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How to Use This Book


ABOUT THE FISHING PROFILES


The sites are listed in a consistent, easy-to-read format to help you choose the ideal fishing spot. If you already know the name of the specific site you want to visit, or the name of the surrounding geological area or nearby feature (town, national or state park, forest, mountain, lake, river, etc.), look it up in the index and turn to the corresponding page. Here is a sample profile:


[image: image]


MAP SYMBOLS
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ABOUT THE MAPS


This book is divided into chapters based on major regions in the state; an overview map of these regions precedes the table of contents. Each chapter begins with a map of the region, which is further broken down into detail maps. Sites are noted on the detail maps by number.
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Author’s Note


All anglers learn the truth about fishing eventually: It’s not the fish we’re after. If I have learned anything in 30 years of fishing, it’s that the journey is the goal. I love catching fish, but I really love pursuing fish. After all, look where it takes us: watersheds rich in lakes and rivers, coastal areas worn rugged by the sea, mountains and alpine forests, deserts under enormous skies. We travel on roads, long and straight, or winding and steep, with our best fishing partners, sleep under the stars, and wake up in the morning with a fresh cup of coffee and anticipation for a day filled with quiet pursuit and discovery. Fish, as it happens, have become a byproduct of a larger event. And that is OK. When all the planning and preparation has led me to floating down a river or fishing from a pontoon boat on a remote lake, I am fulfilled.


I can think of no better place to practice my sport than Oregon. Oregon is a water state, and opportunities for fishing are everywhere. From the Oregon Coast to the most remote reaches of the eastern part of the state, a huge variety of fish can be caught. When I lived in Portland my favorite river was the Trask, outside Tillamook. In less than 50 minutes I could travel from the city to a rain-forested river that held an almost unbelievable diversity of fish. On more than one occasion I caught a steelhead, sea-run cutthroat, coho, and chinook all in a single day, and on the same gear. Currently, I call Klamath Falls my home, and for the last eight years I have been a fishing guide on what I consider the best streams and lakes in the country for large native redband trout. It’s true, we don’t have steelhead or salmon, but an hour’s drive west puts me in the vicinity of any number of rivers with access to these fish.


This guide was born of my fishing experience, a sincere love for the sport, and an appreciation for all the great anglers who have shared these waters with me. For this second edition, each location was thoroughly updated to provide you with the best information for your exploration. Fishing in Oregon is diverse and exciting, filled with fascinating characters, towns, and landscapes forgotten by progress. From the wide drainages of the Columbia River Basin in the north to the beautiful spring creeks of the Williamson and Wood Rivers in the south, Oregon offers the angler a wonderful diversity of topographies, fish species, and remote challenges. I hope to be your guide and friend as you, armed with this book and your quest for the ultimate fishing experience, explore Oregon’s fishing destinations.


Best Fishing Spots


These lists represent a sampling of the best of the best from around the state. Naturally these lists are highly subjective; the best water is usually whichever water you enjoy fishing. Still, many of these waters are proven producers, and this selection was based equally on my experiences and what tradition has dictated as the best fishing. Places such as Paulina, Henry Hagg, and Wallowa Lakes were chosen because they consistently produce record-book catches. Others were chosen because of their proximity to great fishing. Some were chosen because they are underrated—like the Grande Ronde and Wood Rivers.
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Camping and fishing are synonymous with most fishing destinations in Oregon. Additional criteria for this list are scenic beauty, solitude, good campgrounds with nearby amenities, and solid fishing opportunities.


Timothy Lake, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Another Mount Hood Lake with scenic mountain views and comfortable campgrounds, Timothy Lake is perfect for the camper who treasures solitude.


Olallie Lake, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. This is a remote Mount Hood lake with shoreline campgrounds, a general store, and trophy-sized trout.


Upper Metolius River, Southern Cascades. Here you’ll find an abundance of remote campgrounds on one of the most beautiful rivers in Oregon. A quaint general store offers most supplies including a well-stocked fishing shop.


Diamond Lake, Southern Cascades. With great fishing for large rainbows, this lake also features an abundance of campgrounds with good amenities such as a lodge and boat rentals.


Lake of the Woods, Southern Cascades. This is a well-developed resort area that offers all the amenities for campers without sacrificing solitude or good fishing.


Dead Horse Lake, Southeastern Oregon. This is a remote southeastern Oregon lake atop Winter Ridge with comfortable forested campgrounds and good summer fishing for trout.
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Most Oregon lakes and rivers are accessible with non-motorized boats such as canoes, rowboats, pontoon boats, or drift boats. In fact, drift boats are the primary boats used to access white-water rivers across most of Oregon. Many of Oregon’s smaller lakes have restrictions on motorized craft; these make for great places to fish from canoes and other human-powered craft.


Tahkenitch Lake, The Oregon Coast. This forested lake of 1,500 acres near Reedsport on the Oregon coast is perfect for non-motorized boats and the opportunity to catch 10-pound largemouth bass.


Sandy River, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Sandy River is a famous Oregon steelhead fishery accessed primarily by drift boats and rafts because of whitewater.


Clackamas River, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Drift boats and rafts are used to access the best fishing on this river. Clackamas is famous for its steelhead runs.


Harriet Lake, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Picturesque and just 23 acres in size, this lake is easily navigated with a canoe or raft and offers great fishing for brown trout and rainbows.


Anthony Lake, Northeastern Oregon. This is a remote mountain lake at 7,100 feet elevation; a restriction against motorized crafts makes this a sanctuary for anglers with float tubes, canoes, or rowboats.


Upper Klamath Lake, Southern Cascades. Rocky Point on Upper Klamath Lake is a protected cove well suited for canoes and rowboats; it offers the opportunity to catch large Upper Klamath redband trout within close proximity of the boat ramps.
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Oregon has a long history of fly-fishing for rainbow and brown trout and steelhead. These destinations are considered by many Oregon anglers to be the best Oregon has to offer. Selective trout, technical presentations, large native fish, and scenic surroundings are just a few of the criteria met by all these rivers.


Lower Deschutes River: Trout Creek to Locked Gate, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. This is by far the most popular destination for flyfishers in Oregon wishing to catch trout and steelhead: great accessibility, yearround fishing opportunities, and the best salmon fly hatch in the state.


Crooked River, Northeastern Oregon. A destination fishery for novices and experts alike, the Crooked River has great caddis hatches and 2,000–8,000 fish per mile.


John Day River: Kimberly to Service Creek, Northeastern Oregon. The John Day River boasts steelhead in the fall and smallmouth bass all summer, and both are taken on dry flies. Nice!


Upper Metolius River, Southern Cascades. Spring creeks are a treasured commodity: This is one of Oregon’s best for large rainbow and bull trout and prolific insect hatches.


Middle North Umpqua River, Southern Cascades. Designated fly-fishing only, the North Umpqua has become the holy grail for many anglers wishing to catch large steelhead.


Diamond Lake, Southern Cascades. The crown jewel of the Southern Cascades, this put and take fishery is renowned for consistent mayfly hatches and catches of some of the largest trout in the state.


Upper Deschutes River: Wickiup Reservoir to Sunriver, Southern Cascades. Fall River, which flows into the Upper Deschutes between Wickiup Reservoir and Sunriver, is a spring creek in Central Oregon that offers all the challenges a fly angler is looking for: large rainbow, abundant hatches, and technical presentations.


Lower Williamson River, Southern Cascades. This river offers the opportunity to catch a trout of a lifetime on a fly with the largest strain of wild, native redband trout in the country.


Lower Owyhee River, Southeastern Oregon. The Lower Owyhee has a growing reputation among Oregon anglers as one of the premier blue ribbon fisheries for rainbow and large brown trout.
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These are the playgrounds of anglers who love to explore. I love to pull on my waders and bushwhack through the forest to discover secret spots hitherto unknown. All these areas are exclusively hike-in fishing, and most are contained in designated wilderness areas.


Salmonberry River, The Oregon Coast. The emerald forests of the Oregon Coast offer an opportunity to stalk wild steelhead among waterfalls, plunge pools, and old-growth trees.


South Fork Walla Walla River, Northeastern Oregon. This pristine environment of lush forests and spring-fed waters is home to small trout.


Minam River, Northeastern Oregon. Expect great fishing for larger-thanaverage rainbows and brown trout in Packer County, where the only traffic you’re likely to run into are outfitters, mule trains, and a fly-in resort.


Eagle Cap Wilderness, Northeastern Oregon. Eagle Cap is an unmarked alpine setting of mountain peaks and wildlife, and more than 75 lakes—some of which have probably never seen an angler.


Donner und Blitzen River, Southeastern Oregon. This is a gem of a trout stream with some surprisingly big fish in a wonderful canyon setting.
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The primary criteria here are ease of access and catchable fish, which means stocked trout, panfish, and catfish. Oregon offers several opportunities to catch something larger than your average stocked trout, plus a few fisheries suitable for older youth. The following sites include convenient facilities, group campsites, cabin rentals, established campgrounds, resorts, boat rentals, and extra-fishing activities such as hiking, biking, wildlife-viewing, and natural and historical attractions.


Columbia River Estuary, The Oregon Coast. You haven’t lived until you’ve witnessed the excitement and sheer exhaustion that results from a 14-year-old attempting to land a 30-pound salmon or 50-pound sturgeon. Hire a guide and offer your kids (12 years old and up) the thrill of a lifetime.


Blue Lake, Portland and the Willamette Valley. Blue Lake offers the perfect opportunity for easy catches of panfish and stocked trout. There are public (and wheelchair-accessible) fishing docks, a swimming beach and play area, boat and canoe rentals, walkways, and bike paths.


North Fork Reservoir, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Small Fry Lake, within Promontory Park, is a one-acre lake developed exclusively for young anglers. Kids up to 14 years old can fish for their limit of 8–10-inch fish (three per day).


Lost Lake, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Families will find easy fishing for stocked trout, hiking trails around the lake, scenic camping with stunning views of Mount Hood, resort facilities, and boat rentals—all just a short drive from Portland.


Wallowa Lake, Northeastern Oregon. This glacier-fed lake at the base of the Wallowa Mountains holds record catches of kokanee and trout, as well as great camping facilities.


Upper Metolius River, Southern Cascades. Great campgrounds, beautiful surroundings, an eclectic general store and fly shop, excellent accommodations, both easy and world-class fishing, great hiking and biking trails, interesting headwaters, and the fun town of Sisters make this a top pick.


Wickiup Reservoir, Southern Cascades. This reservoir’s central location provides easy access to its neighbors in the Cascades Lakes Basin, nice campgrounds, and a resort.


Upper Rogue River, Southern Cascades. Even though this is more advanced fishing for older youth (10 years old and up), this is a great opportunity to catch trout and possibly a steelhead on a big river.


Upper Klamath Lake, Southern Cascades. This quiet and remote lake offers fantastic yet relatively easy boat fishing for 6–8-pound trout. There’s a wonderful resort with boat and cabin rentals, a restaurant, a general store, and other area attractions.


Chickahominy Reservoir, Southeastern Oregon. The region’s most popular fly-fishing reservoir provides excellent fishing from a boat or shore. Larger trout—up to 20 inches—make this a better-than-average fishing opportunity for youth.


[image: image] Best for Salmon


As a game fish, salmon is second to no other species in the Northwest. Oregon is blessed to have so many productive fisheries within a short drive of its major metropolitan areas.


Columbia River Estuary, The Oregon Coast. Just shy of open-ocean fishing, the Columbia Estuary draws all the fishing world heavy hitters who desire to catch chinook and coho.


Tillamook Bay, The Oregon Coast. The second-largest bay in Oregon, and the terminus for five Coast Range rivers, provides access to offshore fishing for salmon as well as bay fishing for spring and fall chinook.


Sixes River, The Oregon Coast. This is another great river whose superb run of winter steelhead overshadows an equally fine run of fall chinook. Popularity with fishing guides may crowd the river during the peak runs, but it’s a fine fishery and well worth the effort.


Chetco River, The Oregon Coast. Often overshadowed by its superb run of winter steelhead, the Chetco is less known for its run of fall chinook—one of the strongest and biggest in the state.


Lower Willamette River: Oregon City to Columbia River, Portland and the Willamette Valley. The area between Willamette Falls and the Columbia River, including the Multnomah Channel, is the most productive and accessible spring chinook and steelhead fishing in the state.
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Steelhead define northwest fishing like no other game fish. There are so many good steelhead rivers in Oregon, it’s unlikely that any two anglers could agree on which are the best. That said, I offer, without apology, what I think are the standouts in terms of access, numbers of returning fish, and tradition.


Wilson River, The Oregon Coast. The Wilson is a proven and consistent producer of year-round steelhead; this is where many new steelhead anglers cut their teeth. River access is excellent, compared to many Oregon coast streams.


Lower Deschutes River: Mack’s Canyon to Maupin, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. The summer run of Deschutes River steelhead in August and September has captured the imagination of anglers like no other river in Oregon. Great access and easy-to-find holding water make this a great river for both beginners and experts.


Lower Grande Ronde River, Northeastern Oregon. A beautiful, rugged, and remote river providing excellent winter steelhead fishing in Oregon’s far northeast corner.


Middle North Umpqua River, Southern Cascades. This is river is undoubtedly the jewel of the state for both beauty and fishing, and arguably the most elusive of all steelhead rivers.


Upper Rogue River, Southern Cascades. This river falls into many “best of” categories, and for good reason. Steelhead fishing is no exception, and during October this is one of the best, with large numbers of returning fish.


[image: image] Best for Trophy Trout


These rivers and lakes for catching trophy rainbow and brown trout are included without respect to difficulty or access. The best of the best, these are the fish that push our abilities to their limits; that’s why we love them.


Lower Deschutes River: Pelton Dam to Trout Creek, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Deschutes redband trout are the hardest-fighting fish in the state. What these fish lack in size (five-pounders are rare) they more than make up for in fight. A 20-inch Deschutes fish fights like a six-pound steelhead and feels like a trophy fish.


Upper Metolius River, Southern Cascades. Beauty aside, this is arguably the most challenging trout fishery in Oregon for trophy rainbow.


