisin large batchesyou get accustomed to the*fedl”
and are ableto do thefitting quickly and very consis-
tently giving avery high quality ferrule.

When working production in batchesit allows
you to learn to do processes consistently and, over-
al, more quickly. Our goa was alwaysto keep im-
proving the quality of our rodsand workmanship. In
my opinion, by working product through on a con-
sistent basisin aflowing pattern you are able to ex-
amine your procedures to develop ones that gradu-
ally keep improving your product.

What would small-scalebuilder shenefit from
knowing about how the pro shops are done?

For most individua sthat are building only afew
rodsayear it doesn't really matter since most of them
are doing it for their personal enjoyment and the
amount of time it takes to complete arod is not im-
portant.

For those trying to make a modest number of
rods per year for sale they could benefit both in re-
ducing thetime spent and improving their quality by
working the processesin bigger groups. For example,
batching the bamboo work to have a stockpile of
mostly completed splines could savetime. Most are
using either aset of planing formsor aHand Mill and
the setup timefor ataper isnot substantial but if they
would make several sections at one time and build
up areserve of glued up sections it would increase
their efficiency. Thenif somewheredowntheroad a
customer wantsarod and they have the sectionsglued
it would be a simple matter to finish arod. | also
think that if you are ableto clean up and ferrule sev-
eral of the samerods at atime you get more consis-
tent and better results.

How was the move to Twin Bridges orches-
trated?
When | wasfirst |looking at Winston to purchase
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it | intended to movethe company to Montana. There
werealot of benefitsto Winston in the bay areasuch
asthe Golden Gate Angling and Casting Club, tradi-
tion of being in San Francisco, infrastructure of sup-
port businesses, and abig labor pool. Evenwith these
benefits | thought that arod company should beina
great fishing area.

From Winston's beginning they produced a
broad range of rod types from surf rods, boat rods,
plug rods, to fly rods. When | bought the business
most of the rods being sold were fly rods. Having
been a spin fishermen for anumber of years| could
see that the spinning rods did not have great action.
In addition, | didn’t know anything about any other
rods except fly rods. | aso realized that most an-
glerswouldn’t pay a premium price for spinning or
boat rods even though the manufacturing costs were
the sameor higher thanfor afly rod. Therefore, soon
after buying Winston | dropped everything but mak-
ing flyrods.

Even though | liked San Francisco as a city |
didn’t want to live there. My heart wasin Montana.
Doug Merrick had agreed to work for me for 2 %2
years to teach me the business. | decided that after
he was through | would move Winston to Montana.
By that time Glenn Brackett was working for me,
and thetwo of us, at separate times, looked at differ-
ent townsin Montanato moveto. | had avery good
knowledge of southwestern Montanathat helped me
look for an area.

The area around Twin Bridges, Sheridan, and
Dillon appealed to me because of the good fishing
and general lack of fishermen. | looked at different
properties and found an inexpensive piece in Twin
Bridges with abuilding located on it. The decision
was made to buy the property and move Winston.

In the beginning, it was a difficult move since
we gave up atackle shop that provided alot of in-
come to help support the rodmaking. There were
only three employees, Al Wilson, Chris Warner and
Glenn Brackett, along with myself. Al worked part
time at home. Chris, Glenn, and myself moved to
Montana. In the beginning our rods were still
wrapped in Californiawith the finishing work done
in Montana.

What about the craftsmen at Winston?

When the move was made to MontanaWinston
was a very small company. Doug Merrick had al-
ready retired. We had the rod wrappers in the Bay

area and they stayed there while we sent rods back
and forth. Glenn also did much of thewrapping. Al
Wilson worked at his shop at home as he had been
doing and we continued to sent work back and forth.
We had one part time worker, Doug Wilson, who
didn’t movewith us. Glenn Brackett, ChrisWarner,
and myself moved to Montana.

What did each of theWinston craftsmen con-
tribute to the modern bamboo rod?

In the beginning Doug and | worked on the bam-
boo rodstogether. The next year Glenn cameto work
for me so both of us had an opportunity to work
under Doug. However, during thetimethat wewere
in San Francisco we had another mentor, Gary
Howells. | feel that Gary did more to help us de-
velop our quality bamboo making skillsthan anyone
elsedid. Hecameover every Saturday morning and
we talked extensively about bamboo rodmaking.

