
 Top 10 Stillwater Flies & 
When to Use Them
Your Complete Guide to Successful 
Lake and Pond Fly Fishing



Introduction

Stillwater fly fishing presents 
unique challenges and 
opportunities that set it apart 
from river and stream fishing. 
Without the constant flow of 
water to bring food to fish, lake 
and pond trout become more 
selective and location-
dependent.

Success hinges on 
understanding their feeding 
patterns, preferred depths, and 
the aquatic insects they rely on 
throughout the season.

This guide presents the ten most 
effective stillwater flies, carefully 
selected for their proven track 
record across diverse lake 
systems. Whether you're 
targeting rainbow trout in high 
mountain lakes or browns in 
lowland reservoirs, these patterns 
will form the foundation of your 
stillwater arsenal.



1. Woolly Bugger (Black & Olive)

What it imitates:

Leeches, damselfly nymphs, 
small baitfish, and various 
aquatic worms

When to use:

Season: Effective year-round, 
particularly productive in 
spring and fall

Time of day: Excellent early 
morning and evening choice

Water conditions: Most 
effective in deeper water (8-20 
feet) along drop-offs and 
weed edges

Weather: Outstanding during 
overcast conditions and light 
rain

Fishing technique:

Use a slow, steady retrieve with 
occasional pauses. The fly's 
natural undulating action mimics 
wounded prey. Fish it on a 
floating line with a long leader 
(12-15 feet) or on an intermediate 
sinking line for deeper 
presentations.

Why it works:

The Woolly Bugger's lifelike 
movement and dark silhouette 
trigger aggressive strikes from 
predatory trout. Its versatility 
allows it to represent multiple 
food sources, making it an 
essential search pattern.



2. Chironomid Pupa (Red, Black, Green)

What it imitates:

Midge pupae ascending to the 
surface to emerge as adults

When to use:

Season: Peak effectiveness 
during spring and early summer 
emergence periods

Time of day: Most productive 
during calm morning and 
evening hours

Water conditions: Target areas 
with soft, muddy bottoms where 
chironomids develop

Depth: Fish at various depths, 
often in the top 10 feet of water 
column

Fishing technique:

Use an indicator with a long leader, 
allowing the fly to hang motionless 
or with minimal movement. The key 
is patience 3 let the fly do the work 
as it mimics a naturally ascending 
pupa.

Why it works:

Chironomids often represent up to 
80% of a trout's diet in stillwater 
environments. During emergence 
periods, trout become laser-focused 
on these abundant insects, making 
properly presented chironomid 
patterns nearly irresistible.



3. Damselfly Nymph (Olive & Brown)

What it imitates:

Immature damselflies migrating 
toward shore for emergence

When to use:

Season: Most effective late 
spring through mid-summer

Time of day: Peak activity 
during warm afternoons

Water conditions: Fish along 
weed beds, rocky shorelines, 
and shallow bays

Migration timing: Especially 
deadly during mass migration 
periods

Fishing technique:

Use an erratic, stop-and-go 
retrieve that mimics the 
damselfly nymph's distinctive 
swimming motion. Allow the fly 
to sink, then strip it in short, 
quick bursts followed by pauses.

Why it works:

During migration periods, 
damselfly nymphs become 
incredibly vulnerable as they 
swim toward shore. Trout 
position themselves along 
migration routes for easy feeding, 
making this pattern extremely 
effective during the right 
conditions.



4. Scud (Pink, Tan, Olive)

What it imitates:

Freshwater shrimp (amphipods) 
found in weed beds and rocky 
areas

When to use:

Season: Consistent producer 
throughout the fishing season

Time of day: Effective all day, 
particularly productive during 
midday periods

Water conditions: Target areas 
with abundant vegetation 
and rocky structures

Depth: Fish from surface to 15 
feet deep

Fishing technique:

Use a slow, crawling retrieve 
along the bottom or through 
weed beds. Occasional twitches 
mimic the scud's quick escape 
movements when disturbed.