Middle Deschutes River, Southern Cascades. Good populations of naturally reproducing rainbow and brown trout of average size (12–16 inches) are plentiful and well adapted to taking most offers from an angler.


Wickiup Reservoir, Southern Cascades. Traditionally the king of brown trout waters, Wickiup is a great producer of these fish and is a haven for many devoted anglers.


Paulina Lake, Southern Cascades. Paulina Lake holds the state record for brown trout from 2002 (28 lbs., 5 oz.) and, as the holder of previous records, it’s unlikely to be dethroned as the king of brown trout any time soon.


Upper Rogue River, Southern Cascades. The “holy water” between Cole M. Rivers Fish Hatchery and Lost Creek Dam gets crowded at times, but that’s the price we pay for catching trout of five pounds or more.


Wood River, Southern Cascades. Fishing for brown and rainbow trout at Wood River is as good as it gets. It’s a challenging river for challenging and big fish, not for the faint of heart.


Lower Williamson River, Southern Cascades. Fishing on Lower Williamson is second only to the fishing in New Zealand, and much closer to home. This is, bar none, the best trophy trout water in the country. Difficult? Yes. Worth the effort? Absolutely!


Klamath River: Keno Dam to Topsy Reservoir, Southern Cascades. A limited season with extremely challenging access, all in a remote part of Oregon—we would have it no other way! Redband trout average 16–20 inches, but commonly reach 5–10 pounds.


Lower Owyhee River, Southeastern Oregon. The Owyhee draws anglers from all over the Northwest to catch 4–6-pound browns on streamers and dry flies. Remote for most of Oregon’s population centers, this is a journey well worth the trip.


[image: image] Best for Warm-Water Fish


Warm water fish enthusiasts have lots of opportunities in Oregon to catch their preferred fish such as crappie, bluegill, perch, and catfish. The Willamette Valley boasts quite a few ponds and lakes that are easy to access. Colder lakes in central and southern Oregon have catchable numbers of larger perch and crappie. All in all, the warm-water fisher should feel right at home.


Lower Umpqua River, The Oregon Coast. The Umpqua is often equated with the John Day as one of the best rivers in the country for smallmouth bass.


Sturgeon Lake, Portland and the Willamette Valley. This is a favorite of Willamette Valley anglers thanks to easy access and abundant catches of their favorite warm-water species.


Multnomah Channel, Portland and the Willamette Valley. For the more adventurous angler with a boat, the Multnomah Channel is a great place to catch warm-water fish with miles of backwater sloughs, ponds, and side channels.


Henry Hagg Lake, Portland and the Willamette Valley. A favorite for decades, this lake holds two consecutive state records for smallmouth bass, the last caught in 2000 (8 lbs., 1.76 oz.); crappie, bluegill, and sunfish are also abundant here.


St. Louis Ponds, Portland and the Willamette Valley. The Saint Louis Ponds provide a park-like setting perfect for families, with easy access for catching crappie, bluegill, catfish, and sunfish.


Middle Willamette: Albany to Newberg, Portland and the Willamette Valley. This long stretch of the Willamette has good bank access from numerous parks and easy floats that can be done in a canoe or raft. Abundant populations of largemouth bass, crappie, perch, bluegill, and catfish can be found here.


John Day River: Service Creek to Clarno Rapids, Northeastern Oregon. Rated as one of the best smallmouth bass rivers in the country, this high desert river is the place to go from March through October.


Davis Lake, Southern Cascades. Davis Lake is central Oregon’s best place to catch largemouth bass up to six pounds using fly fishing techniques.


Warm Springs Reservoir, Southeastern Oregon. Impressive numbers of smallmouth bass—up to four pounds—as well as crappie and perch, can be found in Oregon’s remote southeast desert.


Gerber Reservoir, Southeastern Oregon. This is one of the best prospects in Southern Oregon for catching record-sized yellow perch and black and white crappie.


[image: image] Most Accessible for Anglers with Disabilities


Before selecting these waters I asked myself, “Would I, as an angler without disabilities, want to fish here?” Many accessible fishing areas are not positioned on very productive waters, however the selections below are the standouts in Oregon. And yes, I have fished, or would fish, these places.


Henry Hagg Lake, Portland and the Willamette Valley. This accessible shoreline features limited obstructions, a wheelchair-accessible fishing dock, and a wheelchair elevator to the floating dock.


Lower Deschutes River: Mack’s Canyon to Maupin, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. The Blue Hole Recreation Site offers good trout and steelhead fishing from a fishing deck. Amenities include paved parking, wheelchair-accessible restrooms, and accessible campsites.


Timothy Lake, The Columbia River Gorge and Mount Hood. Anglers with disabilities will find extensive facilities here—a large T-float by the dam, a hardpacked trail, and an attractive wood deck—as well as good fishing for rainbow and brook trout and early season kokanee.


Upper Rogue River, Southern Cascades. The Rogue River has highly developed access points for anglers with disabilities and offers good opportunities to catch steelhead, salmon, and trout.


Wood River, Southern Cascades. This blue ribbon trout stream includes a recreation site, Kimball State Park, specifically designed for anglers with disabilities.


Fishing Tips


Each fishing profile includes extensive resource information for the sole purpose of planning a trip. Obviously, traveling close to home requires less planning than multi-day or multilocation trips, but every little bit helps. Either way, I have done my best to give you a broad listing of categories, including local chamber of commerce information, tourist centers, regulatory government agencies, special interests, local fishing shops, guides, and areas to camp or find accommodations. Perhaps the best and most-overlooked category for local fishing information is the offices of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Both agencies have field offices all over the state, staffed with fish biologists just waiting to answer your questions about any stream, lake, or reservoir in their jurisdiction. The helpful information these professionals provide cannot be overestimated. Theirs is often the most current, thorough, and reliable information you can get anywhere. Many of these biologists are, after all, anglers just like us, and they enjoy talking fishing to the same degree.


PLANNING A SUCCESSFUL FISHING TRIP


Selecting the Best Time and Place


There is no more frustrating phrase in the history of angling than “you should have been here yesterday.” I have been on both ends of this statement and it is true more often than not. Knowing when fish are biting is by and large a matter of getting to know your river or lake. This knowledge comes from time spent on the water over many seasons, and it’s a good argument for adapting a home water. Understanding variables such as water temperature, water quality, seasonal weather patterns, insect hatches, food availability, and spawning times, is paramount to successful and consistent fishing. For example, if I’m going to drive four hours from Portland to fish the Williamson, I need to know that there will be a couple days of storm-free weather, because nothing kills fishing on the Williamson like a low-pressure system. This is not true for all fisheries, but because I know the Williamson I’m privy to this knowledge (and now so are you).


Timing is particularly paramount with anadromous fish such as salmon and steelhead. Take the variables listed above and double them; the largest variable is the number of returning fish, which fluctuates from year to year depending on ocean conditions, stocking practices, commercial fishing, floods, and logging and forestry uses which can change rivers.


Since many of us have only a few weekends a year to fish, getting in touch with available resources is important. The following are a few suggestions for helping you plan the best times and places to go fishing.


Fishing Shops: Call ahead to local fishing stores to get a basic impression about how the fishing is going in a particular area.


Regulatory Agencies: Call or check the websites of the local field offices of the ODFW, BLM, or Forest Service to get specific and current information from the resident fish biologists.


Internet Angling: The Internet is a great resource for all fishing information and a lot of knowledge can be picked up by reading river reports, contributing to discussion forums, and checking water levels, fish run counts, and fish stocking schedules. Both private and government websites devote a lot of time and energy making sure that their sites are kept up to date with the best information. The Internet is also a great way to meet fellow anglers and participate in group outings.


Printed Material: Books, monthly periodicals, and weekly and daily newspapers are all good sources of information. Local newspapers usually provide at least one weekly fishing or outdoor column; they may also provide daily reports on river and lake water levels and fish counts over dams. Monthly periodicals such as Salmon, Trout, Steelheader and Northwest Fly-Fishing offer good in-depth river and lake profiles, fishing techniques, and book and gear reviews. Books are useful for general information and in-depth studies of techniques or fish species that can then be applied across all waters.


Clubs and Organizations: Entities such as Trout Unlimited, Oregon Trout, and Northwest Steelheaders are great venues for meeting other anglers, attending monthly meetings, hearing presentations by special guests, and learning more about political and environmental concerns important to anglers. These clubs are often run by volunteer members, not professionals, so they are intended for anglers of all levels. Women and children are especially welcome and are encouraged to get involved.


Hire a Fishing Guide: If you really want the insider information, you’re going to have to pay for it. Not all waters in Oregon have guides, but those that do are often worth the expense (see Hiring a Fishing Guide in this chapter).


Tackle Considerations


Tackle choices are highly dependent on your preferred method of angling. Specific tackle details (rods, reels, lures) are discussed under each of the species descriptions as well as in the regional chapters. One thing’s for sure: You will never have enough of the right gear for any particular outing; the hot lure, fly, or bait that worked one time will probably change the next time. That is fishing! There are two ways to solve this problem, and they usually divide anglers into two camps: the minimalists and the maximalists, also known as the hedgehog and fox. Each have their philosophical basis that seems intrinsic to certain personalities.


The minimalist (or hedgehog) knows one thing, fishes the same lure and gear all the time, and makes it work. They often substitute abstract theories and deductive reasoning for “get the job done.” My dad is a great angler and has spent decades catching hundreds of steelhead on the Deschutes, but to this day he claims he has never used anything other than a Green Butt Skunk or red Wiggle Wort plug. The same holds true for other anglers who only use an Adams as their one dry fly or a yellow Rooster Tail as their only lure. Minimalists will catch fish 70 percent of the time. The only drawback to this approach is that 30 percent of the time they catch nothing.
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CHANGING METHODS INSTEAD OF LURES


Next time you’re not catching any fish and think a change of lure is in order, consider changing the method with which you fish your spinner or streamer. Changing lures sometimes results in more fish, but 90 percent of the time our lures don’t catch fish because we fish them without the proper action or speed. Because many of our lures imitate wounded or vulnerable baitfish, a few things to try are: vary the speed of your retrieves making them either faster or slower (sometimes very slow); make erratic retires with sudden starts and stops; utilize the rod tip by making subtle tugs and twitches; move your whole arm with the rod to impart a pulsing rather than twitching movement to the lure; or troll at different, varying, or erratic speeds. These retrieval techniques, combined with the ability to fish at various depths, will quickly make an expert out of any angler.





The maximalists (or foxes), as you can guess, carry enough gear to outfit a small army, and they know many approaches. This is the angler who takes up three-quarters of the available space in the car. They respect the variables involved in fishing and enjoy the challenge of finding the right combination at any particular time. The philosophy here is the old Boy Scout adage, “Be Prepared.” This approach also has its pros and cons: Too much gear means too many decisions, and time can be wasted trying to select the right gear rather than fishing. On the other hand, this is usually the first person we look to when our methods of fishing are not working and we want to try something different.


In short, neither approach, that of the hedgehog or fox, is better than the other. Having the right gear is important, as is being armed with fishing theories and knowledge obtained from books, but we can question the effectiveness of any approach when it distracts us from putting lure to water. Nuanced fishing techniques come with experience and experimentation, not from having the right gear. The famous fishing author Gary LaFontaine, renowned for his unorthodox approaches to fishing, has said about fly anglers who false cast too much, “Fish can not be caught in the air.” Fish, and more of them, will be caught when our lures, even the wrong ones, are in the water.


What to Bring


Fishing is an outdoor sport, so it requires us to guard against sun, rain, or snow. Nothing can ruin a good trip like getting cold and wet or sunburned. The basic rule for time spent in the outdoors is “Be prepared for anything.” Don’t fail to pack that raincoat or fleece overcoat just because the forecast calls for sun. I have encountered snowstorms in the middle of July in both the mountains and deserts of Oregon.


CLOTHING


Avoid cotton at all costs, even if you don’t think you’re going to get wet. A lot of fishing spots in Oregon require a degree of exertion in remote areas to find fish—and exertion means perspiration which, when combined with cotton, can be deadly even in the middle of summer. There are many great nylon and polyester products on the market, which breathe and provide protection both against wetness and the sun.


Shorts and saddles are great around camp but prove inadequate when it comes to hiking, stomping through tall grass or brush, and boulder hopping. Quick-drying pants, waders, hip boots, solid hiking boots, and long-sleeve shirts are far more safe and will prolong your fishing. And include a wide-brimmed hat to the list of items one should never leave home without.


ACCESSORIES


Beyond the usual fleece, rain jacket, and hat there are some useful accessories that can help make your fishing experiences more pleasant and productive.


Fishing Vest: Not always necessary and certainly more common among fly anglers, but a very useful item for carrying fishing paraphernalia. A vest also gives anglers the versatility and mobility to move over difficult terrain without worrying about having their hands full with a rod and tackle box. Newer breathable vests made of mesh are a nice option to consider.


Waders and Wading Belt: Waders provide mobility over any terrain and help guard against brush, snakes, and wetness. Waders also encourage exploration when you’re not worried about getting wet or stuck by blackberries. Before buying a pair of waders consider your options: stocking foot waders will give you better options when it comes to boot comfort; built-in gravel guards, a flap that goes over the wader and top of the boot are a nice comfort feature but can also be bought separately; and the newer breathable Gore-Tex waders are a major improvement over the old neoprene and rubber varieties. If you expect to use waders a lot, more expensive name-brand waders tend to hold up better than cheaper ones, and offer better warranties. Expect to pay anywhere from $150 to $350 for a quality pair of Gore-Tex waders. Always wear a wading belt and/or an inflatable life preserver, especially when fishing rough and dangerous water. Hip boots are a good option only if you’re sure there is no possibility of wading in water any deeper than your knees.


Wading Boots: These are required when buying stocking foot waders. The same thought that goes into a good pair of hiking boots should be given to wading boots, especially if you expect to do a lot of hiking. Consider cleated boots or cleat attachments; this seemingly minor asset will prove invaluable on almost any river in Oregon. Some manufacturers are producing boots with removable soles, allowing you to switch from studded soles to felt or vibrum soles with a few adjustments.


