
Seal Pupa 
Hook: Tiemco 2488 or 2499 SPBL, sizes 10 and 12. 
Head: Tungsten copper bead.
WeigHT: .020 lead wire. 
THread: White, 70 denier. 
Body: White arizona Simi-Seal dubbing. 
LegS: Black rubber legs, small. 
THorax: yellow seal or Simi-Seal dubbing. 
NoTe: Use a dubbing brush to comb the seal 
    fibers out. (i use a Velcro dot stuck on the 
    handle of a tool).

Ghost Pupa 
Hook: Tiemco 2488 or 2499 SPBL, sizes 10 and 12. 
Head: Tungsten copper bead.
WeigHT: .020 lead wire. 
THread: White, 70 denier. 
Body: Chartreuse ice dub. 
HaCkLe: White CdC. 
WiNg: Natural Swiss Straw.

Fox Squirrel Nymph Variation 
Hook: Tiemco 100, sizes 10 through 14. 
Head: Tungsten gold bead. 
THread: Fluorescent pink, 70 denier. 
TaiL: Pheasant tail fibers (base feathers). 
riB: Copper wire, small. 
aBdomeN: red fox squirrel SLF dubbing. 
WiNg CaSe: molted turkey. 
THorax: olive scud SLF dubbing. 
LegS: Black rubber legs, extra small. 
TyiNg TiP: Be sure to leave the rubber legs long 
    enough to provide plenty of movement.

WARMWATER  I  By caleb boyle

In-Depth Panfishing
Fishing poppers is fun, but if you want to catch  
bigger panfish, switch to nymphs and go deep.

You’ve seen the shadows 
of those bruiser ’gills lurking in 
the depths of a lake near you, but 

nothing you cast seems to tempt them. 
or maybe the panfish in your local pond 
have smartened up to the many poppers 
jumping across the water’s surface. In sit-
uations like these, it’s time to incorporate 
trout tactics into your local warmwater 
fishing. when the fish aren’t rising to drys 
on the trout stream, switching to subsur-
face patterns is the obvious solution, and 
these traditional nymph and streamer 
techniques for trout are also deadly meth-
ods for catching large panfish, crappie, 
and even largemouth bass. 

unlike many dry fly–obsessed fisher-
men, I love to nymph. Recently, I have 

been applying my trout tactics to targeting 
bream, and the results have been impres-
sive. using small nymphs on a steady 
retrieve, you, too, can easily improve the 
number and quality of panfish you catch.

Low and Steady

Most fly fishers use poppers or foam 
spiders for panfish, and nightcrawl-

ers and flashy spinners remain the go-to 
lures for spin fishermen. while these 
methods may work in the spring, it pays to 
go smaller and deeper as the season wears 
on. the older, wiser—and larger—fish 
that survive the early season do so only 

because they wise up to these traditional 
lures quicker than their cousins do. From 
this group of warier fish, the largest usually 
take up residence below the surface, from 
three to six feet deep, from where they can 
watch the youngsters rush at the wiggling 
worms suspended from bobbers. 

these bruisers usually remain unmo-
lested and can eat damselfly and dragonfly 
nymphs, small crustaceans, chironomid 
larvae, and swimming mayfly nymphs to 
their hearts’ content. this is where a bead-
head nymph or generic wet fly becomes a 
deadly weapon. 

to reach these unsuspecting fish from 
the bank, cast as far out as you can. From 
a boat, position yourself in deep water 
and cast back to shore. then begin a slow 

retrieve to eliminate the slack from your 
line. after taking up the slack, and depend-
ing on how heavy your nymph is, you may 
need to wait a few more seconds to allow 
your nymph to sink a little deeper before 
increasing your retrieve rate. once your 
fly has reached its intended depth, you can 
begin a three- to eight-inch-per-second 
retrieve.

one of the keys to nymphing for 
panfish is a constant retrieve, which 
increases hookups substantially. It’s easy 
to miss strikes when fishing with a paused 
retrieve because when a nymph stops 
moving, a wary bluegill will typically rush 
to the fly, stop, and mouth the fly with its 
lips. so even if you do feel the strike, the 
fly may not actually be inside the fish’s 
mouth, and panfish can also spit a fly 
out faster than they can suck it in. Plus, if 
you’re using a small nymph on a 9-foot 
5X leader, a pause in the retrieve will im-
mediately cause slack to form. 