When | bought Winston there were not estab-
lished exact specificationsfor eachrod. Thiswasa
big disappointment for me. In the beginning | did
amost al of thetaper pattern adjustmentsto develop
our rod actions. | would work out the tapers, Al
Talbot would cut the taper patterns, and then Glenn
and myself would glue up the sections, maketherods,
and cast them. Al would then redo any taper pattern
that | wanted changed. After considerable effort |
had the most popular rod tapers well defined.

After thefirst year | took over running the mill-
ing machineto cut bamboo. | feel that | have agood
mechanical aptitude and was very interested in ma-
chinery. Lew Stoner made the original milling ma-
chine. Itisavery smplebut elegant design that isthe
best that | have seen. It had oil bearingsand asetting
mechanism that wasn't as accurate as | wanted. Al
Talbot made anew slide mechanism with a positive
dial for setting the depth adjustment that worked ex-
tremely well. This machine was used for a number
of yearsuntil we started to have trouble with the ail
bearings. Then | rebuilt themilling machineadding a
new ball bearing spindlewhileretaining the adjusting
mechanism that Talbot built.

When | bought Winston we used aglue machine
that had been built by Lew. It had two counter rotat-
ing wheelswith the thread on each wheel and wrapped
two threads on the rod blank while you pulled it
through. It may have worked well for big boat rods,
but in my opinion, it wasadisaster for fly rod tips. |
designed and had built by amachine shop anew glu-
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ing machine based on amodified Crompton style. |
alwayshavefelt that the crookedest joint fromit was
better than the best one from the other machine. This
gluemachinemade all the differencein the quality of
our sections. A great many come off the machine
with no torque and extremely straight.

Tom Morgan Rodsmith’s Bill Blackburn planes away on the
Morgan Hand Mill. (photo courtesy Tom Morgan and Gerri
Carlson).

After wemoved to Montanaand established our
routine each of usdid, for the most part, specialized
tasks. Inthe beginning, | did most of the pole sort-
ing and matching. Both Glenn and myself would do
the sanding of the nodes. Glenn and | would do the
cutting with me operating the milling machine and
Glenn pushing stripsintoit. Glennand | would both
check the strips for the quality of the cuts and final
blemish inspection. Thenwhen gluing, Glennwould
spread the glue and | would run them through the
binding machine. We would both work on straight-
ening and hanging them.

Glenndid almost al of the section cleaning, rod
ferruling, corking, wrapping, and wrap coating. He
essentially took over the assembling of the finished

bamboo rods. Glenn also did all of the repair work
on bamboo rods. Glenn has assembled hundreds of
bamboo rods and, in my opinion, isone of the great
rodmakerstoday. He hasbeen ableto have awealth
of experience that just isn't available to most
rodmakers today.

After the rods were ready for final finishing |
would do that by spraying the varnish onin aspecial
spray booth. The spray booth was set up with an
exhaust fan, special dust freefilters, and | would wear
dust free clothing when spraying. | have alwaysfelt
that spraying was the best way to apply the finish
coat. By proper application | could vary the varnish
finish by the application rate putting on alighter, thin-
ner coat on the tips and a heavier one on the buitts.
Spraying isalso very fast. | could varnish the fina
coats on ten two tip rods in about three hours total
including setup and cleanup. The finish coats came
out virtually perfect with aimost no dust blemishes
and these were easily polished out. | think that the
finish varnish on our rods added greatly to the over-
all quality.

During the time that | owned Winston Jerry
Kustish and Jeff Walker started working for us. Jeff
took over the bamboo jobsthat | did and is Glenn's
primary helper in the bamboo work. Jerry works
part timeinthe bamboo area. They haveall contrib-
uted to Winston’s bamboo reputation. From my ob-
servations, Winston built the best bamboo rodsthey
ever had under my watch and Glenn, Jeff, and Jerry
are continuing thisfinetradition and are adding their
own improvements along the way.

For most of the time that | owned Winston we
casted every bamboo rod with both tips that went
out of the shop. This not only gave us an opportu-
nity to know what every rod that we sent out felt like
but it gave us atremendous amount of casting expe-
rience with different bamboo rods. From my obser-
vations, the most difficult task for rodmakersis be-
ing able to cast arod and determine its characteris-
tics and how to change it for the better. This seems
to only come with great experience.