Wading Staff: Both solid and folding staffs provide a degree of safety and support when wading in moving currents, allowing you to detect whether your next step is safe or leading you into 10 feet of water. Fishing with a staff takes some coordination, and it can be a nuisance when it is dangling at your feet, but that is a small inconvenience for safety.


Landing Nets: This is good for the angler and the fish, and it’s the best option for catch-and-release fishing. A necessary tool for boat and float tube anglers, nets help bring the fish to the angler, and fish will take far less abuse than if landed on the shore. Newer nets have a variety of options in fish-friendly materials that limit entanglement problems associated with traditional nets, albeit at a slightly higher cost. Traditional netting is still available, with a choice between rubber netting, which is admittedly heavy, and a fine soft mesh, which is a vast improvement over the traditional coarse netting. Handles and frames are not only a matter of aesthetics and some practicality, but cost: wood is expensive and elegant; aluminum is light and cost effective; composite fiber materials are the most versatile, the nicest to use, and mid-priced.


Float Tube or Pontoon Boat: These are a luxury in the same way a boat is a luxury, but the versatility of these boats cannot be beat. Pontoon boats, a newer invention, are suitable for rivers and lakes because the angler is not in the water. Accessories include oars, motor transoms, and anchors. Float tubes are designed specifically for lakes and should not be used on rivers. Float tubes are less versatile, kicker fins are often necessary to move around, and the angler often has to sit in the water.


Polarized Sunglasses: Indispensable! Polarized glasses not only give critical eye protection, but allow the angler to see through the glare of the water and identify obstacles and fish. I never leave home without mine, and always carry a back-up in my fishing bag for myself or others.




USEFUL FISHING KNOTS


Here are the most common fishing knots. These will work much better if they are practiced at home prior to getting on the water. Moistening the knot prior to cinching will help make stronger knots.


Albright Special: Joins two lines of unequal diameter or different materials.


Blood Knot: Joins two sections of similar diameter leader.


Egg Loop: Used to attach a cluster of eggs or yarn to a hook.


Improved Clinch: Connects tippet or fishing line to hook.


Nail Knot: Joins fly line and leader.


Perfection Loop: Forms a loop in the end of your tippet.


Surgeons Knot: A fast way to join two sections of unequal diameter leader together.





Assorted Fishing Tools: Tools vary depending on the type of fishing involved and your propensity for buying gadgets. Indispensable items include forceps for removing hooks, scissors or clippers (nail clippers work well) to cut line, pliers, and a folding or fixed-blade knife. Fly anglers will want to add tippet carriers and drying patches to that list.


In addition to lures, files, or bait, remember to carry extra weights or split shot, hooks, tippet material, and any extra material you may use including yarn, corkies, floats, and swivels. Fly anglers will want to bring strike indicators and fly floatant. A small first-aid kit is a good idea, as is sunscreen and insect repellent.


ANGLER (MIS)BEHAVIOR


Anglers never tire of reviewing the fundamental principles of fishing—principles that are automatically forgotten by everyone in the presence of a river or lake. Regardless, these are excellent approaches to catching fish that have nothing to do with equipment and tackle and everything to do with our state of mind.


1. Avoid the tendency to just walk up to the bank and start fishing. More fish than we realize hangout next to the bank, but we never see them because they’re long gone before we get close. To predict where fish may be lying, avoid spooking the bank. Instead stand back, observe, wait for a sign that fish may be present, then stealthily approach the bank or fish from way back on the shore. Beware of walking over undercut banks; this is an especially good way to announce your presence to wary fish.


2. Be a naturalist first and an angler second. Prior to baiting a hook, take the time to walk around and observe your surroundings. Identify likely fish lies and how you might approach them, take note of rising fish, observe hatches of insects, turn over a few rocks to see what is living in the water, consider the time of day and weather, and watch where other anglers are fishing. Bringing binoculars will help you to observe even more. For many of us coming from the work world, this is a good time to slow down and enjoy the process. Rushing up to a river or lake with rod loaded is the best way to get skunked. This is admittedly hard to do, but the payoff here is that you will be able to catch fish when others aren’t.


3. Avoid wearing red, a color which stands out in the natural world and announces your presence to fish. Instead, wear muted colors like greens, blues, and grays, which conceal your presence.


4. Don’t rush. A wise man once told me that anything in life worth having is the byproduct of our efforts. Make catching fish a byproduct of your experience and enjoy the process. As ironic as it sounds, the profound truth is that one can not catch a single fish and still have a great day.


5. Fishing is best early in the morning and late in the evening, period. I’ve experimented with many variations to find the best fishing times, and consistently catch more fish on more waters between dawn and the first few hours of light than at any other time of the day. Dusk is the second-best time for me. Some exceptions to this rule include insect hatches in the midmorning, afternoon, or evening, and winter fishing, which is often best in the afternoon.


6. Confidence catches fish. We fish better when we think our odds are better, and our odds improve when we think we have the right lure. I once switched a client’s fly after he had caught a number of fish. He made a few casts with the new fly and then sat down. He wasn’t about to question my judgment, so I finally had to ask him if everything was okay. “I hate this new fly,” he said. The problem was one of confidence. I quickly returned the old fly and he was happy as a clam catching fish again.


7. Fishing always begins after your lure, bait, or fly enters the water. This is the most important fishing tip I can pass along and it is such an important distinction that it may be the only thing that separates an average angler from a great one. Most people think fishing ends after the cast, that it’s all up to luck at that point. Nothing could be further from the truth. When we fish, we are trying to lure fish to strike our bait; they have to be enticed, drawn in, and convinced that our offering is something they want. The only way to do that is to understand how your lure is behaving in the water and emphasize its dynamic qualities. This takes imagination and a visualization of the lure’s color, size, shape, movement, flash, smell, and action in the water. All these elements combine to exploit the fish’s natural instincts to feed, flee, or ignore your offerings. Sometimes an orange rooster tail will work, when a purple lure fails; perhaps the light is not reflecting the right properties of purple to attract fish; sometimes a jigging or erratic retrieve works better than a smooth retrieve. According to one fishing author, these variables are like the combination that moves the tumblers in a lock; each has to fall into place before the lock springs open or the fish strikes.


8. Make a point to fish new water and new lures every time you go out, even if it’s on the same river or lake, until all possibilities are exhausted. This habit will turn you into a versatile angler; you can always go back to the sweet spots with your favorite lure.


9. When fishing, share advice and support other anglers. I met one of my best fishing buddies, Brian, one day when I invited this seemingly lost soul to come fish a piece of water that I was working. As I would expect from another angler, he was reluctant at first to accept my invitation, not wishing to trespass, but slowly became convinced once I started hooking fish. You never know who you’re going to meet on the river, and Brian and I very quickly became good friends.


10. Build your own rods, tie your own flies, and make your own lures. Nothing engages the imagination needed to really succeed in this sport like constructing your own gear. Not only does this save a significant amount of money, but it’s also a great way to spend a rainy afternoon in winter and can function as a fun engagement for the whole family.


11. Adapt a home river close to where you live that is easy to get to and has at least some of the characteristics you’re looking for in a fishery. While it is fun to drive to destinations, it is not always practical or necessary. Home rivers can not only teach us a lot about fishing, but they are a great venue to experiment with new techniques and theories without the loss of precious time and money involved in long getaways.


THE ANATOMY OF RIVERS AND LAKES


All species of fish, no matter where they live, require three basic necessities: food, comfort, and cover. Part of the process of scouting unfamiliar waters is to identify areas in which these three components exist together—that is where the fish will be. There are, however, some exceptions to this general rule. Fish will sacrifice one necessity for the others when, for example, the need to feed outweighs the need for protection or comfort. Riffles, while not comfortable places for fish to rest, do provide an abundance of food during insect hatches, and fish will move into these more challenging areas to eat. Another good example is that fish will feed on insects in the middle of the river when the sun is bright and the hawks are flying overhead. This is an example of a trout sacrificing cover and comfort for food. So, while these rules are generally true, they are not hard and fast, and anglers would be well advised to remain flexible in their approaches.


Rivers


Rivers are composed of four parts that repeat themselves over and over: riffle, run, pool, and tail-out. Each of these sections can be either long or short, and each is easily discernable. Fish behave differently in each section and fishing tactics can vary from one to the other.


RIFFLES


Riffles are generally shallow and composed of smaller rock and fast-moving water. They provide good places for people to cross the river, and fish generally pass through riffles as quickly as possible to get to the next pool. Fish are sometimes taken in riffles when adequate depths allow them to rest behind rocks and in depressions (pocket water). Broken water will often provide the cover a fish requires to feel safe, and many food forms are found among the rocks. Comfort tends to be in short supply and is the primary reason most fish don’t hang out in riffles except as mentioned above. Nymphs, wet flies, spinners, and bait will all work in riffle pockets.


RUNS


Runs start at the bottom of riffles and are generally deeper, may have standing waves or rapids and can be quite fast; also, they often contain larger boulders. Here is where comfort and cover can be found in abundance, and this is also where most steelhead, trout, and some salmon are caught. Runs often have a sweeping motion, with faster water on the outside. Anglers often fish the seam between this faster, outer water and the slower water inside. If you do find a boulder in this water, fish all around it for a resting steelhead, salmon, or trout. Trout locate food in different places within runs: back eddies, along the banks under brush, slots around rocks or obstructions, suck holes behind rocks, and seams in faster current. Concentrate on seams and pocket water with flies, spinners, and bait, and you can’t go wrong. Caution: Wading runs can be dangerous and unpredictable because of large rocks, drop-offs, and fast-moving water.


POOLS


The pool is where the run peters out into a large, flat area of slow, deep water. Pools are always slower and are the preferred habitat of salmon. The critical area in a pool for catching salmon is its deepest point. If salmon are present you will often see them rolling in this kind of water; it’s like a giant salmon bath. This is the preferred water of plunkers and some float anglers who cast bait into the deep pools and wait for a bite. Because the fish often spread out here, pools are of secondary interest to fly and spin anglers, except in the presence of smallmouth bass and sea-run cutthroat, which commonly inhabit this water. Pools are a lot like lakes in that they are featureless on the surface, and it’s often hard to identify where fish may be holding.


TAIL-OUTS


The tail-out is the transition between the pool and the next riffle. The very end of the tail-out is obvious on most rivers by the appearance of a V-shaped channel that forms at the top of almost every riffle. Tail-outs are generally shallow with faster currents. Frequently overlooked but often productive, tail-outs may provide good water depending on their length and composition. Short abrupt tail-outs produce a ledge or steep transition between the pool and the next riffle. Fish frequently hang in the deep hole created by this ledge. Longer shallow tail-outs are not very productive, providing little cover or food, and fish pass through this water. The exception is trout, which frequently inhabit the sides of these areas especially if there is shade, overhanging trees, or brush. Longer tail-outs are most productive at the very end preceding the start of the next riffle. If there are boulders or significant depressions in the river bottom, salmon and steelhead will hold in this water to rest after having come through the previous rapid. Again, look for trout to inhabit the sides of tail-outs near the bank. It always pays to explore tail-outs for their potential to hold fish.
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Following these guidelines for reading a river will enable you to find your own productive water and your own secret holes. Remember, fish are everywhere here, even in the most unlikely places. Once you locate a steelhead, salmon, or trout, you can be generally certain there will be another one there tomorrow or next week. The trick is finding the good lies and predicting when the fish are present.


Lakes and Reservoirs


Lakes and reservoirs are composed of four areas: shore, shoal, drop-off, and deep water. All four features exist to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the size of the lake. Lakes are difficult to read because there are no telltale signs of these features on the surface. One has to either use a map, in which someone else has gone through the pain of identifying theses areas, use a depth finder, or simply resort to your own observations. On clear lakes where the bottom is visible, identifying the parts of a lake is not difficult. Lakes that have higher turbidity levels will make observation more difficult.


SHORELINES


Shorelines, as a point of focus, can divulge a lot about what lies beneath the water, and they are usually the first place anglers begin exploring a lake. Banks create a lot of habitat for fish in the form of protection, cover, and food sources. Areas to look for are points of land that jut out into the lake, steep banks and cliffs which drop down into the water, and shoreline debris such as downed logs, brush, and overhanging trees. Shade cast onto the water is another important, and often overlooked, feature.


SHOALS


Shoals are shallow areas of a lake and make up the transition points between the shore, shallow areas such sandbars or gravel bars, and the dropoff. Shoals contain most of the water’s growth, such as weed beds, grasses, and water lilies, and therefore are easily identifiable on some lakes. Shoals also provide an abundance of food, cover, and comfort. When, in the profiles, I mention fishing the shorelines of lakes, I’m really saying to fish the shoal areas, but use shoreline as a point of reference. Shoals can also exist in other areas of the lake. I also indicate in the profiles the best times of day or season to fish the shoals. Shoals are seasonal habitat for some species such as trout, smallmouth bass, and kokanee, which require deeper, colder water in the summer. Shoals are often the best places to fish year-round warm-water species and panfish.


DROP-OFFS


The drop-off is the transition between the shoal and the deepest parts of the lake. Fish feel especially safe around drop-offs, as they do around shadows, color changes in the lake bottom, or obstructions. Drop-offs are the preferred places to troll flies, spinners, and other lures. Stillwater anglers are almost always aiming for the drop-off areas to let their bait hang. Sometimes drop-offs provide some aquatic growth like weed beds which further attracts fish and insects.


DEEP WATER


Deep water is, as it sounds, the lake’s lowest areas. Obstructions can be present, but very little plant growth is available, and the deeper the water the less plant growth there is. The deep water offers protection and comfort to many species, and as a result also a lot of food. Depending on the depths, this is primary slow trolling water. Fish are often spread out over the lake bottom with little to concentrate their numbers like a shoal or ledge. Deep-water fishing is the most difficult on any lake, but it’s also the most rewarding in terms of catching bigger fish.


