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Introduction
Welcome to the art of stillwater trout fishing with a fly rod! Perhaps you've been successful on rivers and streams but struggle when the water goes 
still, you're not alone. Stillwater trout fishing requires a completely different approach, mindset, and set of skills that many river anglers find 
challenging at first.

Unlike river fishing where the current does much of the work, stillwater fly fishing puts you in complete control. You become the current, the action, 
and the trigger that makes trout strike. This guide will teach you the four fundamental tactics that separate successful stillwater anglers from those 
who struggle.

Whether you're targeting rainbow trout in mountain lakes, browns in reservoirs, or brookies in remote ponds, these tactics will transform your 
stillwater success and open up a whole new world of fly fishing opportunities.
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Tactic #1: Master Stillwater Fly Selection 
Understanding the Stillwater Food Chain
Stillwater trout have a vastly different diet compared to their 
river cousins. Instead of drifting insects, they feed on 
chironomids (midges), damselflies, dragonflies, leeches, scuds, 
water boatmen, and various baitfish. Your fly selection must 
reflect this underwater buffet.

The Essential Stillwater Fly Categories
Chironomid Patterns (Your Bread and Butter)

Damselfly and Dragonfly Nymphs

Leech Patterns

Scud and Water Boatmen

Stillwater Dry Flies

The Essential Stillwater Fly Categories:

Chironomid Patterns (Your Bread and Butter)

Size 12-18 in black, olive, red, and brown

Fish these 80% of the time in early season

Pupae patterns are most effective

Zebra Midges, Chromies, and Micro Leeches

Damselfly and Dragonfly Nymphs

Size 8-12 in olive, brown, and tan

Excellent during summer months

Fish with slow, deliberate strips

Gomphus and Damsel Nymphs

Leech Patterns

Size 6-10 in black, olive, maroon, and purple

Productive year-round

Fish with slow hand-twist retrieve

Bunny Leeches and Mohair Leeches

Scud and Water Boatmen

Size 12-16 in olive, tan, and orange

Excellent in weedy areas

Fish with short, quick strips

Gammarus patterns and Boatmen flies

Stillwater Dry Flies

Chironomid adults during emergence

Ant and beetle patterns for surface feeding

Damselfly adults during hatches

Foam hoppers for aggressive surface feeding
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Tactic #2: Perfect the Stillwater Retrieve Arsenal
The Foundation of Stillwater Success

Your retrieve is everything in stillwater trout fishing. The same fly can be completely ignored with one retrieve and absolutely deadly with another. 
Master these five essential retrieves and you'll catch trout in any condition.

The Figure-Eight Retrieve
Wind line around your fingers in a figure-eight pattern

Creates continuous, even movement

Perfect for chironomids and small nymphs

Vary speed from very slow to moderate

Maintains constant contact with flies

The Hand-Twist Retrieve
Twist line between thumb and forefinger

Creates subtle, lifelike movement

Deadly for leeches and scuds

Excellent in clear water conditions

Allows precise speed control

The Strip-and-Pause
6-inch strips followed by 2-3 second pauses

Triggers reaction strikes during pauses

Perfect for damselfly nymphs and larger patterns

Vary strip length and pause duration

Watch for takes during the pause

The Roly-Poly Retrieve

Continuous hand-over-hand retrieve

Covers water quickly to locate fish

Excellent for searching patterns

Good for windy conditions

Use with streamers and large nymphs

The Static Hang

Let flies hang motionless under indicator

Imitates emerging chironomids perfectly

Requires extreme patience but deadly effective

Watch indicator like a hawk

Perfect during midge hatches

Reading Water Temperature and Retrieve Speed

Cold Water (Below 50°F)
Extremely slow retrieves

Long pauses between movements

Fish deep and patient

Hand-twist retrieve preferred

Moderate Water (50-60°F)
Moderate retrieve speeds

Vary your techniques

Fish multiple depths

Figure-eight retrieve excellent

Warm Water (Above 60°F)
Faster retrieves often work

More aggressive patterns

Surface action possible

Strip-and-pause effective
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Tactic #3: Time Your Fishing to Stillwater Rhythms
Understanding Stillwater Feeding Cycles

Stillwater trout follow predictable feeding patterns based on insect emergence times, water temperature, and light conditions. Learning these 
rhythms will put you on the water when trout are most active.

