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FOREWORD








The last time I fished with Ed Engle we were out in a johnboat on a weedy 800-acre lake. I was at the oars and Ed was standing in the bow, deftly plucking largemouth bass from potholes in the thick bulrushes. He was using a rig that most small-fly trout fishers would think of as a rug beater: a nine-foot, 8-weight rod, a 30-pound leader, and a five-inch-long rabbit fur streamer. During the inevitable slow spells, he was talking about an upcoming return trip to Alaska for king salmon where the rods would be two sizes heavier and the fish even bigger.


If that doesn’t seem to have a lot of bearing on a book about fishing small flies, consider that a good fisherman is a good fisherman, regardless of the quarry or the size of the hooks, and that flippin’ for bass in thick cover is not entirely unlike short line nymphing for trout with a size 22 midge pupa, although with bass you do want to set the hook a bit harder.


The fact is, there are more similarities than differences between types of fishing, and a well-rounded angler like Ed tends to have a more eclectic view of things than a myopic specialist. He can translate tactics and approaches from one species or water type to another because, in the long run, they’re all just fish and we’re all just fishermen.


But of course Ed does qualify as a small-fly specialist because he’s done a lot of small-fly fishing for a very long time. He’s successfully fished miniature flies for decades for difficult trout in sometimes inscrutable spring creeks and tailwaters, both as a fisherman and as a guide, where he not only has to know the techniques inside out, but also has to be able to explain them succinctly to excited or despondent fishermen. That takes the kind of self-awareness that allows you to know exactly what you’re doing and why you’re doing it. It also takes the facility with plain-spoken language that keeps your descriptions from sounding like technical gibberish. That combination is rare among guides and writers, but Ed has it, both on the water and on the page.


Those of you who are familiar with Ed’s work will recognize this as a companion volume to his previous book, Tying Small Flies. He wrote both out of a characteristic sense of completeness and followed the book on fly patterns with this one because, as important as fly patterns can be, there’s still a lot more to catching fish than just having the right fly, even to the point that it’s better to fish the wrong fly well than to fish the right one poorly.


He’s done a fine job of it. Both books stand on their own, with virtually no repetition between them. You can read one or the other or both in no particular order, but together they comprise a magnum opus on the subject.


As always, Ed’s advice is like his fishing: informed, well considered, and with no wasted motion. His crystal clear explanation of how tailwaters and spring creeks work is alone worth the price of admission. The same goes for his tip on how to try speed casting with the rod you already have instead of buying a specialized new stick just for that purpose.


He’s also an advocate of simplicity in a sport that has gotten increasingly complicated. It may be true—as it was with me—that you won’t realize you don’t need everything until you’ve owned and used everything at least once, but I suggest you listen to Ed when he tells you to pare down the gear in order to put as little as possible between you and the fish. He’s right, and it’s hard-earned wisdom.


I also like Ed’s sense of practicality, as in his advice about choosing tackle. There may be no such thing as perfect fly tackle (not that that keeps any of us from looking) but Ed suggests that you at least get stuff that won’t detract from the fishing.


I especially liked his discussion of how to see fish: one of the most useful things a fisherman can learn to do. I know Ed to be an excellent fish spotter. He sees them when I don’t, and when I see two, he sees six. He says it comes from guiding, and it probably does, although you can’t completely rule out natural talent. Anyway, what he says about spotting fish is worth some study and practice. You may never get as good at it as Ed is, but it is possible to train yourself to see more than you do now.


Ed even delves a little into the imponderables: the instinct or fish sense that separates the good fishermen from the precious few great ones. This can be heady stuff. It’s undeniably real, but many writers aren’t aware of it and many others are afraid to touch it. My advice is give it a chance, even if your mind doesn’t automatically work that way.