TEACHING OTHERS TO FISH


I learned how to fish from my dad. In all the years we stood side by side, catching trout and steelhead, the times I remember most fondly are when the two of us hunched over problems preliminary to fishing: the hours we’d spend at some picnic table by the river, tying knots, building leaders from scratch, constructing weights and rigs, or discussing the merits of certain fishing techniques. My dad is a pragmatist, a firm believer that the best fishing approach is the one that works, so I got schooled from the beginning in everything from fly-fishing to bait fishing. At home, we spent time preparing our fishing equipment, making sure all the camping gear was ready and the cooler was full of all the foods we were never permitted to eat in our health-conscious home: Dinty Moore Beef Stew, Pop-Tarts, Coke, cookies, and donuts. Looking back on that time, I treasure the moments we spent together driving to distant rivers and lakes, talking, listening to music, staying in cheap hotels in the middle of nowhere, or pitching a tent by the river at one o’clock in the morning. Catching fish was always a byproduct of the time and energy we had spent together preparing for a successful trip and enjoying each other’s company. As a kid I was hooked, even when the fish weren’t.


Success in teaching others to fish, whether friend, spouse, or child, begins with this exact kind of immersion into the multiple dimensions of our sport: relating, connecting, and fellowship. How often has a fishing trip been just about fishing? I would rather take my best friend fishing than the best angler I know, if I thought the “real” angler was no fun. As teachers we will be far more successful if we share the joys of our sport rather than dunk these newcomers, unguided, into the challenges.


As experts we have to set aside expectations when teaching others. My fishing methods, and my challenges, are far more nuanced today than when I started. I’m sure I have surpassed the expectations my father had for me as an angler, having gone so far as to make it my occupation. I still can’t out-fish him, but that’s another story. Beginners cannot be expected to understand or appreciate my fishing challenges, nor should they have to. My point is that the formative times I spent learning from my father have stuck with me to this day, none more important than the passion he showed me he had for the sport. I am grateful for what he taught me—not just about fishing, but about who he was, the outdoors, nature, and life.


Fishing, in its most nuanced forms, is a difficult skill to acquire, requiring years of trial and error, study, disappointments, and sporadic successes. But most skilled anglers I know have two things in common: great knowledge about their sport and the desire, when opportunity arises, to teach others. Sometimes the desire to find new fishing partners comes at the chagrin of neighbors, friends, and spouses who have to hear yet another story about the big one caught, or lost, or have to politely turn down our insistence that they come with us on our next adventure. Our children have particular potential to become (perhaps unwilling) recipients of our fishing knowledge. And though some may consider fishing an unsophisticated sport, we know that it is a wonderful way to introduce not only a lifetime worth of memories, but also a deep appreciation of our connection with the natural world and, consequently, each other. Sons, daughters, husbands, and wives can all make excellent fishing partners—if we are patient rather than forceful in our desire to teach them.


The seasoned angler is mentally prepared to deal with fishless days, weeks, or even months while maintaining enthusiasm for the sport. Beginners are also resilient, always willing to give it another stab if one or two trips don’t pan out, but they are years away from being able to endure the kind of persistence displayed by all real fishing addicts. This is an important thing to keep in mind when teaching others to fish: Beginners will give you the benefit of the doubt, for a while. At some point, if there are no fish caught, or the fishing is too hard, you will lose them. Beginning anglers need to be enticed, and nothing entices like positive reinforcement: in other words, easy fishing. This may require you, as the expert, to set aside your aspirations for a while and trek down to the local pond to catch catfish or bluegill, so that whoever you are teaching can experiment on their own without expending the time, effort, and expense on what you might consider a “real” fishing trip. Ponds are great places for beginning anglers to experiment and develop their own passion for the sport. Local ponds are also wonderful for working on the practicalities of fishing: casting; baiting hooks; and observing fish behavior, feeding patterns, and the subtlest environmental changes that can affect fishing. This is exactly the kind of fishing knowledge that can be applied to bigger areas like the Deschutes, Metolius, or Columbia Rivers. This is knowledge that has more to do with feel, intuition, and passion than hard scientific theories.


Fishing is a soft science, and success in the sport depends far more on our ability to stay engaged in passionate pursuit rather than implementing some concrete formula. There are few hard and fast rules in fishing, and building a new angler’s confidence and interest is the best fishing skill you can pass on.
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Basic Steps to Cleaning a Fish: First, slit belly from anal vent to gills. Then sever lower junctions of gills. Next, pull out innards and gills. And last but not least, run thumbnail along cavity to clean out dark matter.


HIRING A FISHING GUIDE


A guide is a professional whose job it is to lead fishing trips for clients. Guides work on lakes, rivers, reservoirs, oceans, or anywhere fish can be found, and should possess an intimate knowledge of where the fish are and how to catch them. Beyond the fact that a person possesses the right to operate as a guide, there are no standards for guides and how they operate. For this reason, hiring a guide should involve a little research in order to ensure you get what you want.


Guide services and expertise varies: most guides accommodate one or two people, while others can take larger groups; some only guide experienced anglers, while some welcome beginners; and others are noted for accommodating handicap anglers and children. (Unfortunately, there are very few female guides—only two in Oregon that I know of.) Guiding style can range from friendly, great teachers who share their knowledge readily to quiet experts who prefer to avoid questions and explain little about what they do and how they fish.


Hike-in trips are possible, as are those from a car, drift boat, jet boat, raft, horseback, helicopter, or plane, and range from multi-day trips to single-day, half-day, and two-hour trips. Costs vary depending on the location, but expect to pay anywhere between $150 and $225 (plus a 10–20 percent tip) per day, per person; group trips usually cost less per person. Meals, drinks, and snacks; tackle, bait, lures, or flies; shuttles; and fish cleaning and packaging are often included in the price, or these may be seen as extra services requiring an additional fee. While some guides require non-refundable deposits to book a trip, others may wait to receive payment after the trip; advanced notice of any cancellations is appreciated. Confirmation packets, with details such as driving directions, meeting times and places, tackle requirements, and other suggestions about what to bring are sometimes mailed out; or you may be lucky to hear from the guide prior to the day of the trip. Catch-and-release fishing might be encouraged, or the day may end once your limit is reached, or at the end of eight hours. Some guides will fish you from sun-up to sundown.


Selecting a Guide


Clarify your objectives. Why do you want to hire a guide? There are three basic reasons to hire a guide: to catch fish, to learn to catch fish with a particular style, or to learn to catch fish on a particular body of water. While none of these is mutually exclusive, not all guides are well matched for all three—it comes down to whether the guide is a good teacher or not. If you know which of the objectives you want to achieve, then discuss it with a potential guide and decide if they can meet your needs.


Locate a fishing guide or outfitter. Once you have decided your objective, get referrals from friends, fishing shops, and the Internet, or contact the guides listed in these chapters. Contact a few guides, using the points covered in this section to ask questions and clarify what is included in the cost and what to expect from a trip. Be honest about your abilities. Most guides expect potential clients to underestimate their abilities, but some water can be extremely demanding—requiring not only physical stamina, but also nuanced fishing techniques in order to be successful. Most guides are honest and won’t promise things they can’t deliver; repeat business and referrals are the mainstay of building a business and no guide who plans to stay in the industry is going to jeopardize that for a few quick bucks.


Ask if your guide is registered. According to the Oregon State Marine Board, the regulatory agency overseeing outfitter and fishing guides in the state, “Persons accepting fees for providing outdoor recreational activities must be registered as outfitter/guides with the Oregon State Marine Board. They must show proof of first-aid training and insurance coverage. In addition, they must sign an affidavit that all their employees have had first-aid training and are covered under their insurance. Outfitter/guides who use boats are required to display identifying decals on their boats. On a boat with a motor, this decal shows the number of passengers the outfitter/guide is insured to carry. If operating on federally navigable waters, the decal also identifies the type of Coast Guard operator’s license and waters where the outfitter/guide can legally operate.” Any responsible guide will, upon request, be able to produce a valid outfitter license, proof of insurance, first-aid cards, and will have the proper decals on their boat. It’s the law, and failure to do so should cast suspicion on their legality. To verify outfitter/guide registrations, call the Oregon Marine Board at 503/378-8587. Use the State Police TIP Hotline (800/452-7888) to report any illegal guiding activity.




GETTING UNCAUGHT


There are two ways to remove a hook embedded in skin. When hooks are embedded in loose skin, the hook can be backed out with a loop of strong monofilament pulling on the bend of the hook while simultaneously pushing down on the eye of the hook. When hooks are embedded in tight skin such as a finger, feed the hook into the wound, following the natural bend of the hook, until the barb is clear of the skin. Ouch! Then clip off the hook barb with pliers or side cutters and feed the barbless hook back through the wound.





Prepare for your trip in advance. Once you have selected your guide and booked the trip, make all the necessary preparations well ahead of time. Plan your route, make sure you have the correct dates and meeting places, and double-check all your gear. Re-contact the guide if you have any questions prior to the trip.


Making Your Trip Successful


As a fishing guide, I offer a few tips and suggestions from the guide’s perspective about what makes a successful trip:


Be humble. Even if you have fished your whole life and caught thousands of fish all over the world, that information has little bearing on how a guide is going to treat you. Every fishing trip is different, just as every piece of water is different. The guide’s sole objective is to get you into fish, regardless of your experience.


Prepare to work hard. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but it’s true. Perhaps knowing this up front will prepare you for the level of concentration and learning often demanded by fishing guides. You’re paying a lot of money and you will want to get the most out of your trip; guides know this and will keep you fishing the whole day. Most guides can spend 12 hours on the river, day after day, and not even bat an eye. Although unintentional, guides expect their clients to have the same stamina. A good guide will recognize when someone has reached their limit and not push too hard, but expect to fish the moment you step into the guide’s sphere until the end of the trip. You’re also going to be learning a lot of new information and the mental concentration required can be exhausting.


Listen to your guide. Guides spend hundreds of hours on the water developing nuanced techniques to help clients catch fish. More often than not, a guide will expect you to use their fishing techniques, so prepare to learn new techniques or to have your expectations challenged. Barring ethical concerns, set aside any preconceived notions and do exactly what the guide tells you. If it’s unclear what’s being asked of you, then ask questions. Ironically, the novice angler often catches more fish with a guide than an experienced angler does—beginner anglers follow directions better. As the Buddhists say, “adopt a beginner’s mind.”


Respect the guide’s captain authority. Guides have to consider more than just fishing; they also have to think about everyone’s safety. Boating, wading, casting sharp hooks, and outdoor elements can all be dangerous. Guides are aware of these dangers and are forced to impose safety guidelines. The use of alcohol and drugs on a guided trip are often frowned upon not only because they may be illegal activities, but because they increase the likelihood of accidents.


CONSERVATION ISSUES AND ANGLER ETHICS


The rise of environmental consciousness has forced a re-evaluation of anglers’ values and ethics. Though familiar in some circles since the 1960’s, today environmental concern is a part of our mainstream consciousness, and directly impacts the sport of angling. Unlimited stocking, nonrestrictive bag limits, and year-round seasons are things of the past—and have been for a while. For better or worse, today’s fishing environment is highly regulated and arguably more consistent with long-term conservation efforts. Fish management practices are increasingly moving away from the philosophy that the natural world exists strictly for human enjoyment. Instead, crucial decisions are being based on values such as biodiversity, respect for all life, long-term sustainability, and consideration of the common good.


Today’s anglers must adapt to frequent regulation changes, many of which appear in conflict with angler enjoyment. Some rivers and lakes are no longer stocked, and by all indications the trend is towards restoring certain waters back to native and wild fish populations. Fishing seasons are being shortened, lengthened, or staggered depending upon a fishery’s needs. Some waters are closed altogether and may never allow angling in deference to the needs of fish. Bag limits are always controversial, and there is a heightened emphasis on catch-and-release fishing techniques. Fishing methods, especially the use of bait and treble hooks, are being limited or eliminated altogether. All this adds up to an increasing need for anglers to consider the health of our ecosystems. Following are suggestions for all anglers to consider while pursing their favorite pastime.




CATCH-AND-RELEASE FISHING GUIDELINES


Use barbless hooks or pinch the barbs on existing hooks.


Use big enough tackle to land fish quickly.


Use a net, and avoid removing fish from the water.


Handle the fish with care using wet hands or special gloves.


Remove hooks carefully with pliers and back the hook out.


Cut the line on all hooks that can’t be removed because they are set too deeply.


Revive the fish before letting it go: This is done by moving the fish back and forth in the current until its gills are working and it maintains its balance. Then let the fish swim out of your hands.





Angler Code of Ethics


•  Read and know all fishing regulations. Regulations often change within the year, and anglers are expected to keep abreast of these changes; ignorance of the changes is not an excuse, and if caught, you will be ticketed. This includes all boating regulations.


•  Limit your catch to the number of fish you can use.


•  Don’t litter, and dispose of all trash properly or carry a small garbage bag with you. This includes bait containers, fishing line, tackle wrappers, broken hooks or lures, food or drink containers, and any other trash. Clean up garbage that you see left by others who may not practice the same courtesy.


•  Do not trespass. This isn’t just aviolation of angler ethics; it is also against the law, and property owners can be quite vigilant about calling the authorities.


•  Limit your impact on fragile ecosystems such as marshes, river banks, and spawning beds.


•  Respect other anglers’ rights. Sooner or later you are bound to come in contact with other anglers. These can be opportunities or obstacles, but always treat others the way you expect to be treated. If necessary, make your presence known, but don’t be intrusive; allow the other angler sufficient time to respond to your presence if you want to pass through or fish the same water. Respect angling methods that may be different from the one you use. Always move behind an angler, never in front, even when fishing from a boat.


•  Share fishing information with others and promote the sport of fishing.


•  Lead by example and be a part of the solution, not the problem.


•  Support local conservation efforts by Oregon Trout and Trout Unlimited.


•  Report all angling violations to the proper authorities.


REGULATIONS


The Oregon Sportfishing Guide, a free, annual publication by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW), contains all the information an angler needs to fish legally in Oregon. The ODFW guide is widely available wherever fishing gear and licenses are sold, and also online at www.dfw.state.or.us. (The ODFW guide was written for the 2012 fishing season. Any regulations discussed here may change in future years.)


