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Super-Sized
Mandy Hertzfeld paints big by amanda monthei

WHEN I FIRST MET artist and flyfishing guide Mandy 
Hertzfeld, we were visiting a mutual friend in southern 
Michigan and getting prepped for steelheading. She caught 
one of the two our group hooked during that trip. It was her 
first, a nice Great Lakes chromer, and by the time she’d hiked 
downstream to me, she was smiling so big her eyes were 
squinty. That night, we celebrated with IPAs, bonding over the 
jukebox and a mutual love/hate relationship with Taylor Swift. 

The next day, after an unsuccessful morning, we sat on the 
bank and talked about her guiding gig at Minturn Anglers in 
Vail, Colorado, and her bachelor degree in painting. Hertzfeld 
mentioned she’d graduated from Bowling Green University with 
no student-loan debt. She spent six years working full time as 
a fishing manager at her local Bass Pro Shop in order to pay her 
way through. Her work ethic was evident.

“She had this ability to concentrate and stay with something 
for extended periods of time,” says Dennis Wojtkiewicz, an 
acclaimed hyperrealist painter and one of Hertzfeld’s former 
professors at Bowling Green. “And I don’t know if this comes 
from fishing, but she was also competitive in the sense that  
she wouldn’t let the process beat her, she was going to beat  
the process.”

Since graduating in May 2014, Hertzfeld has seized that 
potential in a variety of ways. She’s currently one of the 
only female flyfishing guides in the Vail Valley. She also does 
commissioned fly paintings for tyers like Chuck Moxley and 
Chris Senyo, and she’ll soon begin painting for Project Healing 
Waters, which encourages and accommodates wounded war 
veterans as they learn flyfishing.

“She’s well-rounded and has a lot to offer when it comes to 
guiding,” says Bob Streb, senior guide at Minturn Anglers, who 
trained Hertzfeld last spring. “I see the right attitude in her. 
And I see her lasting, I really do.”

In addition to accolades for her fishing skills, Hertzfeld’s 
paintings are also drawing national—though niche—praise. 
Her hyperrealistic, richly detailed spey-fly renditions are as 
gorgeous as the patterns that inspire them. “The colors and the 
intricacies of these hand-tied flies are often underappreciated, 
and most people don’t understand how long they take to 
create,” Hertzfeld says. “So blowing them up on the scale that I 
do, which is giant, gives the audience a chance to appreciate the 
materials, one by one.”

A Waterville, Ohio, native, Hertzfeld spent her childhood on 
a farm, fishing on the weekends and tying occasionally. “My 
dad bought me a fly-tying kit so I could tie simple steelhead 
patterns for him,” she says. When Hertzfeld was eight, she won 
a fishing tournament at a stocked pond near her home, taking 
top honors by catching the only golden trout in a pool full of 
stocker rainbows. 

When she started college, beginning photography classes 
brought her to the rivers near Cleveland, where she became 

enamored with fishing culture while mingling with strangers on 
the banks of the Vermillion River. Next came a summer stint 
with an offshore charter boat based in Prince of Wales, Alaska, 
where she fished for salmon, and took photos and sketched 
wildlife on her days off. She also got a taste for guiding, 
introducing lodge guests to local cutthroat streams.

Those experiences, she says, helped influence her decision to 
choose signature fly paintings for her senior thesis. Wojtkiewicz 
says he always encourages students to find a subject they feel 
passionate about and understand innately. For Hertzfeld, that 
was flyfishing.

“Before I picked my thesis, I spent hours researching my field 
to make sure I wasn’t doing something that someone else was 
doing already,” she says. “And if that were the case, I was going 
to try to do it better—I’m not going to put this much time into 
something that’s not my own.”

Hertzfeld’s poster-sized paintings, which range from 14 x 16 
inches to five feet tall, require 200 to 300 hours each. And her 
paintings aren’t merely artistic expression. They are but one of 
the many ways Hertzfeld shares the beauty of flyfishing and the 
intricacy of fly-tying with an audience. 

For those who don’t know the thrill of fighting a good fish, 
or the difficulty of tying a complex spey fly, glimpsing a Mandy 
Hertzfeld original could be all they need to take up both. 

MANDY HERTZFELD’S  
 PARALLEL UNIVERSE.


