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Fly fisherman with spinning backgrounds at 

times tend to fish flies that are way too big to 

take smallmouth regularly. Those coming 

from a trout background typically use flies 

that are too small to take smallmouth 

regularly. 

Many anglers making the transition into fly fishing for smallmouth bass battle with self-doubt, 

they aren’t confident in making fly selections. But the truth is you do need to carry a selection of 

flies consisting of small dry flies through big streamers with various sizes in between. For 

example, hook sizes from 12 thru 2/0 can entice strikes from hungry smallmouth. You also 

should consider the current weather and water conditions that you will be fishing, in selecting the 

right size fly to fish. For example, do you have clear water and a bright sky, use smaller more 

natural flies, if you have darker water or an overcast cloudy sky use a larger fly. 

A smallmouth has very little to worry about. To survive it must avoid predators, it must spawn, 

and it must feed. Feeding is the main factor that every fly fisherman should think about. 

Smallmouths spend the bulk of their life chasing and eating food. You also need to consider the 

size or type of water you are fishing. Smallmouth in creeks and streams tend to be smaller in size 

than on a larger body of water. In general, downsized patterns will produce better on the smaller 

bodies of water.  So, you would think that it would be simple to offer them an imitation of there 



favorite meal? But sometimes it’s not that easy. Smallmouths seem to know the shape, color, and 

size of the edible items in the water column. 

The first step in selecting the right fly is getting the right shape of a particular bug, fish, or 

crustacean. The next step is color selection depending on fishing conditions, (clear water, dirty 

water, sunny, overcast). With shape and color picked out there is only one decision left and that is 

size. I believe that size can make all the difference in having a great day or just an average day 

on the water.  

There are times and circumstances that you will need to fish smaller flies to catch fish, and times 

when the fish want something bigger. Let’s take a look at some different fishing situations and 

how fly size comes into play. 

When you have low visibility, either from low light conditions or from dirty water and the fish 

can’t see, a very large brightly colored fly will work better than a smaller fly. But it is just the 

opposite when the water is clear and the light intensity is high. The fish can see for a greater 

distance and can more easily detect a fake. A smaller more natural looking fly will produce. 

When smallmouths have an abundance of food available, you have to offer them something 

different. On the Susquehanna River in late July early August we have the white fly hatch, and 

there can be thousands of flies hatching on the river at one time. Trying to fish a dry fly can be 

basically practicing your casting; you want to present something that stands out from the crowd. 

A large popper fished on the surface, or a larger nymph fished sub-surface will produce more fish 

than matching the hatch with smaller flies 

When you are out fishing for smallmouth and you notice bass chasing or busting bait this 

indicates that the smallmouth is in an aggressive mood. Offering them a larger fly will catch 



more fish because the can see and hear it. But on the 

other hand, there are times when smallmouth key in 

on a certain size or species of food. For example, 

when early summer fish are only eating small 

minnows, a fly that closely matches the minnow’s 

size, shape and color will likely produce. And there 

are occasions when the smallmouth key in on a small insect hatch and are only interested in flies 

that closely imitate those bugs. Once I was fishing a smallmouth river in the early afternoon 

when the bass started rising downstream from me. I was fishing a medium size streamer most of 

the day and had been doing well, when my catch rate started slowing down. I really couldn’t 

make out what was hatching on the surface. As I got closer to the rising fish I finally saw that the 

hatch was actually flying ants that were being blown onto the river and the smallies were keying 

in on the ants. I switched to a small brown dry fly and proceeded to catch fish. Just another 

example of the smallmouth focused on a single food source and a certain size of fly. 

Seasonal adjustments need to be taken into account as to the size of the fly that you want to fish. 

Larger fly sizes are usually more productive when the waters start warming up all the way 

through the warmer months. Smallmouths are a warm water species and are most active in 

warmer water temps. Dropping the size of flies as the water cools can keep the smallies 

interested in our flies. As the water temps start dropping in the fall, drop the size of a streamer 

down one hook size. As the waters continue to cool, drop another hook size. There are exceptions 

to this practice, but most smallies do respond to the downsizing approach. 



The one size fits all approach isn’t practical under all conditions. You need to think about light 

levels, water clarity, time of the year, and prey size. By having various sizes of a fly pattern, you 

will be able to approach a smallmouth river or stream with more confidence.     

  


