
Notes to accompany the Entomology presentation:	

HALLINGTON FLY LIFE, THEIR IMITATIONS AND HOW TO CATCH MORE FISH!	

The two reservoirs at Hallington are relatively low in nutrients and minerals with 
high oxygen levels and no significant pollutants. They are classed as 
‘oligotrophic’. When the water is drawn down during the summer months the 
effects are significant, fixed plants such as water weeds do not survive well and 
consequently there is a scarcity of insects and their larvae which tend to live on 
or in the weed. The midlands reservoirs such as Rutland Water and Grafham 
Water are classed as ‘eutrophic’ and are very productive with large weed beds 
and huge amounts of daphnia (water fleas).  

 The water at Hallington is generally quite clear with a light peat stain. The main 
aquatic fly life is midges and sedges with smaller numbers of upwings (including 
mayfly) and occasionally stonefly. In a water with fairly low productivity, 
terrestrial insects are an important food source for the trout. Terrestrials are 
blown or fly in from the surrounding trees and farmland and fall onto the water 
surface, sometimes in large numbers, and this soon results in rising trout.  

If you are keen on getting to know what insects are important at Hallington I 
recommend you use a marrow spoon on the fish that you kill and keep a note or 
take photos of what you find. Anglers who only fish catch and release could be 
missing out on some useful information. However, observation is also key to 
improving your fishing results, take some time to watch what is happening on 
the water and what the fish are doing for clues on what flies to tie on and how to 
fish them. It is a great advantage to be able to tie your own flies then you can 
create good imitations of what you find rather than hoping that a commercial 
pattern will fit the bill. Matching the hatch can be interesting and fun. 

THE MAIN INSECT ORDERS IMPORTANT TO ANGLERS AT HALLINGTON 

• DIPTERA - Flies with two flat wings such as midges, gnats, crane flies, 
bluebottles, hawthorn flies, black gnat etc.  

• TRICHOPTERA – Flies with hairy roof-shaped wings, the sedges or caddis 
flies. 

• PLECOPTERA – Hard-winged flies, the stoneflies. Mainly found on rivers. 
• EPHEMEROPTERA – Flies which are short-lived with upright wings. 

Mayflies, pond olives, lake olives etc. In the U.S.A. this order is called the 
mayflies, not to be confused with our very large species. 

• COLEOPTERA – This means ‘horny forewings’ i.e. the beetles, e.g. water 
boatmen, soldier and sailor beetles etc. 

• MISCELLANEOUS – Alder flies, damsels, flying ants, spiders, coarse fish 
fry etc.  

DIPTERA 

The midges have a partially aquatic life cycle and are present throughout the 
season. If midges are hatching, you may see the empty pupal case or shuck 
drifting past.  
The life-cycle is: Egg > larva > pupa > adult 
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The larva is known as the bloodworm and usually lives in a tube in the bottom 
mud. It is often used as a bait by coarse anglers. It is not generally available to 
the fish but can be imitated with slim red flies fished slowly near the bottom. 
App’s bloodworm and squirmy wormies are effective flies to use. When mature, 
the larva pupates and when ready, floats up to the surface. At this stage of the 
life cycle, it is at its most vulnerable and is also easy to imitate. 

The pupa (commonly called a buzzer) in olive and black are the best colours 
here in sizes 16, 14, 12 and 10. Fish slowly near the surface if fish are rising or 
deeper if there is no surface activity. Good more general patterns to have on the 
leader are crunchers and diawl bach in similar sizes. 

At the surface, the pupal skin splits and the adult fly emerges. Splashy rises may 
indicate the fish are taking the adult as it hatches, the fish need to be quick as 
the fly takes off just a few seconds after hatching. For imitating the hatching fly 
try Shipman’s buzzer, suspender buzzer, shuttlecock, top-hat or a cdc emerger. 
For the adult a parachute Adams in an appropriate size and colour is worth a try. 

TERRESTRIAL DIPTERA 

When there are land-based flies on the water, your best bet is to fish with the 
wind behind you. This is where the flies will tend to land on the water and where 
the fish will be. 

The hawthorn fly, a large black terrestrial fly usually present during May. It can 
get blown onto the water in large numbers and once trapped in the surface film 
becomes a large, tasty morsel for the fish. Dry imitations in sizes 10 and 12 
include hawthorn fly, black hopper. For wet flies try bibio, zulu, Kate Mclaren, 
black and peacock spider etc. fished near the surface. 