If the nymph you are retrieving never 
stops, the fish must be proactive in chas-
ing down and capturing the food. and 
because you are always in touch with your 
fly, a constant retrieve make it easier to 
detect strikes. If the fish aren’t interested 
in a slow-swimming nymph, then try 
giving it a slight jigging motion on a tight 
line. Remember, as in nymphing for trout, 
it is imperative that you stay in contact 

with the fly. 
there are several different methods 

you can use to achieve a constant retrieve. 
using a traditional one-handed strip is 
not a perfectly constant retrieve, but it 
can be made to work. try to make your 
strip as long as possible: reach for the line 

directly next to your first stripping guide 
and pull it out behind you as far as you 
can. as you begin a new strip, keep your 
rod tip moving to eliminate any lull in the 
retrieve. another option is to use a hand-
twist retrieve. 

It is also important to vary your 

The hand-twist, or figure eight retrieve effects a steady pace when you want to crawl nymphs slowly 
along the bottom. To watch a video of this technique, visit the video section of AmericanAngler.com,

You can catch small panfish on top pretty much 
year-round, but after the spawning months, 
you’ll have to strike deeper to reach the big 
boys.

barry & cathy beck
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retrieval speed. Many times you can 
coax a strike by gradually slowing your 
retrieve when your fly enters an area 
where you anticipate there to be fish. If 
the fish prefer a slightly speedier retrieve, 
you can achieve this by using the kind 
of two-handed retrieve popular with 
striped-bass anglers: Place the rod butt 
under your arm and use both hands to 
alternately strip line.  Be sure to fish with 
your rod tip either just above or on the 
water’s surface and pointed toward the 
fly. try watching the end of your fly line 
to detect strikes. when a fish hits, the line 
will stop or jump, or you may feel a strong 
tapping. to set the hook, make a steady 
strip strike and raise the rod tip. take 
your time when fighting larger panfish, 
especially on lighter tippets. even medium-
size slabs can create an immense amount 
of leverage because of their tall body shape 
and the fact that they run sideways.

Gearing Up
For ordinary panfish fishing, any 3- to 
5-weight rod will do the job. My favorite 
is a 9-foot 4-weight rod, which gives me 
enough length and strength to make long 
casts without impeding the action and 
feel that I need to set the hook. however, 
if it is windy or if you plan to sight-fish 
to any small bass, the 5-weight rod would 
definitely be a better option. You may  
be surprised by how many bass will eat 
small nymphs.

In the heat of summer, panfish seek 
out deeper water, so a full-sinking line is 
most effective. I like to look for fish along 
steep drop-offs and near underwater 
structure. But for the rest of the year, the 
majority of your fishing will take place in 
three to five feet of water, where any float-
ing fly line will work perfectly. You can 
adjust the depth of your flies by changing 
your fly weight, retrieve rate, and tippet 
size and length. I prefer a leader from 8 
to 10 feet long, and whether you buy or 
build your leaders, be sure you incorpo-
rate a stiff butt section to help turn over 
your tippet. since smaller-diameter tippet 
sinks substantially faster than larger sizes, 
use three to four feet of 4X or 5X tippet.

Fly selection is fairly simple: I typi-
cally just carry my trout nymph box. the 
mouths of panfish are rarely more than an 
inch in diameter, so I don’t fish any flies 
bigger than size 8. size 10 to 12 is perfect. 
the most important feature to consider 
when you’re tying nymphs for panfish is 
weight. Practically all my nymphs have 
lead-wire underbodies, and you can add 
different sizes of tungsten bead heads for 
fishing different depths. Frankly, I think the 
plinking sound of a tungsten bead head 
entering the water attracts the attention  
of nearby fish. 

some of my favorite patterns are 
beadhead pupa patterns, Fox squirrel 
nymphs, and damsel fly nymph imita-
tions. For better hookups, I like to tie my 
patterns on pupa-style hooks, such as 
the tiemco 2488 or 2499sPBL (super-
point barbless). I also find that using a 
very short tail or no tail is another way 
to increase the hookup ratio. Late in the 
season or in very clear water, smaller flies 
rule: Zebra nymphs and other micro 
nymphs in sizes 12 to 16 are perfect.

You may rarely frequent the panfish 
waters around your home because all you 
catch are dinks, but you might be surprised 
to find that these ponds and lakes hold 
some respectable bluegills, crappie, or even 
perch—all of which will put up a first-class 
fight. You may just need to get down to their 
level with some slow-moving nymphs.

Caleb Boyle lives in North Carolina. He is 
also an award-winning tier who also con-
tributes to Fly tyer magazine.

Crappie (shown), black bass, and bluegills are all 
susceptible to the deep-nymphing approach in 
the heat of summer and early autumn.

caleb boyle
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