The Oregon Sportfishing Guide is broken down into three sections: General (Statewide) Regulations, Zone Regulations, and Special Regulations. Sandwiched between these sections are other helpful bit of information, such as fish identification guides, hatchery information, Oregon health advisories, fish measurement guides, and instructions for completing harvest tags.


General Regulations


The General (Statewide) Regulations are straightforward and provide a helpful glossary, defining such terms as artificial fly, fin-clipped fish, non-gamefish, snagging, and chumming. This section also discusses general statewide regulations such as licenses, tags, and permits; catch and possession limits; gear, bait, and general restrictions; and hook and weight regulations. For instance, all gamefish fishing in Oregon is allowed only between one hour before sunrise and one hour after sunset; all gamefish must be caught by a standard hook and line (sorry, no dynamite, spears, or nets); no more than three hooks can be used on one line when fishing for any species; it is unlawful to hook a fish anywhere but in the mouth (no snagging); and that continuing to fish for the same species after you have retained your limit is illegal. Regulations for non-game fish vary greatly and include the permitted use of such fishing methods as bow and arrows, crossbows, spears, dip nets, and snag hooks. Other important regulations concern licenses and fees: All anglers over the age of 14 must have a license, and these can be purchased for the season or various lengths of time (one day, three days and six days); special licenses as well as regulations are provided for youth, disabled anglers, and senior citizens.


Zone Regulations


The Zone Regulations section of the booklet is broken down into nine chapters, each with maps and covering a certain geographical area. There are nine such zones, including separate zones for the coast, Snake River, and Columbia River. Each zone is given a general description and, because every zone is different, a set of general regulations that may differ from the statewide regulations. The general regulations list all species of both gamefish and non-game fish that can be found in the zone along with catch limits, length limits, other specifications, and seasons. For instance, in the Northwest zone, trout fishing is open year-round in lakes, but is seasonal on streams (May 27–Oct. 31); five fish over 8 inches may be retained per day on lakes and two fish on rivers; only one fish may be kept over 20 inches; trout over 16 inches in rivers are considered steelhead and salmon under 15 inches are considered trout. Further information can be found for salmon and steelhead; warm-water fish; other fish such as sturgeon, bass, and sucker fish; and any other species such as shellfish, bullfrogs, and crayfish. These general regulations will change with each zone, so it is important to know what zone you are fishing prior to catching and keeping any fish.




IMPROVING YOUR ODDS


Electronics have become a part of many anglers’ fishing arsenals. The two most helpful items are fish finders and GPS systems. Fish finders help anglers determine depths, identify underwater structure, and locate fish through sonar technology. GPS systems incorporate the use of hydrographic maps, which map the bottom of a lake and river, and can direct you to underwater features that are potential fishing areas. GPS systems also help you pinpoint and remember your position on the water. These two items – combined with a thermometer that can be lowered into the water to find the right temperatures where fish feed and rest – are just a few ways anglers try to improve their odds of catching fish.





Special Regulations


The General Regulations for each zone are cross-referenced with a listing of Special Regulations for each zone. It is these special regulations, which list individual waters, that makes up the bulk of the entire Sportfishing Regulation booklet and contain the most important information for anglers. Examples include: limited seasons, protected species, river and lake closures, hatchery and wild fish harvests, and restrictions on angling methods such as bait, lures, flies, external weights, and hook sizes. Obviously, these special restrictions can get complex and are too numerous to mention here in detail. Some of the more complicated areas are rivers containing anadromous species (salmon and steelhead), protected species (bull trout), and coastal waters. For instance, the regulations on rivers such as the Columbia, Willamette, Rogue, Snake, and Umpqua are revised and changed frequently throughout the season. Anglers can keep up-to-date with these changes through the ODFW website (which features weekly recreation reports, and the latest news releases) or, to a lesser degree, through daily newspapers. The regulations may be complex, but anglers are required to keep abreast of all changes throughout the year; ignorance of the laws is not a defense against penalties.


ODFW regulations require that all retained salmon, steelhead, sturgeon, and halibut must be immediately, and without delay, recorded onto an angler’s license with all the proper codes. My advice, if you have never done this before, is to review this procedure in the ODFW Regulation Guide or website prior to going fishing. The procedure is not as straightforward as you might imagine, especially in the excitement of landing a fish.


Sports Fish Overview


Barring specific fishing techniques, anglers often identify themselves with a particular fish species—this defines where they fish. In Oregon, saltwater anglers can choose between oceans, bays and estuaries, and tidewaters; salmon and steelhead anglers are limited to the above, plus coastal and inland river drainages along the Columbia, Snake, and Willamette Rivers; warm-water anglers fish lowland lakes and reservoirs and the bottom ends of many rivers; trout anglers are often limited to higher-elevation lakes and rivers. It is easier to fish for salmon, steelhead, and warm-water species from most major metropolitan areas in Oregon; trout often require more travel than any other species. Many anglers are adept at fishing for several species, but more often than not, anglers generally stick with what they know or prefer.


Ted Lesson’s The Habit of Rivers had a profound influence on me as a young budding angler. In the book, Lesson describes in lyrical detail his efforts to catch steelhead when he first arrived in Oregon. After purchasing an old drift boat, he floated as many coastal rivers as he could in pursuit of this elusive fish. His fishless days build into a frustration that finally results in catching one steelhead, at which point Lesson came to the humble realization that he was a trout angler at heart—steelhead would have to remain an elusive species. To an angler like myself, who also struggled trying to catch steelhead, this was a great revelation: Lesson gave me the freedom to choose a species that was most suitable to my methods and styles. I suspect Lesson realized that the pay-off for hours and money invested in fishing gear, traveling, fishing, learning, and exploring was most gratifying when he was in pursuit of trout. As a preferred trout angler, I enjoy the comfort of a small river and knowing that I can cast to the far bank to locate fish easily among the pocket water and pools. By contrast, fishing the Columbia and other larger rivers is fishing on a massive scale, and it’s not for everybody. What we can learn from Lesson’s account is that fishing is a big world; all we can hope for is to find our niche.


FISHING METHODS


Fishing methods are as varied as anglers themselves. Generally, choices are divided into two categories: fly-fishing and traditional methods, the latter of which encompass a wide variety of bait and spinner options. Advocates for either approach are justified in choosing their particular style—neither is better than the other—and both approaches have practitioners with highly nuanced methods and intricate theories. Deciding which approach to use is partly based upon how we learn to fish and what our influences are. My father is a jack of all trades, and I became well versed in many different methods. It was not until later in life, when I started fishing on my own and money and time became an issue, that I settled on a chosen technique that best reflected my enjoyment of the sport.


Fly-Fishing


At the heart of fly angling is the notion of imitating natural food forms, traditionally mayflies, but also a host of other insects, baitfish, leeches, and terrestrials with artificial materials called flies. Anyone who has seen the meticulous creations that emerge from a fly-tiers vise can’t help but have appreciation for this approach. Fly-fishing, and the difficulties it entails, are largely based on the design of its gear and resemble almost nothing of traditional gear. Fly rods, reels, lines, leaders, and flies all work together to create a complex set of relationships that don’t always occur with traditional methods of fishing. For instance, at the simplest level, fly-fishing is designed to deliver a small speck of materials, the fly, weighing nothing, long distances without the use of weight. The thick fly line, tapered leaders, and rod and reel all work together to facilitate this process. Fly-fishing at its most advanced level takes into consideration a multitude of disciplines such as entomology, water hydraulics, fish biology, and ecology, not to mention the intricacies of fly tying, fly design, and the complicated engineering behind most fly-fishing gear.


There are some drawbacks to fly-fishing: not all waters are suitable for its practice; not all fish can be caught as easily as if you were using traditional gear (e.g., salmon, ocean fishing, bottom fishing); this is not an approach in which beginners will pick up and have immediate success; fly-fishing methods often conflict when used in close proximity to traditional methods of fishing; and fly-fishing gear is often two to three times more expensive than traditional gear, with a basic setup starting at $250 and higher.


Traditional Methods


Traditional methods of angling are what most people think of when they think of fishing. The simplest form is a baited hook, bobber, thin monofilament line, small lead weight, short rod, and spinning reel. This is how most people learn to fish, and rightly so. Catching fish is as simple as casting your bait into a pool and waiting for the fish to strike. Beyond this simple approach lies a whole world of highly specialized techniques, including (but not limited to) drift fishing; side drifting; casting spinners, spoons and plugs; float fishing; back trolling; back bouncing; trolling; anchor fishing; plunking; mooching and jigging. As you can see, this is a highly diversified approach, and each of these is suitable for certain types of species.


Traditional gear also has its drawbacks, and many of these I associate with the use of bait: fewer and fewer waters are allowing bait fishing; bait needs to be purchased and used fresh; catch-and-release fishing is nearly impossible with bait because the fish take the hook so deep; bait can be messy and repugnant to some; and traditional gear riggings or setups can be complicated and gear-intensive.


Native Fish Species


RAINBOW TROUT


(Oncorhynchus mykiss)


Trout are the most popular, and some would say most sought-after, game fish in the world; they are stocked in more than 45 countries and on every continent except Antarctica. Not only are they good fighters, and challenging to fish for, but they taste great, especially cooked on an open campfire. The Oregon State record was caught in 1982 in the Rogue River; it weighed 28 pounds. The world record rainbow was caught in 1970 at Beel Island, Alaska, weighing 42.2 pounds. A wide variety of trout can be caught in the same manner as the rainbow trout: Upper Klamath Basin Redband Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss newberrii), westslope cutthroat (Oncorhynchus clarki lewisi), Lahontan cutthroat (Oncorhynchus clarki henshawi), Alvord cutthroat (Oncorhynchus clarki subsp), and redband trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss gairdneri). Brown trout, brook trout, bull trout, sea-run cutthroat, and lake trout (mackinaw) are discussed separately.


Rainbow trout, along with some of the above-mentioned varieties, are stocked by the millions in Oregon’s cold lakes and streams—just in time for opening day. (The whole history and notion of the phrase “opening day,” seemingly an American institution, is derived from the opening of trout season and no other species.) Rainbow trout, in their smaller stocked variety, provide fun and fair game for any youth with a bobber and worm. Larger wild rainbows found in rivers like the Deschutes, Metolius, or Williamson are sophisticated creatures, befuddling and eluding the most advanced and experienced anglers. The trout’s diversity of appeal, worthy of both beginner and experts alike, may be the primary reason this is such a popular fish.


Where and how you decide to fish for rainbow trout will largely determine your likelihood of success. Hatchery fish stocked in lakes and rivers are easier to catch than nonhatchery stocks. Obtain hatchery stocking schedules from the ODFW to find exactly where and how many fish will be supplied to a given lake or river. Wild fish must be found and located with analytical skills, an ability to read water, and an understanding of how trout live and feed in their environment.


Anglers need not limit their trout fishing to seasons. While many rivers and lakes have traditional seasons from April or May through October, many are open year-round and provide good fishing even in the dead of winter. For years, 80 percent of my trout fishing was between the months of October and March, leaving the summer months to other anglers. There are some drawbacks to winter trout fishing: the weather is often cold; it gets dark early; fly anglers will find limited insect hatches; and trout metabolism slows considerably (and therefore they feed less often) in water below 40°F, which is common in winter unless you’re on a spring creek. Still, if you like fishing in the snow, on bright sunny winter days or rainy fall days, there are many surprises rarely witnessed by summer anglers.
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rainbow trout


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Whether fishing for trout in lakes or rivers, the equipment is the same. Spinning rods are often the lightest type of rod manufactured and come in lengths from 4.5 to 7.5 feet. G. Loomis makes several good models, including the all-SR782-2-GL2 rod. Spinning reels should be able to accommodate four- to sixpound test line, and several good choices can be had in the Abu Garcia Line of lightweight spinning reels, such as the 500 or 600 series. These rods will work for both spinners and bait.


The best fly rods are made of graphite and range from 6.5 feet to 9.5 feet. Trout rods need not hold any line weights larger than five or six pounds. The best all-around rod is a nine-foot five-weight, usually the first rod owned by beginning fly anglers. Manufacturers such as Echo, Temple Fork Outfitters, Thomas & Thomas, and Sage all make good entry-level as well as advanced rods. Fly reels should match the line weight of the rod. Onethrough four-weight rods in shorter sizes are adequate on small rivers. Shorter rods in six- to seven-foot lengths are better for smaller rivers where long casts are not a requirement. Longer rods in nine-foot lengths are good for lakes and bigger rivers such as the Deschutes, and they enable the caster to make longer casts, lob bigger nymphs and streamers and offer delicate dry fly presentations. Fly rods also come in different actions, or flexes: Beginners should start with soft or medium flexes; advanced anglers have probably already gone through the process of selecting a fly rod for their style of fishing. Choosing a fly rod with a particular action is a matter of taste rather than expertise.


To avoid spooking trout, stay out of their line of sight. There are two ways to do this: 1) approach the fish from behind, where they have a blind spot in their vision or 2) stay in a low crouch if you’re to the side or in front of them. Standing tall by the bank is the surest way to spook trout. Both of these approaches correspond with what biologists understand about a trout’s vision, namely that they can see approximately 160 degrees to the side of them and 30 degrees in from of them. A trout 10 feet deep in the water can see 20 feet of water surface above it.


LAKES


It is well-known that trout have a higher survival rate in lakes than they do in rivers. Oregon has an abundance of quality lake fisheries, most notably in the Cascade Mountains, which hold much bigger trout than local rivers. Trout act quite differently in lakes; they cruise, moving all the time to scout the shorelines and depths for food. In rivers, trout hold in pocket water and behind obstructions waiting for food to be delivered. The differences between lakes and rivers constitute a major difference in approach for anglers.


