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BROWN PARTRIDGES AND BLDE-WINGED OLIVES

A Semi-Reverent Angler1s Etymology

Partridges entered my life when Grandma boosted me up to the 
window of our summer cabin in Minnesota. She showed me a group of 
plump brown birds darting around at the edge of the clearing -- 
perhaps chasing grasshoppers. Later, in New Hampshire, I was old 
enough to boost myself over stone walls, but the birds were 
partridges again. They're still partridges when I shoot at them 
today. The only problem comes when I hit them, which isn't very 
often. When I bring a partridge home and show it to my own little 
boy, I have to remember that it's a ruffed grouse. We are talking
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across a generation gap: he has read up-to-date bird books and 
knows that a partridge, properly speaking, is the smaller bird 
that buzzes around our place in Montana —  the bird local folks 
call a Hungarian.

When the years took me across the Atlantic, I envied the way 
they handled the matter of partridges on the other side. A 
partridge has been a partridge, over there, ever since Middle 
English. The true partridge, the emotional partridge, and the 
partridge in the pear tree are all the same partridge, exactly.
No one has to betray his childhood by calling its bird a new 
name. At most, someone may have to explain that he is talking 
about gray partridges, differentiating them from any exotic 
members of the tribe.

Considering the way the British deal with this at home, how 
did they get the names of creatures so confused in this country? 
They were British when the new names began, I suppose —  English 
right off a sailing ship —  but they must have had scant 
experience in the chasing of partridges and grouse. Or, for that 
matter, trout. They weren't much good at catching wild food in 
this country either. But they learned, after hungry times. So, 
today, we descendants face the grating task of changing popular 
names: from partridge to grouse, hawk to buzzard, buzzard to 
vulture. The world is shrinking, and it won't do for Americans to 
wander around it spreading confusion.
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The situation with insect names is exactly parallel 
except that we Americans are creating the confusion all by 
ourselves, three or four centuries later, with no one British- 
born around to blame. We pick a nice, resonant English name —— 
blue-winged olive, say —  and we apply it to a different insect: 
maybe to several insects, of different genera, none of which bear 
a close resemblance to the original. Seems a shame to waste such 
a colorful name on just one bug.

A few years ago it couldn't have happened: American trout 
flies had robust titles like Parmacheene Belle and Rio Grande 
King. Easterners like Preston Jennings occasionally proposed 
flies based on natural insects, but the big change did not begin 
till the 1950s. Then Art Flick, Vince Marinaro, and Ernest 
Schwiebert persuaded us to try imitative flies. They worked.
In 1950, nobody fished the Henry's Fork; its trout were too 
tough. Today you can stop along its banks (if you can find a 
parking spot) and watch most of the population of Manhattan in 
that stream, casting to rising trout with imitative flies. Some 
of those flies are being called blue-winged olives.

I have not been elected to straighten this out, and if 
nominated I will not serve. I wouldn't have changed if Miss 
Grundy had tried to clarify the etymology of partridges. Popular 
names are chosen by some mysterious process, semi-hormonal, and 
changed very slowly indeed, under weight of embarrassment. One of
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these days somebody is going to be a killjoy r but not me. I beg 
you to change nothing. Nay, I order you to call everything 
floating down the stream a blue-winged olive, or better yet an 
Fiphemerella i g n i t a . which means the same thing and is even more 
dignified. My only purpose is to add pleasure to the process. Sin 
is no fun unless it's intentional.

I lived in Ireland for long enough to get married and write a 
fishing book, both intentional. The book was intended to be 
scrutable on both sides of the Atlantic. This meant that I had to 
puzzle out conflicting names. I can, if you like, provide an idea 
of the insects holding first rights to certain labels under the 
rules of entomology and etymology. If the information serves no 
purpose in America, if may at least help you avoid gaffes on your 
trip to the chalkstreams, which behave much like the Henry's Fork 
and are almost as popular. The chalkstream locals, however, 
remain attached to the same old blue-winged olive, alias BWO,

MAYFLIES
When American anglers had to decide what to call insects of 

the order Ephemeroptera, there were two choices of usage: 
scientific or British. We went with the scientists and called the 
whole order mayflies. In doing so, we dropped the British angling 
usage. In Britain, or at least in most of England, the mayfly has
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been one particular insect since days of old when knights were 
bold. More precisely, the mayfly is one of two closely-related 
species of the genus Ephemera.

