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Midge fishing is a relatively new and evolving technique for me, but here are some observations I have 

made so far, maybe some will be helpful: 

When I think about still water midge fishing techniques I think about the rig used on tail waters such as 

the San Juan or at Lee’s Ferry and how it can be used on lakes.  A San Juan type rig typically consists of a 

floating fly line, long tapered leader with added tippet, strike indicator, split shot, and one to three small 

flies.  

Where:  Stillwaters means lakes as opposed to streams.  Need to distinguish here between still waters 

and streams because the techniques are somewhat different.    

When I approach a lake to fish midges I either go to lake locations I know hold midge populations or try 

to size up the lake for midge habitat.  It helps to understand the midge life cycle:  Adult female midges 

deposit their masses of tiny eggs on the water, eggs sink to the bottom and hatch into larvae which start 

to grow and ultimately obtain a length of only a few millimeters.  Some larvae use small vertical tubes in 

the muddy bottom substrate for shelter and venture out to feed, others are free swimming.  When the 

larvae are mature they enter and seal the tube, pupate, exit the tube and start floating and swimming 

toward the surface.  Free swimming larvae just go into pupation.  At the surface the pupa case opens, 

the winged adults emerge from the shuck and fly away.   The adult insects mate and the female returns 

to the water to lay her eggs and start the cycle over again. 

Midging is a very productive way to fish because these little but abundant insects are available to the 

fish year around and are a very important staple of their diet. 

In locating midge habitat, there are many indicators of where this muddy substrate can be found:  

Inlet/Coves:  Almost always contain sediments which are good habitat.  However, can be shallow and 

trying to position yourself in shallow water in a float tube can spook the fish out.  Need to be very 

stealthy here.  You can try careful wading and sight fishing with dry/dropper - emerging pupa patterns. 

Shoreline:  Shallow water less than two feet deep, gentle sloping sediment bottom, often with aquatic 

vegetation.  Fish hold around shoreline vegetation such as weeds, reeds, cat tails, etc., fish close to 

vegetation where fish like to cruise. 



Shoal/Flats:  Water 2-12 feet deep over a muddy substrate is often prime habitat.  Look for gently 

sloping terrain above the waterline to help locate gently sloping underwater bottom locations.  Steep 

rocky shores on downwind exposures may not contain much good substrate.   

Lake Body:  Waters over 12 feet deep do produce midge hatches and can be fished, but are more 

difficult because of the problems associated with setting strike indicator depth and anchoring. 

Spawning bed:  Pebbly or gravely bottoms in shallow water hold many trout during the spawn and 

midging for cruising spawners can be very productive. 

Weed bed:  I try to locate submerged weed beds with my depth finder and then pick pockets to cast 

into.  Fishing close to or over submerged weed beds is often very productive.   

Floating weeds provide a lot of cover and food, fish as close as possible to the edge of the weed mass or 

in pockets. 

Hatch:  Look for hatching midges.  You know the best restaurants in town and where the $2 breakfast is, 

so do the trout.  They live there 24/7 and know where the midges are hatching.  You can bet they are 

there feeding.  Watch for emergers in the film, adults leaving the water or floating shucks. 

Coots:  I watch where undisturbed coots are feeding.  Coots feed on water weeds and weeds grow good 

in muddy substrate.  Coots=weeds=mud=midges.    

Birds:  Swallows and other birds feed on flying midges and midge pupa in/on the water surface.  When 

you see birds feeding on the water surface and close above, it can be a good indication of hatching 

midges if other insects are not visible such as flying ants, termites, or mayflies. 

Fish:  When fish are rising and no other insects are visible it often indicates hatching midges. 

Once you have located good midge habitat then you can setup for fishing that spot: 

Depth:  It’s possible to fish water anywhere from 6” to 30 feet deep, or more.  However, a depth of 12-

14 feet is most practical.  With a 9’ rod and long-handled net it is possible to land fish with a 12’ leader, 

but longer leaders are much more difficult because the standard strike indicator is stationary hits and 

stops on the top rod guide and this limits the amount of leader you can reel or strip in. Some indicators 

might slip down under tip pressure and facilitate landing, the Frog Hair SI does this, if there are no 

intermediate knots for it to catch on.  One very effective rig uses a type of strike indicator that can be 

set to more depth and release when the fish strikes.  Depths over about 16 feet will generally require a 

full sinking line and 6’ leader fished vertically with a slow hand twist retrieve.  My first choice is a muddy 

bottom, with weeds, in 6-12 feet of water.  Later in the season you will have to think deeper. 

Depth of the water can be determined in one or more of several ways, here are a few: 

1. Electronic depth finder.  Works well, some people don’t like them, but I do.   Easy to search for new 

positions or find weed beds and underwater structure such as drop-offs, channels, logs, rocks, etc. 