Options for fishing lakes include still fishing, trolling, and fly-fishing. Still fishing is perhaps the most popular and easiest method and doesn’t require a boat like trolling does. The basic set-up is a hook, leader, bobber, fishing line, rod, and reel. As fish seek comfort, cover, and food, you will find them either higher or lower in the water column. Anglers can either drop down bait from above with a bobber or use a floating bait and anchor bait on the bottom. Bait such as night crawlers, cheese, a single salmon egg, small clump of PowerBait, or corn kernel can be suspended under a bobber to fish higher in the water column, 4–6 feet under the surface. To get near the bottom, remove the bobber, attach a small weight a foot or less from the hook, and use a floating bait such as small marshmallows, Berkley’s Power Nuggets, or clumps of cheese.


Spinners are a good option most of the year, either trolled behind a boat or cast and retrieved from a boat or shore. But because most spinners require a fast movement to keep the blades spinning, and therefore effective, they tend to work best in the summer and fall when fish are more active. Trout-sized Rooster Tails and Mepps Spinners in an assortment of colors such as white, yellow, red, black, and orange are all one needs.


Flies are a great option year-round and work best in shallower depths between 10 and 20 feet. If you plan to go beyond 20 feet with a fly outfit, you’ll need special sinking lines. Casting and slow-stripping small leech patterns or nymphs is effective near the shore in spring and in deep water during summer. Perhaps one of the most famous lake flies is a size-eight black Woolly Bugger. These can be trolled, cast and stripped, or just allowed to sink and given an occasional twitch. Other colors that work well are white, maroon, red, and yellow. Effective basic nymphs include Pheasant Tails and Hare’s Ears. Dry fly hatches are frequent on lakes with notable insects being Callibaetis, tricos, midges, chironomids, damsels, and dragonflies. Also present in lakes are water beetles, back swimmers, leeches, and small baitfish. It’s a good idea for lake fly anglers to invest in a Type II clear intermediate sinking line, which will be useful whenever you’re not fishing dry flies.


Fishing too deep or not deep enough is a common cause for not catching fish. Rather than changing your lures, fly, or bait, try adjusting the depth at which you fish. This can be accomplished with the use of bobbers, strike indicators, and split shot. When using split shot, begin with the smallest shot you can find, using multiple weights on one line. This is a better way to fine-tune your depths than using one big weight.


RIVERS


The very first thing one should do when walking up to a river is try and identify the four parts of a river: riffle, run, pool, and tail-out. Next, look for obvious obstructions in the form of rocks, undercut banks, downed trees, and overhanging brush, broken water, and shadows or shade. Subtle and more difficult to detect are changes in the river’s current and flow or depressions in the river bottom. The most important changes are back eddies where the river changes direction in pockets along the bank and current seams. Current seams can be found alongside any rock, downed tree, island, or any other obstruction and are created by the meeting of two currents, one fast and one slow, the result of water being pushed or blocked by some obstruction. Locating depressions in the river bottom where trout hold is most difficult. One almost has to spend time not fishing and instead walking around in the river to detect these. It is time well spent if you can remember where you found depressions for the next time you’re fishing.


Bait can be used with success in any part of the river: rolled along the bottom in a riffle, suspended or rolled on the bottom in a run and pool. Effective baits are the same you would use on a lake: night crawlers, salmon eggs, and PowerBait to name a few. Because spinners are often heavier than bait or flies, they require more water and are more effectively used in runs. Rooster Tails, Mepps Spinners, and Rapalas are favorites of spin anglers. All these attractors can be cast into the deeper runs and pools and retrieved quickly before they hit bottom. Casting downstream or straight across is the best way to utilize the river hydraulics and keep the spinner off the bottom. Slowermoving rivers will require lighter spinners and quicker retrieves.


Fly-fishing is a matter of knowing what insects or other natural food forms live in the river and are available to fish. Flies for trout fall into three categories: dry flies, nymphs, and streamers. Dry flies represent the adult form of a waterborne insect (mayflies, caddis, stoneflies, midges) or terrestrial insects (grasshoppers, ants, beetles, crickets) and are visible to the angler as they float on the surface of the water. Fish reveal their presence by coming to the surface to engulf these insects. The best starting point for fishing dry flies is attractor patterns. These are non-specific patterns that resemble a host of insects and therefore avoid complicated “matching the hatch” theories. Basic attractor dry fly patterns include the Adams, Royal Wolff, Humpy, and Stimulator. Any one of these dry flies can be used in various sizes with good effect on almost any river. Nymphs are fished under the water as representations of insect larva, pupa, or other immature forms of the adult insects that live in the river prior to hatching. Since the angler cannot see nymphs, and strikes can be subtle and hard to detect, many anglers use a strike indicator. Strike indicators are floating attachments positioned on the leader and are a good way to detect a strike. Small unnatural movement in the float that represents something other than an unencumbered drift will indicate strikes. Streamers are the third type of fly used and represent small baitfish and leeches. Streamers are used a lot like spinners, in that they are cast down and across in runs of deeper water. Popular streamers include Woolly Buggers, Muddlers, Zonkers, Zoo Cougars, Mickey Finns, Bucktail Caddis, and Egg Sucking Leeches.




A TROUT ENVIRONMENT


It’s important to understand that regardless how you decide to catch trout, whether with bait, lure, or fly, trout don’t change their behavior; bait and spin anglers catch trout in the exact same locations as fly anglers. Trout are found in colder rivers and lakes, and while they have a survival range which would indicate a greater tolerance for warm water (35–75°F), trout living at higher temperatures are less than desirable, becoming sluggish and lifeless. Optimum temperature ranges for fish feeding and movement are between 50 and 68°F. Even within this range, falling temperatures decrease feeding and rising temperatures increase feeding; a river or lake with water temperatures that have just fallen 5 or 6°F is likely to have fish that are off the feed. Temperatures above 68°F and below 50°F result in less feeding and movement, a kind of lethargy, from trout.


Because trout are always seeking comfort, food, and cover, they move around a lot as the seasons change. Other weather features can affect trout fishing such as whether the sky is overcast or sunny, low pressure systems or storms, lightening and thunder, rain and snow, warmer and cooler air conditions, and wind. Trout respond to these conditions in much the same way people do: Comfortable temperatures and less disturbing conditions make for better fishing. Wind, rain, snow, cold air, bright sun, and storms can all make fish wary and put them off the bite.


Temperature and weather are only two factors in determining when trout feed. The other major factor is insect and baitfish activity. Smaller fish below 12 inches feed almost exclusively on insects, plankton, and other smaller food forms. Larger fish above 12 inches also feed on insects, but also take advantage of meatier offerings such as baitfish, snails, crawdads, leeches, salamanders, and mice. One rule of thumb is the bigger the lure the bigger the trout. Not always the case, but probably true 70 percent of the time.





Trout do 80–90 percent of their feeding below the surface. For fly anglers this makes nymphs and streamers an obvious first choice when exploring a new river and lake. In fact, if you’re really uncertain about what approach to use, there are a few two-fly setups that help reduce your odds of getting skunked.


In the first set-up, tie on a larger dry fly such as a Stimulator or Humpy to use as a strike indicator. Attach to the bend of the dry fly hook a short piece of tippet, 8–12 inches, and tie on a smaller nymph. This gives trout two options and allows you to narrow down the odds of what works.


The second approach uses a streamer, such as an Egg Sucking Leech or Muddler, with the same second piece of tippet, but shorter, 6–8 inches, tied off the bend of the hook leading to a smaller nymph or egg pattern. Small egg patterns work especially well to catch larger trout in fall and spring. This system can also be used with two nymphs, two dry flies, and a nymph and soft hackle.


Recommended Waters


Alvord cutthroat: Trout Creek.


Lahontan cutthroat: Mann Lake, Willow Valley Reservoir.


Rainbow trout: Chickahominy Reservoir, Crane Prairie Reservoir, Detroit Lake, Harriet Lake, Krumbo Reservoir, Metolius River, Prineville Reservoir, Rogue River, Timothy Lake, Wenaha River.


Redband trout: Ana River, Crooked River, Deep Creek, Deschutes River, Donner und Blitzen River, McKenzie River, North Fork Malheur River, Owyhee River.


Upper Klamath Basin redband trout: Agency Lake, Davis Lake, Klamath River, Sprague River, Upper Klamath Lake, Williamson River, Wood River.


Westslope cutthroat: Clatskanie River, Collawash River, North and East Forks of the Nehalem River, North Fork of the Middle Fork Willamette River, Oak Grove Fork of the Clackamas River, Upper Wilson River.


COASTAL CUTTHROAT TROUT


(Oncorhynchus clarkii clarkii)


Also known as “sea-run,” “Coastals,” or “Harvest Trout,” these fish have a long but spotty history on many of Oregon’s coastal rivers and drainages. Long sought for their fighting spirit and unique pedigree as an oceanrun fish like steelhead, their numbers have been devastated, declining to remnant levels, as river habitats have been destroyed by timber harvesting, road building, and river use. Declining numbers combined with anglers’ preferences for steelhead, have resulted in these fish falling out of favor with most anglers; that is, until lately.


There has been a renewed interest in this forgotten fish, partly because of efforts on the part of conservation groups to restore sea-run habitats in many costal rivers. The ODFW has also made a concerted effort to improve searun populations. Fly-Fishing Coastal Cutthroat Trout: Flies, Techniques, Conservation, by Les Johnson, was published in 2004 and helps reacquaint anglers with the sea-run. (This is an updated version of Sea-Run Cutthroat Trout, last printed in 1971.) This is all good news for anglers who once again get to experience the pleasure of catching this feisty trout.


Sea-run cutthroat are hard to confuse with the rosy-colored rainbow trout. Coastals are often bright silver, sometimes showing shades of gold, and are deeply speckled with irregular dark spots. Sea-runs size between a pound and a pound and a half, 12–16 inches. Occasionally a fish of two pounds or more is caught, and 18-inch fish are common. The life cycle of the sea-run cutthroat spans about 10 years. At age two or three, a majority of sea-run cutthroat make a spring migration in May to saltwater. They feed in the bays, estuaries, and along coastlines, rarely venturing into the open ocean. After 2–5 months, they return to the river in the fall, typically October (hence the nickname “Harvest Trout”). The migration patterns are highly variable depending on the river. Some fish can return to freshwater rivers as early as July or as late as December or January.


Most anglers familiar with this fish can confirm their aggressive nature compared to rainbow and even brown trout. Sea-runs like to attack a fast moving fly or lure with shocking quickness. Steelhead anglers frequently catch sea-runs with bright steelhead streamers. Tradition tells us that sea-runs like to hide in slack water around woody debris. This is true, but I catch at least as many fish in faster currents as long as I’m casting around and under brush. In my opinion, brush and obstructions are the key to locating sea-runs.
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coastal cutthrout trout


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


No special equipment is needed; lightweight trout tackle and 4–6-pound test line is sufficient. Lures and flies should be brightly colored and impart a lot of flash or action. Faster retrieves seem to generate more strikes than slow ones. Because sea-runs like to hide, focus particularly around wood debris such as overhanging trees, downed logs, and brushy banks. Cast under these obstacles if possible in order to get the trout’s attention. Casting a lure or fly a foot or two from structures can make a huge difference.


Recommended Waters


Clackamas, Kilchis, Nehalem, Nestucca, Rogue, Sandy, Santiam, and Trask Rivers, Siltcoos Lake.


BULL TROUT


(Salvelinus confluentus)


There are only three places in Oregon where bull trout may be legally retained: Lake Billy Chinook, Lake Simtustus, and the Deschutes River upstream from Lake Billy Chinook to Steelhead Falls. All other rivers and lakes either prohibit fishing or require catch-and-release fishing. One of the best catch-and-release fisheries in Oregon for bull trout over 10 pounds is the Metolius River.


Bull trout are a member of the char family and are native to Oregon and the Pacific Northwest. They require cold, clear water (59–64°F) and as such are an indicator species for how well a watershed is doing. The fact that they are on the endangered list for so many waters is some indication of how troubled many of our rivers are. Bull trout spawn in cold, clear tributaries of main lakes and rivers in September and October.


Bull trout are predacious, feeding on terrestrial and aquatic insects but also on sculpin, whitefish, small kokanee and trout, and other baitfish. Bull trout also take advantage of spawning fish and feed readily on the eggs of trout, kokanee, and whitefish. Most bull trout average quite small, 8–12 inches. There are only a few places where they grow to enormous size. The Oregon state record catch was made in 1989 on Lake Billy Chinook and weighed 23.2 pounds.


Bull trout and brook trout can look remarkably similar: dark spots on a gray or dark olive background. Brook trout have three characteristics bull trout don’t: dark markings on the dorsal fin, red on the paired fins, and marbled, worm-like markings on the back. Proper identification can make the difference between a legal and illegal catch.
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bull trout


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


In rivers, bull trout are fished for with the same methods as rainbow trout and can be caught on all your favorite trout lures, bait, and flies. Bull trout are particularly fond of baitfish patterns and so streamers such as bunny leeches, Woolly Buggers, and spinners such as Rooster Tails work great.


In lakes, the most effective way to fish for bull trout is by trolling large lures like Rapalas, Quickfish, and flatfish, or by using any wobbling lure. The idea is to imitate a crippled baitfish, the primary food source for bull trout. Fly anglers should use streamers such as Clouser Minnows, weighted Zonkers, and weighted Woolly Buggers and rabbit leeches.


Recommended Waters


Legal harvest: Deschutes River upstream from Lake Billy Chinook to Steelhead Falls, Lake Billy Chinook, Lake Simtustus.


Catch-and-release: Beulah Reservoir, Imnaha River, Little Deschutes River, McKenzie River, Metolius River, Odell Lake, Wallowa River, Wenaha River.


STEELHEAD


(Oncorhynchus mykiss)


Steelhead, like salmon, are anadromous, meaning they are born in freshwater streams, migrate to the ocean for their adult phase and return to their native rivers to spawn. Steelhead will spend 1–3 years of their life in the ocean feeding on a rich diet of marine life. In that time span, steelhead can grow from a smelt to an eight-pound fish or bigger. Unlike Pacific salmon, steelhead do not always die after spawning. Steelhead are known to be multiple spawners (iteroparous), making two and sometimes three trips out to the ocean and back. These multiple retuning fish are commonly called two- and three-salt fish. These are the big fish and can reach well over 18 pounds. The Oregon state record was caught in 1970 on the Columbia River weighing 35.8 pounds.