Also present during May is the black gnat (no relation to the gnats with aquatic 
larvae/pupae.) This is a smaller relation of the hawthorn and usually a size 16 
imitation is needed. For dries try black gnat, knotted gnat and for wets smaller 
versions of the bibio and black and peacock spider. Watch out for black gnats 
again during August, there is a second generation of this insect, and it can 
appear in large numbers when the weather is warm and settled. 

The larger varieties of crane flies or ‘daddy-long-legs’ appear mainly in August 
and September and should be easily recognised. They can be blown across the 
water surface on a windy day and the trout will chase after them. A good 
imitation will usually have knotted pheasant tail legs and a foam detached body 
on a size 10 hook. 

Dung flies look like a smaller version of a house fly with a yellow body and legs. 
They appear occasionally on the water, sometimes in quite large numbers so a 
yellow bodied dry fly with a brown hackle in size 12 and 14 could be useful to 
have during April and August. 
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TRICHOPTERA 

The sedge or caddis flies usually start appearing at Hallington towards the end 
of May and are present throughout most of the remainder of the season. 
However, the larvae are present right from the start of the season. I generally 
start fishing dry sedge patterns round about the beginning of July by which time 
the fish are used to seeing these quite large flies on the water.  

The life cycle is: Egg > larva > pupa > adult 

This is similar to the midges, but the larvae usually builds a protective case 
around itself out of sand grains, pieces of water weed, grass stems, small twigs 
etc. Each species has its own particular style of case. The larval stage of the life-
cycle can be imitated and is usually weighted as it needs to be fished slowly, 
close to the bottom of the lake. Choose a size and colour which matches trout 
spoonings or what you see crawling about in the shallows. A stick fly is a good 
early season choice in a size 10 or 12. Early in the season the trout will eat large 
quantities of caddis larvae, case and all, as there is not much other food around. 
In addition, the larvae are simple to catch as they move only slowly across the 
bottom. 

When mature, the larva pupates in its case and sticks to the underside of stones 
while metamorphosis takes place. The pupa then swims to the surface and 
hatches into the adult fly, In some species the pupa swims to the shore, crawls 
out onto a stone and hatches there. Most of the sedge pupae I have spooned 
from trout here have yellow or green abdomens with distinctive brown or black 
markings. There are numerous pupa imitations, the amber nymph or similar in 
sizes 14 and 12 should work. The pupae are quite fast swimmers compared to 
other insects and a quick, jerky figure of eight retrieve is called for. Another 
good fly to try is an Invicta in sizes 10 and 12, fished quickly near the surface it 
looks like the confusion of a hatching sedge. Beware of violent takes, the fish 
can get switched on to hatching sedges, especially in the evening, and will chase 
and take enthusiastically!   

Some of the best fishing of the year can be had by using dry sedge patterns. 
Good ones are ‘Goddard and Henry’, sedgehogs, half-hogs, elk hair sedge etc. I 
find size 12 flies with orange bodies are the most effective. Fish as late as the 
rules allow because many species hatch in the evening and sometimes into 
darkness. 

PLECOPTERA 

Stoneflies are an order mainly found on rivers and are important to river 
anglers. They are only occasionally seen at Hallington. The ones we see here 
probably originate from the small streams and runners which feed the lakes. 
They usually appear at the beginning of the season and the only type I have 
seen are quite small with their wings rolled tightly around the body (needle 
flies). They will sometimes end up on the water surface but at this time of year it 
is still quite cold, and the fish will rarely rise to take them. For this reason, it is 
not a fly that I find worth imitating. 
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EPHEMEROPTERA 

These short-lived flies with upright wings are easily recognised as they look like 
tiny sailboats on the water after they have just hatched. 

The life-cycle is: Egg > nymph > dun (sub-imago) > adult (imago or spinner) 

The largest species, the mayfly, is present at Hallington and sporadic hatches 
occur from June to August. The fish often seem to be afraid of such a large fly 
and I have only rarely seen them taken from the water surface just after 
hatching. However, I have spoken to some members who have had good fishing 
with mayfly patterns, so they are always worth a try when a hatch is under way. 
The dun, when it emerges from the nymphal case, has a greenish tinge to it and 
is imitated by the ‘Green Drake’. 

