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The ~velylBautboo
by Phil Kosmas I I II

Bamboo bicycles? Say what?
What's that got to dowith fishingrods?
Nowthat I have your attention ...

Recently, I took the time to contact
and introduce myself via email to Craig
Calfee, of Calfee Design, who is based in
California.Craig's story is an interesting one
that evolvedfroma unique visionand concept
to build custom bicycles marneofbamboo.

He soon put his dream into action
by assembling a company ofcraftsmen who
now design and manufacture them. I
learned about Craig from a fascinating
television documentary showcasing his
work which aired several months ago.

In myemail, I explained to Craig that
I make custom split-bamboo rods and how
Iwished to discuss ideas which raised some
interesting questions and thoughts
pertaining to the physical properties of
bamboo as a natural material, with how it
relates to both bikes and fishing rods. As a
result of several commu,?ications with
Craig, the common parallels we both seem
to share and have come to expect in use of
the bamboo products that we create are
relatively simple, with factors being
strength, flexcharacteristics and vibration
dampening as topics of most importance.

Craig explained to me that in his
fabrication process, a solid, un-split stalk of
tempered bamboo is used tOlbuildthe entire
frame of the bicycle. In custom rod making,
the thick outer walls of a tempered, hand-
split bamboo stalk or "culm" containing the
highest power fiber density is used to hand
plane six splines into a rod blank. Craig
informed me in his email that," There isn't a
particular bamboo species that we especially
like. It should be known forgoodstrength, in
whole cane form and available in a wide
variety of diameters and wall thicknesses."

I went on describing to Craig that
Tonkin cane (Arundinaria amabilis) is most
often the bamboo of choice in the rod
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maker'J realm, tO~hiCh he comm1ntedby
sayibg, I "I tried Tonkin awhile back and
found that it sPlit1tooeasily. It appears to
be the Istronges~ of the bamboo specie
though, and it Wi uld be very interesting
(for bicycles) if the splitting problem were
solv~d.IIt has been suggested to jtry and
make the bicycle frame tubing in six
sections, like the fllyrods. But that sounds
like toolmuch work! We already have too
much labor in th~ wrapping, sanding and
finishing of the joints. But I might try it
one tla~, just for 'it-un",he added. I

Bamboo in ~ismany forms is a strong,
super flexible ITtiaterial and its "power
fibers" are what give a fly rod thq classic
action, personality and magical feel it is
widely Iknown fq;r. The solid, six-sided
construction of tljle power fibers, Imelded
with th~ cross-section ofa fine taper, afford
the ~odIblank prectsion casting along with
superior strengthijand durability. Bamboo
is unique also in Ithat it is strong in both
tensio~, and com"Qressionas well. I

,I I Vibratiort dampening, you ask?
Well,when talking about bamboo bicycles,
it f:afes a great deal of I sense.
Understandably,llit is normal occurrence
in the laws ofphy ics for a product (in this
case a bicycle fra~e) designed mOistlyof a
natural, fibrous material (as compared to
hollowsteel or rigitlmetal composites found
in a Istajndardbik~, etc.) to comprelss a bit,
move alnd flow ~th the rider acting as a
secondary "shock absorber" to cushion
bumps land depressions in its path. Hence,
vtbrattons will b~ dampened making the
ride 'more comfortable as well.

I lIhe same prtnctple holds truth in
bamboo fishingrods. But forthe vast majority
ofanglers, the us~lofsimple terminologylike
vibration dampening when describing a
fisrulngrod is alrndst forbidden to us!

- Well, sort dif, but not entirely without
a bi~ofexplanatiorj.Mostwould say that they
"want to feel the" transfer of energy" in a
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fishingrod and wouldhave nothing to dowithl
any type of "dampening" e~fectthat would
disallowor detract fromone's abilityto detect
the strike of a fish. Makes sense, right? In
many of the same ways that the bamboo
bicycle frame willabsorb some ofthe rough,
bumpy ride and such - so too will a split-
bamboo flyrod.