Like most of the best fishermen, Ed’s skills aren’t always obvious when he’s fishing. He usually doesn’t seem to be doing anything differently than any other fisherman on the river—except that he’s often catching more fish. That’s because he can not only spot fish, but observation and experience tell him where to look. His cast may look like anyone else’s, but it’s more likely to be right over a trout and also more likely to be with the right type of fly, since the fish’s behavior tells him what it’s feeding on and where—right on the surface, in the film, an inch deep, six inches. . . . 


And things just always seem to go smoothly for no apparent reason. Some of that comes from a lifetime on the water, but there’s also an attention to small, but sometimes crucial, details. For instance, Ed always keeps his line wound neatly and snugly on the reel. Even on a good day, you may not get a fish that takes much line, but you never know when you’ll hook a screamer and when it happens you don’t want a rat’s nest in your reel.


When it comes right down to it, this is the kind of fishing book we all look for and too seldom find: the one written by an experienced fisherman who knows how to catch fish and who’s a good enough writer to let us in on how he does it.


John Gierach
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INTRODUCTION








A few years ago when I was writing Tying  Small Flies, I knew that I wasn’t telling the whole story. As much as I liked tying and designing small flies, I understood that having the right tiny fly imitation wasn’t all there was to catching a trout. I even found myself making allusions to the importance of small-fly fishing technique in the book. It was clear to me then that I had a lot more to say about how to fish small flies.


Fishing Small Flies is the product of many years of fishing small flies mostly on western rivers and spring creeks but also on some of the storied eastern and southern small-fly waters. Most of what I have to say concerns how you can refine and, in some cases, modify basic fly-fishing techniques to accommodate the unique challenges of fishing small flies. I’ve organized the book to provide a foundation that includes definitions of classic small-fly water and some other less common small-fly fishing opportunities. I’ve taken a look at tackle and various other odds and ends that are useful to small-fly anglers.


There is a special emphasis placed on making observations of trout that are feeding on small flies. One of the great pleasures of fishing small flies is that the trout are often feeding in shallow, clear water. The best fishing revolves around spotting and carefully stalking a single trout. Making insightful observations and then acting on those observations are the basis of successful small-fly angling.


I’ve included chapters on basic subsurface small-fly techniques and fishing small flies on and near the surface. I consider these chapters, coupled with the one on striking, landing, and playing trout on small flies, as the real foundation for fishing small flies. Developing these skills to the point where they are instinctive paves the way to fishing small flies at the highest level.


All of the chapters in the book should act as building blocks to the chapter on fishing the major small-fly hatches. I pay special attention to the hatches I am most familiar with as a western small-fly fisher, but I know that much of the information can be translated to specific hatches in other parts of the country. An even more crucial idea included in the chapter is that it’s possible to match more than the hatch. When you fish small flies it’s important to use every observation at your disposal. This may mean that in some fishing situations it becomes most important to match the riseform rather than the hatch. In another scenario it may be crucial to match your cast to a riseform.


In an effort to go beyond matching the hatch I’ve expanded standard hatch charts to include matching small-fly pattern types to riseforms and other observations that fly fishers normally make. Hopefully, the charts will provide a starting point for a more comprehensive on-the-water process for catching trout on the small fly. None of this is new. It’s more about making out-of-the-ordinary connections between familiar fly-fishing tactics—maybe a certain cast works better at the beginning of a hatch than at the end, or what happens if we take special care to match a small-fly pattern to a specific riseform rather than an insect?


Finally, you’ll find a thread running through this book about less being more. I think that the best fly fishing occurs when there’s as little between me and the trout as possible. It seems only natural that the ultimate goal of fishing small flies should be lightness. If I can catch a trout on a single size 24 fly attached to a 6X or 7X leader fished on a sensitive, well-tuned fly rod, it makes my day. But I now acknowledge that there can be another level to the experience. I think that beyond the fly-fishing fundamentals, beyond the tackle, and beyond the fly patterns, fishing small flies will hone your instincts to a fine edge. That’s when it comes down to the only thing between you and the trout—a cobweb-thin tippet.