How/why did you form Tom Morgan
Rodsmiths?

There were really two reasons. First, | needed
to continue to make money from some source and |
thought that making rodswould beanideal way since
| would have limited production and it wouldn’t take
al of my time. Second, even though the graphite
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rods at Winston had excellent action and were well
executed | knew that by limiting the production and
doing the work myself better rods could be built.

What wereyour goals, products, and startup
experiencelike?

Thegoal of Tom Morgan Rodsmithswasto build
the best fishing rod that was possible based on my
experience and to encompass the appointments to
make it the most beautiful that | could imagine. |
also wanted the level of workmanship to be highest
possible. | believe that this has been done. Anglers
who havefished theserods constantly rave about their
action and how beautiful they are. It has been very
satisfying and rewarding to receive their accolades.

In the beginning | only was going to make a
limited number of graphite rodsin the lengths that |
have always liked best along with reels that would
complement therods. TheHand Mill wasnot planned
and only came about accidentally. However, the ad-
dition of the Hand Mill has been very rewarding and
interesting for both Gerri and myself. One of the
best parts of our businessisthe associations that we
have made with our customers.

| did not intend to make bamboo rods because |
didn’t want to make amilling machineto cut the strips.
After the invention of the Hand Mill they could be
easily made. Therefore, Gerri and | decidedto add a
limited number of rods to our graphite offering. |
have always enjoyed making bamboo rods so it a
natural addition.

My fishing experience and length of timeinthe
fly rod business allowed me to understand the prod-
uct that | wanted to make. My associations with
individualsin the fly rod business provided me with
the ability to get them to help develop the products
that | wanted. | realizethat for most peopleit would
be much more difficult, if not impossible, to do this
because of the limited production. As with most
business startups the initial time and costs were
greater than | anticipated.

Tell me about your partnership with Gerri.

Gerri and | fell in Lovein 1993. We just cel-
ebrated our 8th anniversary and it’s been afabulous
time. Sheisinterested in life and we share many of
the sameinterests.

At that time shewasjust beginning astock bro-
kerage business. She worked it for about 1% years
and was doing well but I convinced her that if we

made rods we could make a satisfactory income
working together and still have considerable time off
so she quit selling stocks and bonds.
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Gerri Carlson and Tom Morgan; Together they manufacture
Tom's incomparable rods. (photo courtesy Tom Morgan and
Gerri Carlson)

When Gerri and | first started, my Multiple Scle-
rosiswas getting quite severe but we alwaysthought
that it would stop before | got too disabled. | was
able to cast the first prototype rods and develop the
actionthat | wanted. Gerri and | both worked onthe
appointments on the rods, bags, and cases and she
had many great ideasthat we haveincorporated. Now
that | am totally disabled Gerri does everything ex-
cept therod blank and guide alignment. | still havea
keen eye and between the two of us we get them
“dead” straight. Fortunately for us, Gerri has the
keen eye, the technical ability, and the desire to do
what | consider to be the finest work in the industry.
The workmanship on our rodsisjust incomparable.

Gerri will do much of the finish work on the
bamboo along with thegraphite. | dothedesignwork
and have assembled a group of casters that know
what type of action | want to test the rods. Working
on bamboo is a new experience for her but she is
looking forward to the challenge.

What brought about the M or gan Hand mill?
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In the early 1980s my friend, Per Brandin, was
visiting in Twin Bridges and we were talking about
how he made hisrods using aplaning form and hand
plane. That night | thought about how it could be
done easier using a plane with carbide inserts run-
ning down atrack with an adjustable bed for adjust-
ing the taper.

The next morning over breakfast | sketched out
my ideas on anapkin and explained it to Per. At the
timehekind of dismissed it but | learned | ater that he
thought | was crazy but didn’'t say it.

During the late 1980s | ordered some ground
steel with the idea of making a prototype Hand Mill
but that was asfar as| got. In late 1984 my friend
from British Columbia, Bob Clay, said that hewanted
to start making bamboo rods using the traditional
planing form and plane. | told him that | thought |
had a better design for planing strips and if he were
interested | would help him make one. Bob said he
was and ended up coming to Montanawhere | helped
him makethefirst base/bed assembly for aHand Mill
in my shop.