For instance, (introudfishingwith dry
flypatterns) the subtle action ofthe bamboo
tip section and natural "flex"of the power
fibers within provide not only for a more
delicate presentation ofthe flyto gentlywisp
a stream's surface, it also acts chiefly to
protect fine diameter tippets from breakage
or by inadvertently snapping-off a fly at the
hook set. In my humble opinion, the
translation of vibration dampening in a fly
rod simply means accurate flyplacement or
shock absorbing characteristics.

The mere conclusion of such words
tends only to be an afterthought to which
the flycaster doesn't usually dwell upon,
until we actually hook a fish. For a number
ofreasons, flycasting can at times be errant
or unpredictable, and w,ile reacting to
rising trout, and "hook sets" aren't always
things ofbeauty, we can thank the bamboo
for helping to perfect that. 1

Does vibration dampening have a
negative or adverse effect on the rod's
overall feel or sensitivity? I can't seem to
find a reason as to why it would.

I am impressed by the intriguing
characteristics ofbamboo. As an enduring
natural resource and how Fluicklyit grows
and thrives in specificgeographical regions,
for its tensile strength (which incidentally
is stronger than steel), and for its many
uses and importance to mhnkind.

Furniture, flooring,construction and
building applications, foodsources, bicycles
and fishing rods to name just a few -
bamboo truly is a resilient, universal
product ofnature with endless possibilities.
*Editors note -

State-of-the-art building material at one
time in rod building history, Bamboo has been
largely superceded by modem composites over
the last half century. HOl.hever, we often
overlook the fact that Bambbo can do some
things that modem composites can't.

1
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I I've saw Bamboo fly rods bend in ways

that wbuld have destroyed a graphite blank
instantly. Bambod has twice the compresstue
strength of concrete - roughly equal to steel, and
wazllastfor many Igenerations, if cared for.

For the last decade or so, graphite blank
manufacturers are using a type of resin to bind
the fibers that is fluch better than what was
usetl p'nor. It could last a lifetime too, at least
in the6ry, if prop~rly cared for. BJt since it
hasn't been around long enoughfor anyone to
kn9w Jor sure, w1illour Great-Granp.children
be fIShing with our custom graphite rods?

Time will tell, but we do know this -
BambOrowill definitely stand the test of time.
It dlso has a "n9stalgic" aura abdut it that
modem composites don't. Try a Bamboo blank
on your next build. You just mightf{1-ll in love
as ~halve. (j) I I
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Diamondite Rod FiniShr

Dia~ondite Color Preselitjer
Diamondite Marbling Kit

'11 HourlPot life • 1 Hour Curd Time • Available in Black, Blue, Red,Green, Yellow
• No WBfte • Not an Epoxy • Great over Foam Core Han~les
• No Amlnes • Non Vel.IOWihg • Use on Cork .Tape, Cork Rin~s, EVA, Hypalon
• No Cracking • Rod BUlldel1lfriendlY • Great for Split Grip Applications

• Available in 25. 30, 35, 40, 45 mm sizes
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Swifty Manu'"","n.
P.O. Box 1988. Gle~~i::@satrft;~~:~~~=~~~~~6f~~~~~ fax (626) 961-8672

Swirl I MaoufiJcl ling IS (tcdicltled,o helping lIog!QIS 'flrtwe 111&enl'iloomenl by prollldJf1{) hifJh qualrly. eovirol!menl~l/Y safe fisl7Jng products.
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'NE:rcRAFrm
3350 Briarfield Blvd, Maumee, 10hiO43537,9502

S~rving Rodbuilders since 1941

TheIcomklete Source fJ~Rodbuilding
Rod Blanks EVAFoam Grips
ReellSeats Books & Videos
Guides Be Tops Handle Kits
Finish and Epoxy Thread
Rodbuilding Tools I
cor~ Ri~gS and Grips I

www.jannsnetcraft.c~m
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