The Magic Hours:

1

Dawn Period (First Light + 3 Hours)
Chironomid emergence peaks

Trout move shallow to feed

Excellent dry fly opportunities

Focus on drop-offs and shallow bays

Use floating lines and long leaders

2

Midday Strategy (Often Overlooked)
Fish suspend in deeper water

Slower presentations required

Excellent for learning new techniques

Less crowded conditions

Focus on drop-offs and deep structure

3

Evening Rise (2 Hours Before Sunset to Dark)
Second peak emergence time

Aggressive surface feeding

Damselfly activity increases

Target same areas as morning

Be ready for fast action

Seasonal Timing Patterns:

Barometric Pressure and Weather Patterns

High Pressure Systems:

Bright, clear conditions

Trout often deeper and more selective

Smaller flies and lighter tippets

Longer leaders necessary

Stealth approach critical

Low Pressure Systems:

Overcast, stable conditions

Extended feeding periods

Trout less spooky

Excellent all-day fishing

Larger flies often work

Frontal Systems:

Before storms: Feeding frenzy

During storms: Seek shelter

After storms: Slow recovery

Pressure changes trigger activity

Plan trips around weather

Winter Techniques
Slow and deep presentations

Midday often most productive

Minimal fly movement

Dark patterns preferred

Extreme patience required

Spring Stillwater Strategy
Ice-out to early summer

Chironomid emergence dominates

Fish shallow, warming areas

Black and red patterns excel

Patience is critical

Summer Patterns
Focus on thermoclines

Early morning and late evening best

Damselfly and dragonfly activity

Deeper presentations required

Leech patterns shine

Fall Feeding Frenzy
Trout prepare for winter

All-day action possible

Excellent streamer fishing

Target shallow bays and inlets

Larger flies often work
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Tactic #4: Master Stillwater Approach and Stealth
The Art of Not Spooking Trout

Stillwater trout are incredibly spooky compared to river fish. They have unlimited visibility, no current to mask your presence, and plenty of time to 
examine your flies. Your approach and presentation must be flawless.

The Long Cast Advantage
Cast 50 feet whenever possible

Keeps you away from feeding fish

Allows natural presentation angles

Reduces line shadow on water

Practice long-distance accuracy

Reading Trout Behavior from 
Distance

Use polarized  glasses to spot feeding 
fish

Learn to identify rise forms

Observe feeding patterns before 
casting

Note wind lanes and current lines

Plan your approach carefully

Line Management and 
Control

Master the reach cast for wind

Use shooting heads for distance

Minimize false casting over fish

Perfect your line pickup

Maintain contact throughout retrieve

Wading Strategies:

Wade slowly and deliberately

Avoid creating waves

Fish water before wading through it

Position for wind advantage

Boat Fishing Tactics

When fishing from a boat or float tube, positioning becomes even more critical:

Anchoring Techniques:

Use two anchors for stability

Anchor upwind when possible

Position for optimal casting angles

Avoid anchoring over fish

Plan escape routes

Drift Fishing Methods:

Use wind to your advantage

Control drift speed with drogue

Fish water as you drift through

Position for natural presentations

Cover more water efficiently

Electric Motor Strategies:

Move quietly between spots

Use GPS to mark productive areas

Control boat position precisely

Avoid running motor over fish

Plan efficient fishing patterns

Reading Rise Forms and Feeding Behavior

Different rise forms tell you exactly what trout are eating and how to present your flies:

Gentle Sips:
Trout taking chironomid adults

Use small dry flies

Delicate presentations required

Long, light leaders essential

Patience is key

Aggressive Splashes:
Trout chasing damselflies or baitfish

Use larger, more visible patterns

Faster retrieves effective

Shorter leaders acceptable

Cover water quickly

Head-and-Tail Rises:
Trout taking emerging insects

Use nymph patterns just below surface

Extremely slow retrieves

Watch for subtle takes

Position flies in rise lanes

Swirls Without Breaks:
Trout feeding just subsurface

Use emerger patterns

Fish in the film

Minimal fly movement

Ultra-light tippet required
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Essential Stillwater Fly Fishing Gear
Building Your Stillwater Arsenal

Rod Selection for Stillwater:

9.5 to 10-foot, 4 to 6-weight for versatility

Fast action for distance casting

Ability to handle various line weights

Strong butt section for fighting fish

Consider 7-weight for windy conditions

Reel Requirements:

Large arbor for quick line pickup

Smooth, reliable drag system

Capacity for backing plus full fly line

Sealed drag for saltwater use

Quick-change spool system

Fly Line Arsenal:

Floating Line
Essential for surface and shallow fishing

Intermediate Line
Perfect for 2-15 foot depths

Fast-Sinking Line
For deep water and wind

Shooting Head System
Maximum distance and versatility

Sink-Tip Lines
Versatile for various depths

Leader and Tippet Setup:

12-16 foot leaders for clear water

Fluorocarbon tippet for invisibility

Multiple tippet sizes (4X-6X typically)

Quality knots are essential

Pre-tied leaders save time

Essential Fly Patterns:

Chironomids Zebra Midge, Chromie, Micro Leech (sizes 14-18)

Leeches Woolly Bugger, Bunny Leech, Mohair Leech (sizes 6-10)

Nymphs Damsel Nymph, Dragon Nymph, Caddis Larvae (sizes 10-14)

Scuds Gammarus, Freshwater Shrimp (sizes 12-16)

Dries Tom Thumb, Elk Hair Caddis, Foam Ants (sizes 12-16)
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Advanced Stillwater Techniques
Taking Your Skills to the Next Level

Indicator Fishing Mastery
Use the smallest indicator possible

Adjust depth based on fish location

Watch for subtle movements

Set hook on any suspicious action

Practice indicator control in wind

Washing Line Technique
Fish flies at different depths 
simultaneously

Use varying sink rates

Retrieve very slowly

Deadly during calm conditions

Polaroiding (Sight Fishing)
Use quality polarized sunglasses

Look for cruising fish

Lead moving fish with your cast

Perfect your accuracy

Requires excellent stealth

Bonus TIP: 

Wind Lane Fishing:

Fish foam lines and debris lanes

Concentrate insects and food

Trout follow these highways

Adjust presentation to wind

Excellent in rough conditions

Seasonal Fly Pattern Rotation

Spring Focus:

Chironomids dominate

Black, red, and olive patterns

Small sizes (14-18)

Slow presentations

Shallow water focus

Summer Strategy:

Damselfly and dragonfly nymphs

Leech patterns effective

Larger flies (6-12)

Deeper presentations

Early and late fishing

Fall Patterns:

Streamer fishing excels

Baitfish imitations

Larger flies work

Aggressive presentations

All-day opportunities

Winter Approach:

Deep, slow presentations

Dark patterns preferred

Minimal movement

Extreme patience

Midday focus
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Common Stillwater Mistakes to Avoid
Learn from Others' Experiences

1 Mistake #1: Fishing Too Fast

2 Mistake #2: Wrong Fly Depth

3 Mistake #3: Poor Stealth

4 Mistake #4: Ignoring Weather

5 Mistake #5: Inadequate Gear

Mistake #1: Fishing Too Fast

Stillwater trout prefer slower presentations

River retrieve speeds don't work

Patience is your greatest asset

Count to 10 between strips

Mistake #2: Wrong Fly Depth

Not matching fly depth to fish location

Use countdown method to find fish

Adjust leader length accordingly

Fish the entire water column

Mistake #3: Poor Stealth

Approaching too close to fish

Creating disturbance while wading

Casting shadows over fish

Making noise in boat

Mistake #4: Ignoring Weather

Not adapting to conditions

Fishing during poor conditions

Missing prime feeding times

Wrong line choice for wind

Mistake #5: Inadequate Gear

Using river gear for stillwater

Wrong line types

Insufficient backing

Poor quality leaders
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Your Stillwater Success Plan
A Step-by-Step Approach

Pre-Trip Preparation
Study lake maps and identify structure1.

Check weather and plan timing2.

Prepare multiple rod setups3.

Organize flies by category and season4.

Practice casting for distance and 
accuracy

5.

On-the-Water Strategy
Start with systematic water coverage1.

Use three-fly rigs to find feeding depth2.

Vary retrieves every 15-20 casts3.

Move spots if no action in 30 minutes4.

Pay attention to rise forms and feeding 
signs

5.

Record Keeping
Note successful patterns and depths

Track weather conditions and success

Map productive areas

Record seasonal patterns

Build your stillwater knowledge base

Seasonal Adaptations:

With these four core tactics mastered, you'll be well on your way to becoming a successful stillwater angler. Remember that patience and 
observation are your greatest assets on still waters. Take time to study the water, watch for feeding patterns, and methodically work through your 
retrieves and depths until you find what works on any given day.

Most importantly, enjoy the journey of learning this fascinating aspect of fly fishing. The skills you develop on stillwaters will make you a more 
complete angler and open up countless new fishing opportunities in beautiful settings.

All Content within this Guide is the Property of Stillwater Edge and cannot be used for other publications or purposes with out prior permission.  
Copyright 2025

Spring
Focus on chironomids and shallow water

Summer
Target thermoclines and structure

Fall
Aggressive patterns and feeding areas

Winter
Deep, slow presentations
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