Inthemeantime, | talked with amachinist friend
of mine, Tom Wandishin, about my ideasfor aplane.
Tomwasvery familiar with bamboo rodmaking since
he had worked for me at Winston for 1%2 years mak-
ing bamboo rods. Heisalso amaster machinist and
a great designer. Between the two of us a plane
design was devel oped and Tom made the first one.

Bob and | went to Tom’s shop with the base
and some bamboo. Baob fastened the bamboo to the
bed and took the first few cuts. The bamboo cut
easily and we were all laughing about how great it
was. When Bob got through cutting the strip down
substantially Tom took it off and measured it. The
edges were sharp and the strip was the exact same
width from end to end. It was perfect! The first
Hand Mill was a success!

What was the response in the early days of
its development, and what was the debut at
Corbett Lakelike?

Gerri and | went to Corbett Lake with Per
Brandin and Bob Clay to demonstrate my first pro-
totype model of the Hand Mill. Per had prepared
some stripsfor cutting and he and Bob demonstrated
the Hand Mill while | watched. Everyonethere was
very excited about it and most could see what a sub-
stantial improvement it wasin cutting strips.

Bob had been using hisHand Mill for sometime

and had experienced faster and easier cutting soak-
ing the strips. The strips that were cut for the dem-
onstration had been soaked. | wasnot intotal agree-
ment that only wet strips should be used for the dem-
onstration and this proved to be true. Some
rodmakersthought that the bamboo had to be soaked
for it to cut well and thiswasn't the case. Also, we
only had time to cut butt strips and there was some
concern that it wasn't capable of cutting the smaller
tip strips. This concern was also unfounded. How-
ever, the overall response was excellent and | ended
up selling some Hand Millsasaresult of the demon-
stration.

Who else helpswith the R& D?

Bob Clay worked out alot of the early difficul-
ties with getting the Hand Mill procedures worked
out. At my shop, Per Brandin made three separate
tripsto Montana during my original stages of work-
ing out aproduction moddl. | felt that severa changes
needed to be made in order for it to be a practical
tool for rodmakers. Each time we had difficulty
making it work perfectly and Per went home saying
it wouldn’t work out. Each time | kept pursuing a
solution to that particular problem until it was re-
solved. | was handicapped because| couldn’t physi-
cally use the Hand Mill and had to rely on someone
elseto help.

Per was absolutely instrumental in helping me
get the Hand Mill perfected as it now is. Since he
understood bamboo rodmaking very well and is
thoughtful about the necessary processes | would
have had great difficulty working through the devel-
opment without him. He suggested the name Hand
Mill which has proven to be a perfect namefor it. |
also must give Bob Clay alot of credit for making
thefirst model work well and being aninspirationfor
me to continue to pursue working out the details on
thefina model.

Also, aswith most products, the end usershave
also contributed alot of good ideas to the devel op-
ment of theHand Mill. | have also continued to work
out different solutions to problems that have arisen
from the reports of owners.

Why isit a useful tool ?

Reportsback from my customers have answered
thisin several ways. One of the biggest benefitsis
that the carbide insert holder always keeps the cor-
rect anglewhenyou are cutting strips. Thishaselimi-
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nated one of the difficulties with hand planing. A
number of customers have remarked about how much
easier itistojust start cutting stripswithout learning
to sharpen planes or too continually have to keep
planes sharp.

The learning curve for cutting strips has been
substantially reduced since you can put a strip on
theHand Mill and, providing the node work has been
properly done, you can get a perfect strip the first
time. The development of the swelled butt kit makes
it easy to cut strips for this type of rod without spe-
cial forms, only aninexpensive accessory.

Another big benefitisthat it easily allows both
5- and 4-strip rodsto be planed simply by changing a
cutter head. Prior to thisthe planing formsweredif-
ficult to find and expensive for these rods.

Now that | have developed ahollow fluting cut-
ter itiseasy to hollow fluterods. Alsoby using aflat
cutter laminating a different core material to thein-
sideof astripiseasily accomplishto makerodssimi-
lar to those of EC Powell.

What isin itsfuture?