I yield precedence to the British, hoping to be invited for 
more of their splendid fishing. They will never change, and 
shouldn't. But it is certainly true that, on this side of the 
Atlantic, we adopted the more convenient usage when we voted with 
the scientists. I can say "mayfly" in almost any contingency. 
Ephemeroptera is one of those expensive words, like oenophile, 
that no one should be called on to pronounce after a glass of 
wine. The British have to say Ephemert —  Ephemerpop —  whatever 
—  or specify duns, spinners, nymphs, olives, BWOs, upwinged 
flies, and so on. And on.

Last August I was in Dave Kumlien's fly shop in Bozeman, 
Montana, looking for the usual free advice, when an angler with 
an English accent walked in. He seemed prepared to pay, so of 
course I stepped back. He asked what flies he should use, and 
where. The helpful young salesman ticked off some local streams, 
said that two good mayflies were hatching, and pointed out 
examples in the fly tray. The visitor looked at the little tricos 
and olives. Puzzlement.

"Mayflies?" He seemed unsure as to whether he was dealing 
with pygmoid Ephemeras, local frivolity, or a casual Yankee 
attitude towards the Queen's English. The trico is to The Mayfly
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as the sparrow is to the eagle. I tried to explain but suspect that 
the gap was too wide to bridge.

GceendtaJies
The gap can, however, be detoured. Greendrake means the same 

thing in Britain, Ireland, and Pennsylvania. Their greendrake is 
Ephemera danica or vuloata: ours is guttulata. You can't tell 
them apart by a casual glance. If you ask me, a fly that looks 
like a greendrake, flies like a greendrake, and quacks like a 
greendrake is a greendrake.

The spinner of this fly is called a coffin fly in America: 
an elegant term, connoting the stark white of the dying fly.
This is one case where American usage might appeal to the 
British. Their term is "spent gnat,” a poor elegy for what is, 
perhaps, our most romantic trout-stream insect.

In return, we could stop calling Prunella grandis the 
"western greendrake." It doesn't behave like a greendrake, 
hatches later in the season, is smaller, and comes from a 
different genus. It's even a different green. But at least it's 
green. (One thing anglers seem to share, on both sides of the 
Atlantic, is a preference for identifying flies by color.)
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Olives
Here, at last, is a kind, loose term. The British don't 

always admit this, but I have caught them using "olive" 
(unmodified) to mean any mayfly they don't recognize, as long as 
it's not some shocking color. (This is the kind of trouble they 
get into by not having an accepted popular name for the whole 
order.) It happens that most British mayflies of flowing water 
are of the genus Baetis. so most of the flies which have olive in 
their proper names are Baetis: the large dark olive, medium 
olive, and so on. (There are exceptions, as we shall see.)

In America, some writers (including me) have been using 
"olive" to describe any Baetis. We may have more species than the 
British, but none seem to have specific popular names —  perhaps 
because we cannot tell them apart. Even the professional 
entomologists are reluctant to identify individual species. 
"Olive" provides an excellent way out, identifying these flies 
with all the precision we need, while not implying more than we 
know. The term only has meaning, though, if we confine it to the

The problem with "olive" is that it seems too brief to be 
decent. Sometimes, therefore, we Americans splice on "blue
winged." And that, I suppose, is how we got blue-winged olives on 
the Henry's Fork. We are doing to the olive what we did to Esox 
lucius in Minnesota. He had been a pike for some centuries, but

7



Brown Partridges & BWOs Proper

we thought a fish so fierce, so dramatic, so big, so macho —  
surely such a fish deserved more name. We called him a northern 
pike. Inspired by the railroad, we even called him a great 
northern pike. He may have been flattered. If you come from the 
midwest, though, you'll be aware that it has become difficult to 
figure out what fish people are talking about when they say 
"pike." So it will be with the olive if he is given a set of 

honorary blue wings.
Mayflies called olives do not, by the way, bear colors that 

look much like the olives pickled in jars. The mayflies aren't 
black, like ripe olives, and they aren't usually green either.
The bodies usually look brown to me, of several shades, sometimes 
with a greenish, yellowish, or reddish tinge. Frank Sawyer 
imitated all of the olive nymphs with pheasant-tail herl. It's a 

nice brown.