Probably the best fishing can be had by imitating the nymph which actively 
swims to the surface to hatch. Walker’s mayfly nymph is a well-recognised 
pattern to try although I have to say it looks little like the nymphs that appear 
here! I would rather choose a large pheasant tail nymph or a damsel nymph as 
an imitation. For some strange reason the fish seem to take the empty nymphal 
case from the surface more often than the nymph or dun. The mayfly dun flies 
to shore where it moults and becomes a sexually mature imago or spinner. After 
mating the females lay their eggs on the water surface and then die. There are 
patterns for the dead spinners, sometimes called the ‘spent gnat’ but I have not 
used them at Hallington, never having seen any on the water or spooned any 
from trout. This is in stark contrast to the large Irish loughs where fishing the 
spent gnat at dusk is one of the highlights of the angler’s season. 

Smaller Ephemeroptera are also present at Hallington although I have never 
seen them in significant numbers. These are probably pond or lake olives. I 
don’t know the difference and neither do the fish so don’t get hung up over 
exact identifications. If you see them on the surface just choose a fly that looks 
like what you see. A dry Greenwell’s Glory on a size 14 hook would be a good 
start. For wet flies a winged Greenwell or Greenwell spider are worth trying. The 
pheasant tail nymph and olive nymph are popular flies to try when olives are 
hatching, and they are also useful as general search patterns when not much 
seems to be happening. The nymphal case or shuck is left on the water surface 
and looks rather like a midge pupa shuck but has three distinct tails where the 
midge has none. Sizes 12 and 14 imitations of the nymph are the most useful. 

During calm July and August evenings you may see a blizzard of small white flies 
coming off the water, this is the 'Angler's Curse' or Caenis to give it its proper 
name. This is the smallest British Ephemeroptera but what it lacks in size it 
makes up for in numbers. The duns will often land on your clothing and moult 
into spinners before flying off to mate. Once the trout switch on to these tiny 
upwing flies they become very selective and getting them to take an artificial of 
any description becomes almost impossible. If you do have a good imitation of 
this tiny fly, the chances of a fish seeing it and taking it amongst thousands of 
other naturals are pretty slim. Probably your best bet is to skate a large dry 
sedge past their noses in the hope of distracting one. You may catch the 
occasional fish, but it can be very frustrating, and the best answer is usually to 
go to the pub! 
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COLEOPTERA 

Terrestrial beetles are a very important food source for the trout at Hallington 
and I feel that they have been somewhat ignored. They are present throughout 
most of the season and range from tiny (1mm) to large (15mm). Most of the 
fish you spoon will have a beetle or two in their stomach so they are always 
worth a try, especially when there may be fish rising but you’re not sure what 
they are taking. Because they float more in the surface film than on top, they 
are often difficult to see. For wet flies, try a black and peacock spider fished 
slowly near the surface but even better is a foam-backed beetle fished in the 
surface film. My favourite is a size 16. Make sure they have enough foam on 
them to make them float, some commercial varieties I have seen are a bit 
lacking. Larger beetles such as shield beetles can be quite common in the 
summer months and I often find them in trout spoonings. In the USA they are 
known as stink bugs. There don’t seem to be many commercial patterns 
available but if you are a fly tyer, it is worth devising one. I have had some good 
fishing using an imitation with a black foam back and a yellow or green abdomen 
and orange dubbed thorax. 

There are some aquatic beetles, but I have only rarely found these in the trout 
at Hallington. These are of course the water boatmen which are common in 
lakes with plenty of weed growth. I don’t bother to imitate these at Hallington 
although in some other north-east stillwaters they are excellent patterns to use. 
  
MISCELLANEOUS INSECTS 

These are insects which may not belong to the main orders already mentioned 
but are found at Hallington and so are worth imitating. 