Steelhead and rainbow trout are the exact same species, differentiated only by their lifecycles. It still puzzles scientists why some trout become steelhead and some remain resident trout. Some suspect it is access to the ocean, but that doesn’t account for why some fish never migrate and some do. To further muddy the waters, the offspring from one steelhead may include a mix of both resident rainbow trout and steelhead.


Juvenile steelhead live in rivers for their first few seasons, and anglers frequently catch them when fishing for trout. On such rivers as the Rogue and Umpqua, young steelhead are considered to be trout, while trout over 20 inches are labeled steelhead. The Rogue has one of the few juvenile steelhead sport-fisheries in the state. Called half-pounders, these are steelhead that have been to the ocean but return after their first year at sea. These fish are generally 14–18 inches and are attractive for their aggressiveness when taking a lure.


Steelhead will forever remain one of the most challenging and sought-after fish in the state. Hooking and landing a steelhead is incomparable with any other fish: They are all muscle, toned in the cold fast rivers in which they swim, and they’re confident, tempered by their journey from ocean to river. They fight with power and determination, leaping into the air, and making hard fast runs that can strip an angler’s line to the knot that secures it on the spool. Those who harvest steelhead find their meat delicious, and some prefer it to salmon. There are two runs of steelhead in Oregon: winter and summer. Some, but not all, rivers have both, and it all depends on stocking practices and river conditions. Summer steelhead are generally hatchery-raised fish that are sexually immature and return to rivers between the months of May and October. Winter steelhead are most commonly wild, sexually mature, and return to their native rivers between November and April. Summer fish spawn in the spring and winter fish spawn immediately after reaching their spawning grounds.


In recent years, hatcheries have developed a few more options for anglers desiring hatchery fish. A third stock of fish is becoming popular: the hatchery broodstock. These are hatchery fish bred to coincide with the winter run of fish. In effect, this gives anglers the opportunity to catch keeper hatchery fish during the winter runs. Rivers on which this occurs are Hood, Clackamas, Wilson, Nestucca, and Siletz to name a few. Another recent hatchery practice to increase anglers’ enjoyment is that of “recycling fish.” This practice allows hatcheries to gather up a percentage of returning fish and release them back into the river in order to give anglers a second chance. Rivers on which this occurs in Oregon are the North Fork of the Santiam, Rogue, and Clackamas among others.


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


The average steelhead weighs between 6 and 15 pounds. The most basic tackle set-ups allow for these weight differences. Without getting too specialized, most anglers choose graphite drift rods and spinning rods capable of handling six- to eight-weight lines. Steelhead rods, as opposed to salmon rods, tend to be stiffer through the midsection to allow good casting and a sensitive “touch” or soft action tip. The reason for the soft tip is to allow the angler to feel what is happening with the lure, bait, or fly as it’s moving through the water. Similar to trout fishing, steelhead fishing requires a degree of finesse when it comes to controlling your lure, bait, or fly in the water. Reels should match the line weight and type of rod you’re using. Spinning rods typically use spinning reels and drift rods use levelwinds. Beginning anglers should consider a spinning rod for their first set-up. Levelwinds and drift rods are great tools, but somewhat specialized and can be difficult to operate until you have experience or instruction.
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steelhead


Fly anglers use rods of similar line weight to spin and drift anglers, six to eight weight, with matching reels. Disk drag reels can be an advantage when playing steelhead. Floating fly lines are a mainstay of summer steelhead fishing. Winter fishing is more technical and can require a variety of sink-tips and full sinking lines to get deeper in the water.


Most anglers agree, sharp hooks catch more fish, and nothing dulls a hook like getting caught on a snag, bouncing off rocks, or getting caught in debris. This problem can be solved by carrying a fine-toothed file in your vest or tackle box and periodically checking your hook for sharpness.


LOCATING STEELHEAD


It is generally conceded by most steelhead anglers that if you can get a fly, lure, or bait to a steelhead it will bite. The difficulty with this approach is, of course, locating the fish. Successful steelheading is dependant on one’s ability to locate fish, or put another way, to read water. If you read The Anatomy of Rivers and Lakes in the Fishing Tips section then you have a head start. If you can learn to identify the various parts of a river (riffle, run, pool, tail-out) then you’re halfway to locating steelhead. Like trout, steelhead require cover and comfort, but not food (at least that’s the theory which is counter-pointed by the fact that they take flies, lures, and bait). What this means is steelhead are not like trout in that they rarely seek feeding lanes. Steelhead are on the move, and they want comfort, so they choose water that provides the greatest rest and cover. Good places to look for steelhead are around boulder clusters, ledges, depressions, or pockets in the river bottom covered by 4–6 feet of water. All these areas break up the force of the current and provide cover and safety. A surprising number of steelhead can be found around boulders in tail-outs. The majority of steelhead are picked up along seams where fast and slow water meet, behind boulders in the middle of fast runs, and anywhere the water tends to back up against a tail-out or jutting piece of land. As long as there is current, and it’s not too fast, or obstacles are present to break up the river’s momentum, there is a good chance of finding a steelhead.


Since steelhead are constantly on the move, you should be too when fishing. There is no hard and fast rule other than to cover water thoroughly but quickly, and change runs or pools often; anglers who stay in one spot for hours miss opportunities elsewhere. It only takes a few well-positioned casts before you can determine the fish must be elsewhere.


DRIFT FISHING


Drift fishing, when done right, is a very precise way to deliver bait or other attractors such as yarn, corkies, and jigs directly to steelhead in any kind of water. It is a versatile approach that can be practiced either from the bank or from a boat (technically called side drifting). The basic set-up consists of a hook, four- or five-foot leader connected to a barrel swivel, and a small pencil lead or slinky weight attached to the swivel. The rig just mentioned is cast upstream and allowed to bounce along the bottom at the speed of the current (hence, drift fishing). Contact with the bottom is important and requires the angler’s full attention not to get hung up by repeatedly lifting the rod tip and, if necessary, reeling in line prior to the weight getting stalled. Being able to detect where the bait is in the drift is facilitated by the sensitive rod tip discussed earlier. Tippet lengths and weights may need to be adjusted depending on the shallowness and nature of the river. Popular baits for this method include small clumps of salmon roe, sand shrimp, night crawlers, and artificial set-ups with corkies and yarn. Some anglers combine this technique with spinners, spoons, plugs, and jigs.


FLOAT FISHING


Float fishing, another popular method of catching steelhead, is a variation on drift fishing; it utilizes a float to suspend the bait at various depths in the water column. This is a top-down approach, whereas drift fishing is a bottom-up approach. Float fishing requires a little more fine-tuning in order to keep your bait suspended at the right depth for each hole or run. This is a very effective method with the same baits listed above for drift fishing, but I think the real advantage with this method is in using jigs, those feathery lead-headed lures which steelhead can never resist. Spoons and lures are also used with this method.


BACK-TROLLING


Back-trolling, or pulling plugs, is an old technique developed by drift-boaters that has fallen out of favor with some anglers in light of more exciting drift- and float-fishing techniques, but it’s an effective method nonetheless. Plugs (Hotshots, Wiggle Warts, Fatfish, and Tadpollys) work by diving to the bottom when counter pressure is applied on the lure. From a boat, this means anglers let out the lures 20–50 feet in front of the boat while the rower pulls back to create drag. The plug dives to the bottom and wiggles and wobbles, seducing the steelhead (and salmon) into striking. Plugs are difficult to use from the bank without the aid of a side-planer to keep the plug in the current. The other traditional fishing method is good ol’ spinners and spoons. These are cast from the bank or boat and worked methodically through potential steelhead lies.


FLY-FISHING


Fly-fishing is also an effective method for catching steelhead, even if it’s somewhat difficult and limited. Fly-fishing is not the most effective delivery system for getting a tempting lure to a fish. Success with fly gear requires more advanced skills than most anglers possess when starting out. Winter steelheading is especially difficult and not for the faint of heart when it comes to casting large flies with heavy sinking lines. To add to the difficulties, fly anglers frequently have to find their own water because their methods are simply not compatible when used in the same pools and runs with traditional gear anglers; back casts, line mending, and floating line all create problems when mixed with the cast and drift techniques of drift anglers.


That said, here are a few tips for fly-fishing for steelhead. The trend on most rivers right now is nymphing. Most nymph rigs involve a two-fly setup under a large poly-foam or cork indicator. The lead fly is usually a weighted nymph such as a Kauffman Stonefly, or big Copper John, followed by a smaller dropper fly such as a prince nymph (some overzealous anglers use three flies, but you can imagine the potential for disaster that holds). Keep the flies separated on a 8- to 14-inch piece of tippet. From a boat, nymph fishing is not much different than drift fishing and is a matter of keeping a consistent dead drift off the side of the boat while moving with the current. Bank anglers can approach this kind of fishing by casting upstream, then using mends and an appropriate amount of slack line to keep the fly line from pulling the fly downstream.


A more traditional method of fly-fishing for steelhead employs the use of streamers, floating and sinking lines, and a fair amount of technical expertise to get a good drift. This method involves casting your streamer down and across the current, then allowing the fly to swing through the bottom of the run. Anglers tend to start at the top of a run and work their way downriver in two- or three-step increments until they reach the pool or tailout. Traditional flies for this method include Green-Butt Skunks, Purple Perils, Skykomish Sunrises, Coal Cars, Spawning Purples, and various kinds of spey flies. Less traditional streamer patterns include Starlight Leeches, Egg Sucking Leeches, String Leeches, and any other un-godly creation dreamed up at the “midnight-vise,” provided it contains fluorescent feathers, long strips of rabbit fur, bead heads, cone heads, and lead-eyes.


Dry fly-fishing for steelhead is an innovative approach that works better for summer steelhead because the fish are more active and willing to move for the right offering. Surface strikes on a dry fly are explosive and powerful. The technique here involves skating a large buoyant dry fly such as a Bumble Bee, Wally Waker, or Bomber across the top of the water. The resulting look is the fly creating a wake, disturbing the water surface in such a way that it agitates a fish into striking. Fishing for summer steelhead during an October caddis hatch is a good time to employ a skated dry fly to imitate the clumsy surface skating action of these large caddis as they try to take flight.


Recommended Waters


Chetco, Clackamas, Columbia, Deschutes, Grande Ronde, Hood, Illinois, John Day, Nehalem, Nestucca, North Umpqua, Rogue, Sandy, Santiam, Siletz, South Umpqua, Trask, and Wilson Rivers.


CHINOK SALMON


(Oncorhynchus tshawytscha)


Also known as the King Salmon, Tyee Salmon, Blackmouths, Springers (spring chinook), Upriver Brights (fall chinook), and June Hogs (summer chinook), chinook are the largest salmon species in Oregon and consequently the most popular with anglers. Chinook are caught for both sport and eating, but primarily the latter. Chinook can be caught in the open ocean, bays, tidewaters, and in freshwater rivers. The life cycle of a salmon is anadromous, meaning they are born in fresh water, spend a portion of their lives at sea and return to their native river to spawn. Most chinook rear in their natal river for 1–2 years, then spend 2–5 years in the ocean. Once returning salmon hit fresh water, they begin to die, and do die once spawning is completed.


Anglers want to find the freshest fish they can, and this means fishing in the lower ends of rivers and in bays. That said, a lot of fresh chinook are caught in upper portions of rivers such as the Rogue and Umpqua and they remain almost as fresh and bright as when they entered the river. The key point is that the longer the fish is in the river the less chance it will be a good eating fish, and less than desirable to catch as the fish are literally rotting to death.


Average chinook weigh between 10 and 15 pounds, but fish between 45 and 65 pounds are not uncommon. The Oregon state record is a longstanding one, caught in 1910 on the Umpqua River and weighing 83 pounds. There are two seasons salmon enter freshwater rivers to spawn: spring and fall. Spring chinook enter the rivers from April to July, and fall chinook arrive in September through December. There are some subtle distinctions on certain rivers, and sometimes there can be what’s called a summer and winter run, but these are anomalies. Rivers such as the Nestucca, Nehalem, Wilson, Rogue, and Chetco have long tidal reaches, and fish may arrive in these areas a full month prior to ascending into freshwater. The first fall rains that raise the river’s water level prompt the movement into fresh water. Fall chinook and coho salmon can usually be found in the same run. Fall chinook are preceded by summer steelhead and succeeded by winter steelhead, and overlap is quite frequent, making it possible for anglers to catch two or three different species at one time. Rivers like the Rogue, Umpqua, and Wilson are famous for their overlapping runs of fish.
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Some rivers such as the Umatilla have special regulations for jack salmon. Jack salmon are not a species of salmon, but a sexually immature salmon of any species and are distinguished from the adults by their size. Coho jacks are between 15 and 20 inches; any other salmon between 15 and 24 inches is considered a jack salmon. On most rivers in Oregon, except the Pistol River, one is not required to obtain a salmon/steelhead tag in order to catch and retain jack salmon.


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Although chinook are caught in both ocean and freshwater, tackle remains similar, but saltwater rods and reels need to be made of corrosion-resistant metals. Salmon rods come in many categories depending on the type of fishing you’re doing. There are rods for float fishing, drift fishing, trolling, spinner fishing, plunking, mooching, jigging, and back bouncing. A lot of these rods will double for several techniques. In general, rods used from a boat or shore that require leverage to lift heavy weights will be shorter and stiffer than rods used for casting spinners and floats from the boat or bank. Casting rods need to be stiff enough to power a 35-pound fish, but supple enough for casting. For plunking and trolling, a good general rod is a 7.5–9-foot, stiff, heavy-duty graphite rod with a sensitive tip. The sensitive tip allows anglers to feel subtle takes and to have some control over the position of their bait and casting. Anglers fishing rivers with floats and spinner techniques may want something with slightly less backbone than an ocean rod for casting purposes. Anglers jigging for salmon prefer a heavy-duty rod of fiberglass construction with a stiff tip to allow good hook sets. Reels are usually levelwinds, constructed with good drag systems and enough capacity to handle 200–250 feet of 15–25-pound test line. Monofilament line is preferred for depths above 100 feet, but below 100 feet anglers like to switch to a low-stretch ultra-braid line for better hook sets.