2. String.  Weighted and marked for depth, lowered into the water to determine depth.  Good backup to 

a dead depth finder.  Can add a float and be used as a buoy to mark locations, handy for relocating after 

being blown off location by strong winds.  A marker buoy could get entangled with the fly line if a fish 

makes a good strong run in that direction. 

3. Weight. Attach a weighted clip or hemostat to the leader and lower it to the bottom.  The hemostat 

can become entangled in moss or weeds. 

I like to set my strike indicator to suspend the bottom fly about 6” to 1 foot above the bottom. 

At times fish are cruising at mid depths so you’ll need to vary the depth and experiment.  Sometimes 

when fish are taking emergers from the surface they will be cruising about 3-4 feet deep.  But, generally 

speaking, fish usually try to locate midges either under/on the surface film or just off the bottom since 

this minimizes their search area and reduces energy expended.  An electronic depth finder (fish finder) 

can be useful in locating fish holding at mid level depths. 

Anchor:  I prefer to anchor at a fixed location.  However, it is very acceptable to just float or drift if there 

isn’t too much wind, but seems like our lakes always have wind.   When drift fishing, cast toward the 

drift and retrieve at the same speed or slightly faster than the drift so the fly remains stationary as long 

as possible.  Fish don’t seem to like dragging midges.  Also, casting into the drift lets you present the fly 

to the fish before you drift over them. 

I use a single 15-pound mushroom anchor with my toon.  I found that I frequently get blown off location 

with a 10-pound anchor.  In calm wind I generally just let the anchor to the bottom, but in stronger wind 

I let out enough anchor rope to double the water depth, holds better.  Some people use two anchors.  

Boats almost always require two anchors. 

**Find a likely fish holding spot (muddy bottom with vegetation), determine the depth, back off 30-40 

feet casting distance up wind, lower anchor, set indicator 6”-1’less than water depth** 

Rod:  I prefer my 9’ 5-weight medium action over my 4-weight light action.  It has enough backbone to 

easily cast the heavy rig from a sitting position yet not break the tippet on hook set, and it lands the fish 

quickly. 

Reel:  I like to keep the drag set kind of loose so the fish can make a typical initial hard run and maybe a 

few jumps without placing a lot of stress on the tippet and knots.  I like to play the fish on the reel to 

minimize fly line tangles, but stripping line into the apron makes casting back to a predetermined spot 

much easier since the exact amount of line is already laid out.  (Large fish on the reel :  small fish get 

stripped) 

Line:  Full floating line, treated to float.    If the floating line sinks it will pull the strike indicator down 

with it.  There are methods specifically for sinking lines, but those are beyond the scope of this article. 

Leader:  I prefer a 9’ leader tapered to 4-5X, with 3’-4’ additional 4-5X tippet to the top fly.  Some people 

prefer a non-tapered leader as it sinks faster.  I think a tapered leader handles the SI, split shot and 



multi-fly setup better than level leader, for casing with fewer tangles.  Plus, you may want to remove the 

SI and weight and cast dry-fly fashion to risers, here a tapered leader will cast better than a level leader. 

Strike Indicator:  SI’s hold the flies at the desired depth, indicate a strike, and when retrieved lift the 

flies vertically mimicking the natural. 

Many styles:  Moldable putty, foam pinch on, roll on, split, slip on, loop on, etc.  Opponents of strike 

indicators like to call them “bobbers”.  Sometimes called “corky (ie)” if made from wood, plastic or 

foam.  These generally have a hole thru the center, slip over the leader and are stopped with a 

toothpick, peg, or rubber band, etc.  These cast better than fluffy yarn indicator, esp. in strong wind.  

Yarn indicators are made from poly yarn and often have a loop or rubber “O ring” for attaching to the 

leader (loopy).  Yarn can be attached directly to the leader with a slip knot or small O ring.  Yarn 

indicators are popular, probably because they look less like a bobber than the other styles, but they land 

softer and are very responsive to subtle takes.  

For shallow water I like a small-size (less than the size of a dime) in a green or neutral color.  For deeper 

water where the SI has to support 12 feet of leader material, a split shot and some flies I use a larger-

sized indicator about the size of a nickel, in a color that is more visible from a distance-white, black, 

yellow, etc.   Looped-on yarn type indicators have one advantage in that they can quickly be removed 

along with the split shot if you want to cast to surface risers.  However, they can cause a temporary kink 

in the leader.  To get a typical corkie indicator off that is slipped over the line you have to completely re-

rig.  Poly indicators need to be treated with floatant occasionally to maintain buoyancy.  Small balloons 

inflated to sizes ranging from a nickel to golf ball are popular with some people.  And, you can always 

use a dry fly for a float (dry/dropper rig). 