Why it works:

Scuds are a primary food source 
in many stillwater environments, 
particularly in alkaline lakes. Their 
high protein content makes 
them a preferred food item, and 
their abundance ensures trout 
are always willing to take a well-
presented scud pattern.



5. Callibaetis Nymph & Dun

What it imitates:

The nymph and adult stages of 
the speckled dun mayfly

When to use:

Season: Prime time is mid to 
late summer

Time of day: Most effective 
during morning and evening 
emergence periods

Water conditions: Focus on 
shallow, weedy areas and 
back bays

Emergence timing: Watch for 
rising fish during calm 
conditions

Fishing technique:

Fish the nymph with a slow 
retrieve near weed beds. During 
emergence, switch to the dun 
pattern and present it in the 
surface film where fish are rising.

Why it works:

Callibaetis mayflies are one of the 
few mayfly species that thrive in 
stillwater environments. During 
emergence periods, they provide 
concentrated feeding 
opportunities that trout rarely 
ignore.



6. Dragon Fly Nymph (Brown & Olive)

What it imitates:

Large predatory dragonfly 
nymphs that live among 
vegetation and rocky areas

When to use:

Season: Most effective from 
late spring through early fall

Time of day: Productive 
throughout the day, especially 
during warm weather

Water conditions: Fish along 
weed lines, rocky drop-offs, 
and structured areas

Target fish: Particularly 
effective for larger, predatory 
trout

Fishing technique:

Use a slow, deliberate retrieve 
with long pauses. The pattern 
should move like a crawling 
predator stalking its prey along 
the bottom.

Why it works:

Dragonfly nymphs represent a 
substantial meal for large trout. 
Their aggressive predatory 
nature makes noise and 
disturbance, attracting attention 
from nearby fish. The large profile 
triggers strikes from trophy-sized 
trout.



7. Boatman (Water Boatman)

What it imitates:

Aquatic insects that swim with 
an oar-like motion using their 
back legs

When to use:

Season: Excellent choice 
during warm summer 
months

Time of day: Most active 
during bright, sunny 
conditions

Water conditions: Fish in 
shallow to medium depths 
with good light penetration

Behavior pattern: Target 
areas where boatmen 
come to surface for air

Fishing technique:

Use quick, darting retrieves 
followed by pauses to mimic 
the boatman's distinctive 
swimming style. Fish it on a 
floating line with occasional 
surface breaks.

Why it works:

Water boatmen are active 
swimmers that frequently 
move between bottom and 
surface, making them highly 
visible to trout. Their erratic 
movement pattern triggers 
aggressive feeding responses.



8. Leech Pattern (Maroon, Black, Olive)

What it imitates:

Various species of aquatic leeches 
found in lake systems

When to use:

Season: Effective year-round, 
especially productive in cooler 
water

Time of day: Outstanding during 
low-light conditions and at night

Water conditions: Fish along 
muddy bottoms, weed edges, 
and drop-offs

Weather: Particularly effective 
during stormy or overcast 
weather

Fishing technique:

Use an extremely slow retrieve with 
long pauses, allowing the leech to 
undulate naturally in the water 
column. Vary depths until you 
locate feeding fish.

Why it works:

Leeches are a high-protein food 
source that trout actively seek, 
especially larger fish. The 
undulating motion of a properly 
tied leech pattern is irresistible to 
predatory trout, often triggering 
strikes from fish that ignore other 
presentations.



9. Balanced Leech

What it imitates:

A leech or large worm 
suspended in the water 
column with natural 
movement

When to use:

Season: Exceptional during 
spring and fall when fish 
are in deeper water

Time of day: Most effective 
during stable weather 
conditions

Water conditions: Perfect 
for fishing deeper water (15-
30 feet) along thermoclines

Technique: Ideal for 
indicator fishing or slow 
trolling

Fishing technique:

Fish under an indicator with 
minimal movement, allowing 
the balanced design to create 
subtle, lifelike motion. The 
pattern should hang 
horizontally in the water 
column.