There are always other fly fishers, writers, editors, and publishers to thank when you write a fly-fishing book. Several chapters in this book appeared in different shorter versions in American Angler magazine and Flyfishing & Tying Journal. Art Scheck, John Likakis, Dave Hughes, Kim Koch, and Phil Monahan have all had a hand at editing and improving my articles over the years. John Randolph at Fly Fisherman magazine provided important input on striking and hooking fish. Entomologist/fly fisher Rick Hafele made significant contributions to this book concerning small-fly entomology and life cycles. Judith Schnell and Amy Lerner at Stackpole Books direct the process where all the pieces are fitted together so nicely into a book.


None of this could happen without time on the river, and it doesn’t hurt to fish with talented and insightful fly fishers such as Gary Anderson, A. K. Best, John Gierach, Roy Palm, Stan Benton, Mike Clark, Roger Hill, Gary Willmart, Dusty Sprague, and Peter Kummerfeldt. I should also thank all of the people I’ve guided on Colorado’s South Platte River over the past fifteen years. It is a great small-fly river, and by guiding all of you I’ve really learned how to see trout. The opportunity to just observe trout day in and day out has, more than anything else, taught me how to fish small flies.


Dan Wecks at the Business of Art Center in Manitou Springs, Colorado, provided a quiet, pleasant workplace to write and edit this book. Dave Woverton provided technical support for the photography. Dusty Sprague, a Federation of Fly Fishers Certified Master Casting Instructor, demonstrated the casts that I photographed for this book and added insight into the nature of what makes a fishing cast work.


I’m sure I’ve left a few names out of these acknowledgments. If one of them is yours, please accept my thanks for your contributions.


Finally, thanks to my sweetheart Jana Rush, who has always found the time to run up to the river with me when I needed someone to help me take one last photo. My mother, Bernice Engle, and sister, Carolyn Reyes, as always are there to support me when the going gets tough.


My thanks, again.
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CHAPTER ONE








Anatomy of a Small-Fly River


The wild irises are in full bloom along Colorado’s South Platte River. As much as I admire the vibrant color they bring to the valley floor, I must confess that my appreciation goes beyond the flower’s beauty. Each year when the iris are in bloom the river comes alive with a convergence of aquatic insect hatches that bring even the shy, oversize brown trout to the surface.


I like to be on the water at dawn when the robust-bodied little mayflies the fly fishermen call Tricos hatch. Or more accurately, I should say when the female Tricos hatch and are then followed into the air by the males, who hatched at twilight the night before and have been patiently awaiting the arrival of the females. The newly emerged females that successfully make it into the air go directly into mating swarms. A portion of those who don’t are consumed by trout that have queued up in the feeding lanes, also awaiting the females’ arrival. Needless to say, those rising trout are the reason for my early arrival to the river. They often supply the least difficult Trico angling of the day.


Somewhere toward the end of the Trico hatch a smattering of small, tan caddisflies begins to pop from the surface. The hatch doesn’t present the abundance of insects that the Tricos do, but nonetheless it is a predictable yearly event and the trout make up for the lack of naturals by exuberantly chasing down every one they can. With time on this river, during these sweet weeks, you learn that a little CDC caddis imitation fished before you see any naturals on the water will often be greeted by the splashy rise of a very nice size trout.


As the caddisflies continue to trickle off the water, you will begin to see the great mating swarms of Tricos hovering closer and closer to the water’s surface. The first of the Trico females that fall spent to the water’s surface after laying eggs will be met by the nonchalant sipping rises of the trout that are now stacked into the feeding lanes. A little run that might have held a fish or two is suddenly clogged with ten or fifteen fish patiently sipping the spent spinners. Before long the surface is thick with spinners and rising trout. Then there is a lull, followed by another pulse of rises in response to another raft of spent spinners drifting downstream on the water’s surface.


A well-presented imitation will catch trout. This is the very beginning of a hatch and spinner fall that will last four months. Right now the trout are intoxicated with the easy pickings. In a week the largest trout will be feeding almost exclusively on drowned spent spinners. The other trout will have become more discriminating. In a month it will take everything you know about fishing small flies to get a fish to take. But for now, the fishing is sweet.