Flies:  Many, many patterns to choose from, mostly minutia -#16-26 or less, sometimes as large as 12-14.   

Midge patterns generally fall into one of four styles: Larva, pupa, emerging pupa and adult. 

Larvae are generally like a short worm, various colors (ivory, grey, olive, tan, brown, black, maroon, red). 

Pupa generally have a small head (often represented by a small glass, plastic, or metal bead), a larger 

thorax (dubbing, thread, or peacock herl), and a tapered abdomen wrapped with ribbing wire, thread, or 

flash, used to distinguish the characteristic zebra like segments.  Colors are similar to larvae.  Generally 

have very small whitish gills located on the tip of the abdomen and larger ones at the head. 

Emerging pupae are similar to the basic pupae, but the key elements are imitating the pupal shuck and 

incorporating floatation for hanging in or just under the surface film.  Foam is sometimes used to 

improve buoyancy, but CDC is often used.  Emerging wings are often included by using something like 

crystal flash or CDC at the thorax.   

Adults are often represented by a small simple dry fly (like the Griffin’s Gnat) or a larger version 

representing a cluster of mating midges.  Fished dry fly style. 



I generally start with a zebra style pupa or emerger as the top fly then attach 6” to 1’ of 5X tippet and 

knot on a red midge larvae or annelid as the bottom fly.  The possible fly combinations and methods of 

attaching to the leader are almost endless, but attaching tippet from the bottom fly to the hook bend or 

eye (my choice) of the top fly is a good start.   

To help in choosing the right color and size of a midge fly, observe some of the naturals.  Collect some 

substrate samples, seine some pupa and emergers, catch some adults, or (yuk) sample the stomach.  

Remember that the adults are smaller than the pupa so you can fish a pupa one hook size larger than 

the adult.  Also, larvae are often longer than pupa by a hook size. 

Weight:  I generally use a single small split-shot just above the leader/tippet knot, so it doesn’t slip 

down.  This weight breaks the surface tension when the cast lands and speeds the leader sink to its full 

depth.  I use as small a weight as I can get away with, maybe a #4 shot or twist leader or lead/lead-free 

soft weight.  A bead head fly could be used in place of split shot.  Sink time can vary up to 2-3 minutes. 

**So, from the top, at say 8-12’ is the strike indicator, then the split shot above the leader/tippet knot, 

then at the end of the tippet is the first or top fly, then attached to the hook bend or eye is 6”-1’ of 

tippet and then the bottom fly. 

Presentation:  Don’t try to use your best dry-fly tight-loop cast with a midge setup or you may get some 

big tangles.  Use a more circular cast that maintains constant steady pull on the line and keeps 

everything tracking smoothly and evenly along the cast (like a Belgian cast).   Also, I have had good luck 

with a roll cast, it is my favorite way to cast this type of setup, with fewer tangles, but a bit splashy.  

Cast to your chosen spot then let the leader go vertical and flies sink all the way to the bottom.  Let the 

rig sit for awhile, up to a minute or so before starting any type of retrieve.  Fish will often strike the flies 

on the fall or just after it reaches full depth.  If the strike indicator doesn’t stand upright from the weight 

it is supporting and lays over on its side, then the split shot or flies are probably caught on the weeds, 

see if you can pull it free or retrieve it and try again.  Flies must be totally free of all moss or weeds. 

Calm wind conditions:  If there is little or no wind to move the flies then I think it is best to give the flies 

some action.  After the flies have settled to the bottom and you have waited a bit, then start some 

gentle retrieve such as a slow finger twist or slow 2-3 inch pull and pause or just a twitch.  Vary the 

retrieve all the way back to the pontoon, many strikes occur when the fly starts a vertical accent.  Try to 

visualize the live midge and mimic its natural actions. 

Windy Conditions:  A steady gentle wind that creates 1-2 inch waves or chops is ideal.  This wave action 

moves the SI up and down and keeps the flies moving with a natural motion.   Sometimes you can just 

let the SI sit in one position until a fish detects the motion or you can combine it with a slow variable 

retrieve.  Try to avoid wind drag on the floating line that can introduce curves and slack line.  I like to 

keep a straight, tight line. 

Variable Wind Direction:  Changing wind directions can upset your plans drastically.  When the wind 

comes in from your front or side the pontoon will twist around on the anchor rope like a wind vane, the 



SI will drift back toward you altering the motion and retrieve, it’s more difficult to cast, and slack will 

develop in the line.  You may have to totally relocate so the wind direction is from your back.  If the wind 

is constantly changing then fishing is going to be much more challenging.   A second anchor, one off 

starboard and one off port might help.  One way to do this is drop one anchor with more rope than 

needed, then drop the second anchor, then pull in rope from the first anchor while letting out rope from 

the second anchor until you are more or less centered. 