Why it works:

The balanced design creates 
incredibly realistic movement 
that mimics a dying or 
wounded leech. This triggers 
feeding responses from even 
pressured or selective fish.



10. Booby Attractor Fly (Orange, Pink, 
Chartreuse)

What it imitates:

An attractor pattern that triggers 
aggressive strikes rather than 
imitating specific prey

When to use:

Season: Exceptionally effective 
during cooler months and when 
fish are less active

Time of day: Outstanding during 
midday periods when fish are 
deep and lethargic

Water conditions: Perfect for 
deep water fishing (15-40 feet) 
along steep drop-offs and 
suspended fish

Weather: Ideal during 
challenging conditions when fish 
are reluctant to feed

Fishing technique:

Fish on a sinking line with a slow, 
jerky retrieve or allow it to hang 
stationary. The buoyant foam eyes 
cause the fly to hover above the 
bottom or suspend at your desired 
depth when retrieved slowly.

Why it works:

The bright attractor colors and 
unique hovering action of the 
booby fly trigger aggressive 
territorial or feeding responses from 
trout. The foam eyes create an 
unusual silhouette that stands out 
in deep water, often provoking 
strikes from fish that ignore natural 
patterns. Particularly effective for 
catching fish when standard nymph 
patterns fail.



Seasonal Application Guide

1 Spring (Ice-Out to Early Summer)
Primary patterns: Chironomid Pupa, Woolly 
Bugger, Balanced Leech

Focus areas: Shallow warming bays, near 
spawning areas

Techniques: Slow presentations, indicator fishing

2 Summer (Peak Season)
Primary patterns: Damselfly Nymph, Callibaetis, 
Dragonfly Nymph, Boatman

Focus areas: Weed beds, drop-offs, thermal layers

Techniques: Active retrieves, varying depths

3 Fall (Pre-Winter)
Primary patterns: Leech patterns, Booby Attractor, 
Woolly Bugger

Focus areas: Deep water, points, channel edges

Techniques: Slow, deep presentations



Essential Tips for Stillwater 
Success
Reading the Water

Look for rising fish to identify feeding activity

Target structure: weed beds, drop-offs, points, and channels

Watch for bird activity indicating baitfish presence

Use electronics to locate fish and understand bottom 
structure



Presentation Techniques

Indicator fishing
Ideal for chironomids and balanced patterns

Retrieve variations
Match your retrieve to insect behavior

Depth control
Use different line types to reach feeding fish

Patience
Stillwater fishing often requires slower, more methodical approaches



Equipment Considerations

Rod: 9.5 -10 foot, 5-
6 weight for 
versatility

Lines: Floating, 
intermediate, and 
various sinking 
lines

Leaders: 9-12 feet 
for floating line 
presentations

Indicators: 
Essential for 
detecting subtle 
takes



Conclusion

Success in stillwater fly fishing comes from understanding both the fish 
and their food sources. These ten patterns represent the core insects 
and prey items that sustain trout populations in lakes and ponds across 
diverse geographic regions.

Remember that local variations exist, and spending time observing your 
specific waters will always improve your success rate. Pay attention to 
emergence timing, water temperatures, and seasonal patterns. Keep a 
fishing journal to track what works when, and don't be afraid to 
experiment with different retrieves and presentations.

The beauty of stillwater fishing lies in its complexity and the opportunity 
to truly understand an aquatic ecosystem. With these patterns in your 
fly box and an understanding of when and how to use them, you'll be 
well-equipped to unlock the secrets of your favorite stillwater 
destinations.

Happy fishing, and may your lines stay tight! For more advanced 
stillwater techniques, seasonal hatch charts, and regional pattern 
variations, visit [Your Website] for our complete stillwater fishing 
resources.
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