There are many techniques used for catching salmon, depending where you choose to fish. The primary methods are trolling with plugs, spoons, and spinners; mooching with herring or salmon eggs; and anchor fishing and bobber fishing with bait such as herring or eggs and jigs.


TROLLING


Both trolling and mooching occur in the bays and in tidewater. The most effective way to troll is to use a three-way swivel: Attach one end of the swivel to your line, another to a leader bearing a one- to three-ounce weight, and another leader with the attached plug, spinner, or spoon. Troll slowly enough to keep your weight close to the bottom to deliver the bait, but not hitting the bottom.


MOOCHING


Mooching, which is a lot like jigging, is practiced in bays and tidewater where currents allow for a straight down presentation in easy currents. This method allows anglers to suspend a live or dead herring directly under the boat in the zone of salmon. Banana weights are popular for this technique, and are tied in the line 6–12 inches above the bait. Mooching can be done from either an anchored boat in still water or from a drifting boat, often called wind drifting. Mooching is a slow process, but its proponents swear by it.


ANCHOR FISHING


Anchor fishing uses a similar set-up to trolling, except the boat is anchored and the bait or plug is allowed to work against the current. Enough weight should be used to keep the bait near, but not on, the bottom. Most anglers look for their line to have a 45–60 degree angle to the water’s surface. Any less or more of an angle means the bait is too high in the water or the weight is hung-up on the bottom.


BOBBER FISHING


Bobber fishing is most productive in water with current, like rivers or the heads of tidewater. Bobbers suspend bait from the top down. The key with this approach is to know the depth of your water and keep the bait suspended near the bottom without actually snagging on the bottom. Bobber fishing is also popular while fishing off of jetties and from a boat in bays when the tide is moving in or out and there is enough current to promote a drift. The preferred bait for this kind of fishing is herring, but salmon eggs also work.


River techniques include back bouncing with bait, back trolling with plugs, and spinner fishing. Back bouncing is a method of lifting and dropping your weight, bouncing it on the bottom, so that the bait or lure is worked downstream. This technique is similar to anchor fishing, but with line releases to move the bait. Back trolling works with a plug or plug/bait combination downstream to a waiting fish. The boat must be held in the current to allow for the plug to dive with the resistance of the water. The boat then can be edged downriver, while maintaining tension on the diving plug. This method is a favorite of drift-boaters. Plugs for salmon include large flatfish, Kwickfish, and salmon-sized hotshots. Fluorescent colors such as orange, green, and red work best. Casting spinners and spoons is always an effective technique. Spoons and spinners should be weighted to reach adequate depths and worked systematically across the river and through a run or pool. Coverage is the most important factor here, and the best way to do that is to cast, take a step downriver, and repeat. Spinners include the Luhr-Jensen Clearwater Flash, Alsea Specials, and Krystal Flash Salmon Spinners.


Recommended Waters


Alsea River, Chetco River, Clackamas River, Columbia River, Nehalem River and Bay, Nestucca River, Pistol River, Rogue River, Sandy River, Siuslaw River and Bay, Tillamook Bay, Umpqua River, Willamette River, Wilson River, Winchester Bay. Good winter runs on the Coquille, Elk, and Sixes Rivers.


COHO (SILVER) SALMON


(Oncorhynchus kisutch)


Also known as silvers, coho are an elusive salmon, and often protected in Oregon to help boost a population that started declining in the early 1970s. Anglers seek coho for both their sport and eating qualities. The distinguishing characteristic of coho versus chinook, other than size, is that coho can often be caught close to the surface, requiring little to no weight, and they often put on a surface show when hooked. Because of their surface feeding habits, fly anglers have a better than usual opportunity to catch coho. While there is a strong run of hatchery fish on some waters, a majority of the population is wild and off-limits to harvest. Openocean fishing along Oregon’s shores is mostly off-limits to anglers, but occasionally there are brief openings each year. All rivers are closed to coho fishing unless exceptions are made in the Oregon Fishing Regulations. All coho spawn in fall, September through November, often coinciding with the fall chinook run. There are three coast lakes that are also good producers of coho salmon: Siltcoos, Tahkenitch, and Tenmile. In fact, the Oregon state record was caught out of Siltcoos Lake in 1966 weighing 25 pounds, 5.25 ounces. Average coho weigh 8–12 pounds and measure about two feet long.


Chinook and coho can be difficult to tell apart. The most reliable way to tell the difference, as recommended by the ODFW, is to look inside the mouth at the gum line in the lower jaw. On a chinook this area is black; on a coho it’s white. Other differences: there are smooth tail fin rays on a chinook, while the coho’s are ribbed; the entire tail is spotted on a chinook, while only the upper tail lobe is spotted on a coho.
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Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Rods and reel will depend on the type of fishing you’re doing. Because coho are smaller fish than chinooks, anglers can use lighter weight tackle like that associated with steelhead fishing. Bait and casting rods are generally made of graphite, with a stiff middle section and supple tip. Spinning and levelwind reels can be rigged with 8–15-pound test monofilament line. Trolling and jigging rods can be slightly heaver and have stiffer tips. Seven- and eight-weight fly rods with matching reels and line are adequate.


All kinds of methods take coho, and the decision depends on where you’re fishing. Trolling is the most popular method in saltwater bays and river mouths. Anglers troll spinners or herring and enough weight to fish between 20 and 50 feet of water. Sometimes no weight is required when coho are feeding on or near the surface. You can also troll “coho flies” in combination with a flasher. Popular colors for coho are fluorescent colors in orange, red, yellow, and pink. Mooching with herring is productive in deeper brackish water, at depths of 40–50 feet. Other methods include float fish, and simply casting spinners or flies over productive lies.


In rivers, coho are taken on spinners, spoons, and diving plugs, but generally it’s not necessary to go deep. Think of coho as holding in the same areas as steelhead, in shallower areas along ledges, current seams, runs, and around boulders.


Recommended Waters


Alsea River, Columbia River, Coos Bay, Coquille River, Nehalem River, Rogue River, Salmon River, Siltcoos Lake, Siuslaw River, Tahkenitch Lake, Tenmile Lake, Umpqua River, Wilson River, Young’s River.


CHUM SALMON


(Oncorhynchus keta)


In many ways, Oregon is lucky to have a chum salmon run (also called Dog Salmon, Keta, and Calicos), the second-largest salmon next to the chinook. That is because Oregon, or Tillamook Bay to be exact, sits at the southernmost limit of the chum salmon’s range, which is predominantly to the north in Washington, Canada, and Alaska. This is a highly prized eating fish in those northern states, but here in Oregon the chum salmon has fallen on rough times. Declining populations have forced the ODFW to allow fishing on only two Oregon rivers, the Kilchis and Miami, and both have limited seasons and catch-andrelease restrictions. These restrictions have been in place for a while, and there are signs that populations are rebuilding. Perhaps, if runs continue to improve, Oregon anglers will once again be able to enjoy the chum as more than a sport fish.


Chum salmon enter Oregon rivers in the fall, beginning in September and November, and average between 10 and 15 pounds. The Oregon state record was caught in 1990 on the Kilchis River weighing 23 pounds.
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Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Tackle for chum salmon should include heavyweight graphite rods, spin or levelwind (bait casting) reels, and 20-pound test line. Fly anglers can use stiff seven- to nine-weight rods and matching reels and fly line.


All chum salmon are caught in rivers in Oregon. Chum are particularly aggressive and territorial, and they are a favorite among anglers because they take lures so readily. Traditional gear techniques for catching chum include drift fishing and casting spinners, spoons, and plugs. The most popular color is green or chartreuse; other choices include fluorescent colors such as pink, purple, and red. Chum are very popular with fly anglers who have no trouble getting these fish to take a fly. Large rabbit streamers in the above-mentioned colors work best.


Recommended Waters


Kilchis and Miami Rivers.


KOKANEE


(Oncorhynchus Nerka)


Kokanee, also known as silver trout, bluebacks, sockeye, silversides, and redfish, are landlocked sockeye salmon, resident in many lakes in Oregon. The anadromous version of this fish populated Oregon waters in the past, most notably in the Grande Ronde and Deschutes watersheds, but are currently extinct. All existing kokanee populations inhabit lakes and are self populating, spawning in local tributaries. The Metolius is one such river that gets a sizable run from Lake Billy Chinook.


Kokanee are known as great fighters and for their excellent-tasting meat. Kokanee average 8–20 inches with average catches below 14 inches. The larger the lake, and hence the lower the population density, the larger the average fish. Lake Billy Chinook, a sizable reservoir, is known for growing kokanee up to four pounds. The Oregon state record was caught at Wallowa Lake in 2001, weighing 6.12 pounds.


The primary food source for kokanee is plankton, but they are also known to feed on insects and larva. Kokanee like cold water—50°F and colder. Lakes that warm past this temperature drive these fish to the bottom, requiring anglers to fish at very deep levels, 100 feet or more. For this reason, kokanee flourish in lakes with depths exceeding 100–200 feet. Many anglers use fish finders to locate fish when they are at their deepest levels.


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Trolling, jigging, and still-fishing are all productive methods for catching kokanee. Fishing at deeper depths is better suited to any length medium-action rods. Reels should be rigged with six- to eight-pound test line. Trolling is accomplished with the use of a string of trolling blades and bright lures. Small spoons, spinners, or plugs painted in red, silver, or orange tipped with a small piece of bait such as a night crawlers work best. Trolling in a straight line is not nearly as effective as trolling in an s-curve pattern, which allows the lure to drop and vibrate in the turns. Troll very slowly for best results. Jigging is equally effective with mini-jigs and Buzz Bombs painted with the fluorescent colors mentioned above. Bait such as white corn, maggots, or small pieces of worm are added to the jigs. Still fishing is accomplished with weight and small spinners or bait.


Recommended Waters


Crescent Lake, Cultus Lake, Green Peter Reservoir, Lake Billy Chinook, Metolius River, Odell Lake, Paulina Lake, Wallowa Lake, Wickiup Reservoir.


SACRAMENTO PERCH


(Archoplites interruptus)


The Sacramento perch (not really a perch) is the only native Western member of the sunfish family. The only place to catch this fish in Oregon is on the Lost River east of Klamath Falls. The Lost River is, of course, where the state record fish came from in 1998, weighing 11.2 ounces. Sacramento perch provide good sport for such a small fish. They feed on insects, small crustaceans, and small minnows, and similar to other perch species, occupy weedy shorelines and are tolerant of warm waters.


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Use small marabou jigs, spinners, and other lures in the weed beds or alongside the tulles wherever deeper water is present. Mid-spring and summer will prove to be the most productive times of year. Most baits work, including grubs and night crawlers. Also try any variety of small spinners or streamer flies that imitate baitfish.


Recommended Waters


Lost River.


STURGEON:
WHITE AND GREEN


White sturgeon (Acipenser transmontanus) are also known as Pacific sturgeon, Oregon sturgeon, Columbia sturgeon, and Sacramento sturgeon. They are the largest freshwater fish in North America and can tip the scales at over 1,500 pounds and reach lengths of 20 feet. They are found most abundantly in the Columbia River and along both the northern and southern coast in bays. Green sturgeon (Acipenser medirostris) are smaller and more rare, only existing in a few locations like the Columbia. The maximum size of green sturgeon is seven feet and up to 350 pounds. The appearance of both is similar, but they are a different color, as their names would suggest. Anglers catch surgeon for both sport, due to their enormous size, and eating. The same techniques for white sturgeon can be applied for green sturgeon.


A sturgeon’s appearance is a little unsettling at first; it resembles some sort of prehistoric creature. A sturgeon’s skeleton is made up of cartilage and, rather than scales, they have rows of bony plates for protection. There is no Oregon state record for sturgeon because the maximum size limit that may be removed from the water is 60 inches. Many sturgeon in the Columbia River are more than 100 years old.


Sturgeon are bottom dwellers and are most commonly found in freshwater, but they often migrate to saltwater bays and estuaries. They spawn in freshwater during the months of May and June and prefer cobbled bottoms for spawning areas. Females are known to produce 100,000 to several million eggs at one time. Primary food sources include other fish, shellfish, crayfish, clams, and shrimp.


Tackle, Tactics, and Tips


Boat anglers can use shorter rods because casting is not imperative. Seven- to nine-foot rods are adequate. Fishing from the shore requires longer rods for casting leverage, and 11-foot rods are not uncommon. Levelwind reels should be rigged with at least 200 yards of 40–80-pound test monofilament or ultra-braid line.
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white sturgeon


Sturgeon fishing means fishing with bait. Because sturgeon are bottom feeders, rooting around in the mud, sand, and rocks for a meal, anglers must get their bait on the bottom. The most popular baits are whole smelt and shad. Some anglers will use pieces of salmon or clam meat as well. The most challenging aspects of sturgeon fishing are detecting the bite, knowing when to set the hook, and keeping bait on the bottom in deep, fast water. Weights can be huge, 16–24 ounces, but it all depends on the current and depth of the water. This also creates a lot of additional resistance when playing sturgeon, but that’s the price one pays for getting to these fish. Once the bait is firmly anchored on the bottom, it is imperative that it be left alone and not moved. To accomplish this, boats have to be anchored and secured so the current doesn’t sweep the boat from side to side. It’s important to check once in a while to make sure the bait is firmly anchored. If it keeps breaking loose, the weight may not be heavy enough. Because sturgeon do not have teeth they mouth the bait, sucking it in slowly, piece by piece. It is for this reason that anglers often have to abstain from setting the hook immediately. When it looks as if a sturgeon is beginning to take bait anglers need to wait for a solid take, and this can sometimes take a few agonizing seconds. When the bait is property engulfed, then anglers needs to give a hard hook-set.


Bait riggings are a matter of preference, but a majority of anglers attach a section of Dacron leader to the main line with a swivel. Then, a series of half-hitches are placed around the bait so that the smelt or shad is hanging upside down with the hook hanging out of the mouth of the bait. A sliding sinker is attached to the main line so it can work its way up and down the line.
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