As | seeit | will continue to manufacture the
Hand Mill and to refine any aspect of it that requires
improvement. The feedback from customersis es-
sential for thisprocess. However, it appearsthat its
function is excellent and the satisfaction of my cus-
tomersisvery high.

How do you answer people who say, “Any-
body could build arod if they had one of those?”

As anyone who has built bamboo rods knows
cutting perfect stripsisonly asmall part of rodmaking.
| do believe that the Hand Mill makes the strip cut-
ting easier and more efficient but overall it doesn’t
make rodmaking easy. From what customers have
told me though that they had given up because they
felt they could never master planing strips with the
traditional method and now they could. One of my
primary goals was to make it easier so more people
could enjoy the wonderful pastime of making rods.

How do you answer peoplewho question the
price of the Hand Mill?

When | first began developing the Hand Mill
my goal wasto beableto sdll it for lessmoney. How-
ever, as | worked to develop different aspects of it
including the plane | could see that it was very im-
portant to provide high quality partsthat worked well

and would continue to so. there are a substantial
number of parts that have to be made with limited
production and considerable handwork that are ex-
pensiveto make. Also, aswith any production pro-
cess, there are mistakes made where substantial num-
bers of pieces have to be regjected. All this contrib-
utes to the manufacturing costs.

In addition, as new designs are devel oped there
is aways a substantial development and pre-manu-
facturing cost associated with each part that has to
be amortized into the final production.

The bottom line is that it’s not a product that
providesgreat profit to our operation although it does
contribute a reasonable amount.

What kindsof rodsdo machinemilling, hand
planing, and the Morgan Hand Mill produce?
I’m not clear about this question.

Isoneinherently better than the othersare?

Yes and no. This gets down to the experience
and craftsmanship of the individual builder. | think
that it is easier with the Hand Mill or with amilling
machineto produce stripsthat are very consistent to
one another with very good cuts. It isaso possible
to produce with regular hand planing strips that are
very consistent to each other and have perfect edges.
There are thousands of rods that prove this. | be-
lievethat itisjust easier withamachinethat isset up
todoitautomatically. Thequality of any rod always
comes down to the dedication and craftsmanship of
theindividual builder.

What does one need to know if they want to
experiment with hollow or fluted designs?

Thewall thicknessisimportant for strength and
the rods should not be hollow under the ferrules but
other than that there is nothing difficult about mak-
ing therods providing you have the appropriatetools.
It takes some time to make rods that are hollow and
to cast them for comparison to determine the best
action.

How do you go about designing bamboo
rods?

In al of my rod designing | have started with
rods close to actions that | like. With bamboo rods
you can easily mike arod to determine its measure-
ments so that you have areference unlessit has been
hollow cut in some manner. | then decide from my
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experiencefrom casting and fishing how therod could
be improved. For example, is the rod overall too
stiff or too soft? Is the tip too soft to cast the line
properly orisit so stiff that therod won't cast asmall
loop easily? Doesit cast smoothly or doesit fed like
it hasahinge or deliverstheline unevenly?

After | have picked arod design that basically
suits me then | would make several tips and butts
that wereinterchangeable and cast each combination
to determinewhich onel liked best. 1f | werelucky
one of the combinations would be perfect. Other-
wise, | would make another set of tips and/or butts
to zero in on the perfect combination. This is the
method that we are using to develop our current rod
tapers. | don’t know any other way to determinethe
perfect rod. | understand that some rodmakers have
used the computer programsto help determineorigi-
nal tapers but | have never pursued that route.

What aretheideal parametersfor canerod?

For me, | like what would be called a progres-
siveaction. | have been primarily interested in bam-
boo trout rods and not steelhead/salmon rods that
have different requirements. The primary goa has
been to makerodsthat feel very “smooth” whenyou
cast them. Another important attribute would befor
thetip to have the appropriate strength to handle the
lineit wasdesigned for. Overall, therod must havea
perfect balance between the power in thetip and butt.
When casting other rods the biggest single criticism
that | would have would be that the rod was not well
bal ance between the tip and buitt.

Could you givemean exampleof ataper that
showsthetypeof rod you like?