DAMSEL FLY 

The male damsel fly is instantly recognisable with its electric blue body, the 
female is a drab olive in colour. Mating adults flying across the water are 
sometimes chased by trout, but the large nymph is an easier target for the fish. 
The nymph can vary in colour from brown to bright green and swims to the 
shore looking rather like a small fish. When the adults are seen, try a damsel 
nymph, the ones with a marabou tail are the most effective tied on a size 12 or 
10 hook. Fish with a quick figure of eight retrieve near the surface during June 
and July. A goldhead damsel is a good pattern to try on cooler, windy days when 
nothing much seems to be happening and you should be fishing a bit deeper. 
Although the adults are not seen on the water very often, a blue foam dry fly 
can be very effective at times. 

APHIDS 

Aphids or greenfly can fall onto the water in large numbers during the summer 
months and trout will take them regularly. Generally, any fish rising can be 
caught on a nonspecific pattern but after feeding on aphids for a while the fish 
can get quite selective, rather like they do with Caenis, and a size 16 or 18 
floating aphid pattern may be needed. With such a small hook, make sure the 
hackles do not obstruct the hook point. Some aphids I have seen at Hallington 
are not the usual green but are actually yellow, so it pays to have both colours in 
your fly box. 
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BLUEBOTTLES ETC. 

Bluebottles, wasps, and bees will sometimes be found in trout spoonings and 
patterns such as hoppers, sedgehogs and sedges will usually work if these 
insects are on the water. 

ALDER FLY 

The Alder fly is very similar in appearance to the sedges but belongs to a 
different order of insects. Many anglers mistake it for a sedge, but it has a 
different life cycle. It usually appears in April and May and trout will take them if 
they get onto the water. The overall fly is very dark, and the wings are heavily 
veined. It can be imitated with a large dark sedge pattern. There is also a wet fly 
pattern with the same name, but it is not a fly I have tried. The large nymph is 
aquatic and is sometimes found in trout spoonings early in the season, it can be 
imitated with a large pheasant tail nymph tied on a size 12 or 10 nymph or 
longshank hook. The nymph swims to shore and burrows into the damp soil at 
the water’s edge to pupate.  

FLYING ANTS 

Flying ants occasionally turn up in trout spoonings, usually during warm settled 
weather in August so it is worth having one or two imitations in your fly box. If 
there is a large fall of them, the fish could become quite selective, and a good 
copy might be required. Although commercial patterns are available, a small 
hawthorn fly will usually be good enough to imitate the black variety and a small 
reddish-brown hopper would probably do for the red flying ant. 

MONEY SPIDERS 

Money spiders can appear towards the end of the season on calm days. They will 
drift across the water on silken threads and frequently land on the water 
surface. Although tiny, the fish will feed on them as there is not much else about 
at this time of year. Black gnats, foam beetles or suspender buzzers all in size 16 
will usually work when spiders are on the water. Keep your flies small and try to 
get them in front of a rising fish if you can. With small flies and calm water, it is 
important to get the leader to sink as soon as it hits the water. Use a good 
quality fluorocarbon to achieve this. 

COARSE FISH FRY 

In July and sometimes earlier, very small coarse fish (pin-fry or jelly-fry) may 
appear, these will be perch or dace and are sometimes present in large shoals. 
They are very noticeable when the water is flat calm and cause small dimples 
and ruffles on the water surface. Trout can occasionally be seen taking them by 
swimming along at the surface and trying to grab them. Small fish imitations can 
work very well at times, either floating or below the surface. Try a deer-hair or 
foam-backed imitation at the surface tied on size 10 or 12 nymph hooks.  Size 
10 peter ross, silver invicta, grey zonker or Sinfoil's fry should work when fished 
just below the surface. As the fry grow larger, they seem to become less 
attractive to the trout but I have occasionally seen large perch chasing them. 
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The table below summarises the presence of the most important insects etc. 
throughout the season. This is entirely from my own trout spoonings and from 
observations while fishing. Bear in mind that this is data which has been 
accumulated over several years and in some seasons some insects may not 
make an appearance at all or be present for a limited or different time. This is 
largely weather related and often a cold and wet spring may result in delayed or 
reduced hatches. This is especially true of terrestrial insects such as black gnats 
and hawthorn flies. A fluctuating water level can have a profound effect on 
aquatic larvae which may be left high and dry if the water level drops suddenly. 
The fly life in the reservoirs can be further complicated by flies that might only 
be expected to be found in rivers. This is due to the pumping of water in from 
the River North Tyne and the various feeder streams which enter the lakes. 

 

 

Phil Bilbrough  2026 

  

  

   

	7


