
Blue- Winged Olives 

(What are they?)  

We frequently see and hear the term blue-winged olive used in fly fishing and some of us may be a bit 

puzzled as to what this actually means.  It is a term repeatedly used in fly fishing, has been responsible 

for spawning hundreds of fly patterns, gives foundation to many fly fishing specialties and techniques, 

and creates uncertainty among fishers who are not yet familiar with this aspect of fly fishing.  The term 

blue-winged olive is an informal name given to an indistinct group of mayflies that have similar 

appearance, life-cycle, and habits.  As to which mayflies are actually included in this group that is a 

subject of some debate even among those who follow this topic closely.  The mayflies involved vary 

from country to country and between regions here in North AmericaΦ  9ǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƻƴ 

what mayflies should be included, and to make things more difficult, the scientific or Latin names of 

the mayflies change from time to time.  There are probably two dozen or more mayflies which are 

often or occasionally (sometimes rarely) called blue-winged olives.  However, LΩƳ ƴƻǘ going to include 

the names of any of the scientific families, genera, or species involved just to keep this discussion as 

straightforward as possible.  !ǎ ǿŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎŜŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ŧor fly fishers to know the Latin names of 

the mayflies anyway. 

Blue-winged olives are often just referred to as BWO.  The characteristic ǘƘŀǘ .²hΩǎ ƘŀǾŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴ 

common, as you probably guessed, is their color.  The mature adultΩǎ abdomen and thorax are an olive 

color, olive-gray to olive-brown.  The wings, legs and tails have that descriptive smoky-blue color.   The 

precise shades vary with the many species.  Nymphs are dark brown to olive-brown.   One feature 

ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ .²hΩǎ ƛs that they have two tails instead of three.  aƻǎǘ .²hΩǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ŏŀtegorized as 

small but in fact vary considerably in size ranging from number 14 to 28 hooks.  This size variation has 

resulted in fly fishers developing classification groups such as large, little, and tiny BWOs.  You may see 

them broken down into even finer distinctions such as light blue or dark blue.  

BWO mayflies are aquatic insects and spend 99% of their life in the water as eggs or nymphs.  They live 

on the rocky stream bottoms particularly in the protected spaces between the rocks where they feed 

on algae and diatoms. The nymphs are best adapted to running water and prefer slow riffles and runs.  

.²hΩǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ άǎǿƛƳƳŜǊέ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ mayfly, as opposed to clinger, crawler, and burrower types.  In early 

morning hours and late afternoons the nymphs swim or drift in the current in search of new habitats. 

The nymph has a slim body and wiggles its tails to swim through the water.  They are good swimmers 

and are sometimes called small minnow mayflies. 

When the nymph is mature it rises to the surface of the water where its skin splits open and the dun 

stage of the winged adult emerges.  After a short period of time on the water surface drying its new 

wings the dun flies away to later again molt into the fully mature adult, called the spinner.  Only about 

1% ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀȅŦƭȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ outside the water as a mature, mating, flying adult.  BWO female 



spinners are well-known for their habit of crawling back into the water to lay their eggs rather than 

depositing them on the surface.  They are often accompanied by the males. 

The BWO hatch is a big and important event for many fly fishers.  Many fishers plan their fishing 

outings around the popular and predictable hatches.  .²hΩs hatches start in early spring and continue 

until late fall and persist into early winter.  A few species are available all year long in some locations.  

They have a preference for a certain water temperature range so the daily hatch times vary depending 

upon the warmness.  When springtime temperatures are cool the hatches may occur during warmer 

hours from mid morning to early afternoon.  On warmer days hatches may occur in cooler early 

mornings and late evenings.  On really hot days the hatch may occur at night or before sunrise.  Spring-

fed creeks or tail waters with constant cool water temperatures often support a ά10 amέ hatch.  Cool 

days with drizzly rains or even snow flurries ŀǊŜ ŦŀǾƻǊŜŘ ōȅ .²hΩǎΦ  Hatch times vary widely from 

region to region and even from stream to stream.  The best way to determine local hatch times is to 

use hatch charts prepared for specific waters or check with the local knowledgeable fishers or fly 

shops. 

Fly fishers often chose their fly to coincide with the natural metamorphic hatch phase which they 

anticipate or which is occurring presently.  They may start with a nymph then switch to an emerger, 

later a dun and lastly a spinner.  Since BWO nymphs swim and drift in open water they are commonly 

taken year-around by hungry trout.  This is a good time to fish the traditional and perennial favorites, 

the Pheasant Tail Nymph and, especially in the fall, the Gold-Ribbed Hares Ear.  Cast the fly across and 

downstream, let it sink, then swing on a tight line (dead drift) until directly downstream, then gently 

retrieve and lift toward the surface.  A weighted fly or an added split-shot may be needed in deeper or 

swifter water.  A strike indicator can be used to control fly depth or reveal delicate takes. 

Matching the emerger and dun stage is a little more involved.  Fish often key in on the exact size and 

color.  So, obtain some samples of the insects that the fish are feeding on, notice the size, color pattern 

and shape of the naturals.  Match these samples to one of the many existing dry fly or emerger fly 

patterns available, and present the fly in a manner that imitates the behavior of the natural insect 

which the fish is expecting, usually a drag-free standard dry-fly, or emerger stuck in the film,  or 

shallow nymphing technique. 

Spinners laying eggs underwater are often imitated with soft-hackle flies with a swinging, nymphing 

technique.   Again, a weighted fly or an added split-shot may be needed in deeper or swift water.  

Spinners drifting spent (dead or dying) after egg laying is complete, are usually imitated with dry spent-

wing patterns which float in the surface film. 

{ƻΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ .²h ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘŜ ȅƻǳΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ the stage of that smoky-blue mayfly which 

the fish are keying on ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ best of them. 
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