Blue-Winged Qliyg
Now we can surface the real BWO. He is a specific insect, 

not a generic term. He is not even of the same genus as the flies 
loosely grouped as olives. They are Baetis; he is an Epheinscella» 
He, like them, has a body that is well imitated by pheasant herl, 
but he has larger wings in which anglers profess to see a more 
distinct blue tinge. They look much like the usual blue-gray to 
me, a bit darker than most —  but then you must remember that we 
anglers call gray things blue and brown things red. It is one way
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in which we confuse the uninitiated, not to mention ourselves.
She is a little different. As a fully-hatched dun, the 

female BWO has a green-olive color different from that of the 
male. At least, she has this color when she hatches early in the 
season. It is a long season, and by the end of it her body 
becomes brown-olive. Every beginning fly-tyer makes green-bodied 
BWOs. Sometimes they work, and often they fail, even when 
greenish-bodied female duns are hatching. Pheasant herl always 
seems to work.

The BWO typically hatches at nightfall, after the previous 
night's flies •—  now called sherry spinners —  have returned to lay 
their eggs and die. I am providing this detail because the BWO 
and its sherry spinner are the best known of all British 
mayflies, at least in the literature of the dry fly. We create 
confusion of the pike-&-partridge variety if we hang the BWO 
label on an American fly that looks and behaves differently, like 
Ephemerella cornuta.

In sum:
We have lots of olives in North America.
We have no blue-winged olives.
We could, of course, have an "American blue-winged olive" if 

we want one. Perhaps we already do: flies of three or four genera are 
sometimes called BWOs.

But there are always alternatives which are shorter, less
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confusing, and more original. Cornuta. for example, means 
"horny," gender female.

March Bc.QMn
The American March Brown fits in comfortably. It hatches at 

about the same time of the year as the European (which is seldom 
March), is about the same size, and has wings with the same 
distinctive mottling. The genus is not the same, but the family 
is. Even the nymphs look much alike. The British term has long 
described two genera anyhow.

Th.fi Prize
This article is not about American mayflies in general, but 

let's award a special trophy to the sulphur and white-gloved 
howdy. Both look like their names —  and neither was copied from 
anything, so there's little room for confusion.

CADDISFLIES
A caddis is a case: more precisely, the tube in which the 

larva of the caddisfly lives. Don't take my word for it. Check 
the Oxford English Dictionary or the American Heritage Dictionary 
(which has much less information but is drawn from more current 

research).
A caddisfly, then, is the fly that emerges from a caddis.
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But caddisfly has three syllables, and we are lazy, so 
most Americans (including me) have sometimes used caddis as an 
abbreviation for the adult insect. This is like calling a 
stonefly a stone.

A sedge is the same thing as a caddisfly. Further, sedge 
saves two syllables and describes where the adult fly may 
sometimes be found (sitting on the riverside plants called 
sedges). Anglers have been calling flies sedges for a long time, 
which may appeal to traditionalists. Both Americans and British 
use "sedge," but the British use it always and Americans only 
sometimes.

STONEFLIES
I am relieved to report that the British have their 

stoneflies more confused than we do. Their only large version 
used to be, perhaps still is, called a mayfly in its northern 
haunts. A number of smaller stoneflies over there Have good 
traditional names which we have had the equally good taste not to 
copy— perhaps because we haven't yet worked out popular names 
for most of ours. Our huge salmon fly and large trout fly are 
both stoneflies. Their names are distinctive and descriptive.

11



V

Brown Partridges & BWOs Proper

THE REST
We have alders that look like the old-world insects of the 

same name. The same goes for our craneflies, grasshoppers, ants, 
and most terrestrials. Beetles vary greatly on both sides, but 
they usually look like beetles.

I wish we had cowdung flies —  the name is so redolent of 
countryside —  but I've never seen one here. In Ireland, come 
March, they abound on their patron saint and sometimes in the 
stream.

Black gnats are anything of that color which anglers cannot 
identify. Angler's curses are anything that trout like and the 
angler doesn't.

We have lots of those.
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