Takes:  May be very subtle, just a slight movement of the SI, either a little dip or a horizontal movement.   

These are hard to see with waves or chop on the water.  Or, and is often the case, the indicator just goes 

under.  Lift the rod and apply steady pressure.  No hard hook set or you may break the tippet.  The fish 

has probably already set the hook itself.   

On light tippet use the best knots you know to prevent break offs.  On heavy tippet, 4X and larger, it is 

not as critical, but 5X and smaller require good knot strength.  Heavy tippet also tangles less than finer 

diameter tippet.  Some people like to tie directly to the fly eye with tight jam-type knots, others (me) 

prefer a small loop knot.   

Net:  A long handled net makes landing much easier.  A small or short handled net often requires 

landing the fish beside and over one of the pontoons where the reach is shorter.  Keep the fish in front 

of the boat away from the anchor rope.  Extending the rod arm up and holding the rod straight upright 

to move the fish closer for netting could put a tight bend in the tip of the rod and could snap it, so be 

careful.  I luv my rubber net, reduces hook snags that are a pain in cloth or nylon netting. 

Fins:  I personally feel that having the fins in the water and moving while at anchor reduces the number 

of strikes, so I often move my feet and fins to the foot rest until I get a fish on.  If the wind is variable 

then I may use the fins to keep the boat in the right position. 
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Additions (this is a work in progress after all): 

I would like to say some more about those Sis that can be adjusted for depths over 12 feet.  The 

indicator has a vertical hole thru the middle and a short matching hollow tube which fits snugly in the 

hole.  Before any other weight or flies are attached, the leader is passed thru both the indicator and 

tube.  The tube can be above or below the indicator.  Then the fly(s) and weight are attached.  When the 

depth to fish is determined, that distance is measured out on the leader, the SI and tube slid to this 

point, and a small open loop, about one inch long, is formed in the leader at that point between the 

indicator and tube, the tube is then pushed into the indicator trapping the leader loop inside the SI.  This 

entire setup including the SI, weight, flies and 16 +/- feet of leader/tippet has to be cast to the selected 

spot.  When a fish moves the indicator, and you set the hook, the loop pulls out of the SI releasing the 

indicator which is then free to side down the leader where it usually stops at the spilt shot.  This allows 

you to easily net the fish.  One disadvantage is that the SI needs to be reset to the proper depth each 



time it releases, small price to pay for catching a nice fish.  The maximum depth that this setup can be 

used is limited only by the amount of leader that can be cast effectively, I often use up to 16 feet, and 

more is possible with careful casting.  Of course, one can drop the rig at the pontoon then move away, 

eliminating the need for casting at all.  

There is another type of SI that deserves mentioning, it is called a Pop-Top, a round foam ball with a 

rather lengthy peg on top.  It is intended mostly for stream fishing.  The idea is that the peg will stand 

vertical when the drift is correct (weight and fly are directly beneath the SI), if not, then some mending 

is required until the peg is vertical.  This type of indicator can be used “as is” for stillwater pontoon 

fishing, wade fishing or fishing from shore and its benefit would be to confirm when the weight and fly 

are at the correct depth (peg upright) or on the bottom or caught in weeds, etc.(laying over at an angle).  

With some modifications it is useful as a quick-release SI (discussed above) plus having the same 

benefits of indicating if it is clear of obstructions or is floating freely.   Another plus is when a fish moves 

the indicator the movement is readily visible in the movement of the vertical peg.   However, I have had 

some experience with the original and unmodified SI coming apart on the cast and the Pop-Top popping 

off and flying away.  Maybe that’s why they call it a pop-top.  On the lake it can be retrieved (after lifting 

anchor, retrieving and re-anchoring), but on the stream it probably would be lost. 

Also, a word about barbless hooks (or hook with bards flattened).  I tended to lose more fish with 

barbless hooks, or at least I did, until someone reminded me of something I knew but wasn’t doing and 

that is properly setting the hook.  After you lift the rod to make the initial set, let the fish make its 

opening run, then pump the rod firmly two or three times to fully set the hook.  My long-distance-

releases have been reduced considerably by doing this. 

Pontoon etiquette:   Keep a courteous distance between toons, maybe two cast lengths.  Don’t backcast 

toward anyone, or drift into their fishing area, or cast into the area they are fishing.  Last time I was out 

fishing one “sportsman”violated all the above, coming so close I could have reached out and touched 

him.  It finally became so comic I asked him if he wanted my spot.   He at last got the picture and moved 

away.  My fishing partner got a good laugh out of that guy.   

An exception to the practices above is the “midger’s row” where we sometimes set up side-by-side and 

all cast straight out.  

Well, as he said, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.  That is until you add your favorite tricks. 
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