The EC Powell rods taken as a whole are the
smoothest and best casting rodsthat | have seen. The
Winston rods that | helped develop with their pro-
gressive action are some of my favorites. Some of
the Payne rods are also wonderful casting rods with
the smoothness and balance that | enjoy. I, person-
ally, have not enjoyed using the parabolic taperseven
though they are very popular.

How isthe development of the Tom Morgan
Rodsmith’s bamboo rod line coming?

We made five tips and five butts for a 7’ #4-
weight that were interchangeable. They have been
casted and one butt and two tips were excellent. We
are now making two more tips to try and get the

perfect combination. We havethreeinterchangeable
tipsand buttsfor a7’ #3- eight and two interchange-
abletipsand buttsfor a7v% #4-weight. These should
be ready to cast by the end of September or early
October of 2001. Hopefully, wewill bethereor within
one more round of prototype blanks for these three
rod models. At thistimel am planning to makea7
Y2 #5-weight that should be ready next spring.

We have completed the binding machine, the
heat treating oven, and have the coating quite well
worked out. The reel seat designs are going to be
based on our traditional Rodsmithsdesignsalong with
the rod bags and tubes.

N ——

—

Despite his battle with Multiple Sclerosis, Tomis able to
maintain his busy work schedule. His prismatic glasses
allow him to see well from a lying position, and his
computer dictation software assists him in e-mail
corresondance and other computer tasks. The answers seen
in this interview were composed by Tom in this manner.
(photo coutesy Tom Morgan and Gerri Carlson)

How haveyour personal/health strugglesaf-
fected your craft? (I don't mean to beintrusive, but
| find it amazing how you are accomplishing so
much.)

Someyearsago | read abook by M. Scott Peck
that dealt with peoplein anursing home. One of the
patience was a woman with Multiple Sclerosis and
she was totally paralyzed and just lying in the bed.
At thetime | couldn’t imagine anyone being ableto
live under those conditions. Well, ow | am in that
exact situation but, amazingly, | believe strongly that
| still have agreat life!

There are severa reasons why. First, and by
far, themost important ismy wife, Gerri. Shehasan
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attitude that anything is possible and shejust won't give up. With her help | am ableto get out of bed, spend
only areasonable amount of timein my wheelchair, get fed, showered, and taken well care of. Thisisin
addition to her doing amost all of therodmaking. Itisalso atwo way street inthat | am very supportive and
encouraging of her interests. | realizethat it’'simportant that she has as complete of life outside of rodmaking
and caretaking that she can.

We have a shuttle bus that we have converted into acamper and not only do we useit for local travel
but we take tripswithit. This past summer we took atrip to the Upper Peninsulaof Michigan to celebrate
Gerri’sfather’s 80th birthday and were gone 19 days, 16 of which we camped in the bus. We just returned
from atrip to the West Coast where we were gone 23 days and we camped 21 of thoseinthebus. | lay down
in my wheelchair and have apair of prism glassesthat allow meto look forward with great clarity. | alsouse
these glasseswhen I’'m watching TV.

| seem to be able to maintain apositive attitude despite physical restraints. Thismay seem strange but
| don’t think of myself as being disabled. Other than the MS 1 am healthy and feel good almost all of the
time. Often | don’'t have much energy to sit up so | lay down in my wheelchair and continue with whatever
| am doing at thetime. Beinginvolved ininventing, developing, and selling the Hand Mill has provided alot
of mental stimulation. The same has been truefor our rods. The friends that Gerri and | have made doing
both have added tremendously to our lives.

One item that has been tremendously important is my DragonDictate computer program for running
the computer. Thisentireresponsewaseasily written using the software. With the use of the computer | am
ableto writeletters, do spreadsheets, use Quicken for doing the business and personal books, write emails,
surf the Internet, and allow meto connect to theworld. | can useit entirely hands free by lying in bed and
looking at the screen with my prism glasses.

Thetwo employeesthat we have, Cyndie Freirer and Bill Blackburn, arevery supportive of meand are
abletowork well with my disability. They re patient with me and are able to work well on their own. Either
of them iswilling to stay with me while working so that Gerri can get away. We have agood network of
friends and family that gives us support so that Gerri can get time away to pursue her interests. ©

Bob Maulucci isthe editor of Power Fibers. He happily planes out hex and quadrate rods on his Tom
Morgan Rodsmith’sHand Mill.
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