Somewhere in the thick of the spinner fall, you’ll catch a glimpse of a lighter, pale yellow mayfly. If it’s on the surface, there is a good chance you’ll see a riseform quite unlike the sipping Trico rise. The rise will have the authority of a trout who knows whatever it is after might get away. These are hatching pale morning duns that are imbedded in the Trico spinner fall this time of year. The trout will go out of their way to take them, often to the extent of completely ignoring the Trico spinners.


Sometime between noon and two in the afternoon, what began with the female Trico hatch and progressed to include a caddisfly hatch that eventually led to a pale morning dun hatch will end as the last of the Tricos fall spent to the water’s surface. The trout that are stacked in the feeding lanes disappear.


The first questions that an observant fly fisher new to the South Platte River will ask are what accounts for this great abundance of aquatic insects and why are most of them so small?


TAILWATERS


Okay, there’s a hook to the story. The section of the South Platte River I was describing is a tailwater. It’s the regulated river that occurs below the dam on the Spinney Mountain Reservoir. This particular reservoir, like five others on the South Platte, is a water storage reservoir that serves the Denver metropolitan area and agricultural users on Colorado’s high arid plains. Engineers use the reservoirs to store the water. The river is then used to transport it downstream. Reservoirs operated solely to generate electricity are less common in the western states, but they do account for some legendary tailwater fishing in Arkansas, Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Some reservoirs like the Flaming Gorge Reservoir on the Green River in Utah are used to store water and generate electricity on the side.


The tailwaters that occur below water storage reservoirs in temperate climate zones are the most important to small-fly enthusiasts. Many of the older reservoirs have the gates near the bottom of the dam. If you are familiar with lakes and reservoirs in temperate climates, you’ll know that the water stratifies into layers with different temperatures during the summer. The warmest water (epilimnion) is on the surface because the wind is constantly mixing it with the warmer air temperatures. The next layer, known as the thermocline, is where water temperatures rapidly decrease. The bottom layer of water (hypolimnion) is the coldest.
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Tailwaters still look like the freestone rivers they once were, but their trout-growing potential rivals that of a spring creek.
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Seasonal Water Temperature Changes in a Temperate Zone Reservoir Illustrations derived from Biology, 3rd ed., by Helena Curtis, p. 891. Top left: In summer the top layer of water (epilimnion) is warmed when the wind mixes it with warm air temperatures. The less dense, warmer water stays on top. Water temperatures drop quickly in the middle layer (thermocline). A bottom layer of water (hypolimnion) is the coldest. Top middle: In autumn the upper layer of water is cooled when the wind mixes it with cooler air temperatures. The temperature of the epilimnion cools to that of the hypolimnion and the water in the entire reservoir circulates, causing the fall overturn. Top right: Eventually the entire reservoir reaches the same temperature.
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Bottom left: In the winter the surface cools to 0 degrees C and freezes. The less dense, coldest water remains near the surface and the warmer water remains near the bottom. Winter stratification then occurs. Bottom middle: In spring the ice melts and once again the wind mixes the surface with warm air temperatures. The water in the entire reservoir then circulates and the spring overturn occurs. Bottom right: Eventually the entire reservoir reaches the same temperature. Warming air temperatures then set the stage once again for summer stagnation. This seasonal cycle of water temperatures in temperate-zone reservoirs with bottom release gates results in cooler water temperatures in the summer and warmer water temperatures in the winter in the tailwater below the reservoir.


As autumn approaches, the air temperature gets colder and colder. The wind continues to mix it with the epilimnion, but the result now is that it cools the water until it eventually reaches the temperature of the thermocline and ultimately the cold temperatures of the hypolimnion. This results in the fall turnover when, for a period of time, the water temperature is the same from top to bottom in the reservoir.
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Tailwaters located in valleys where the gradient is low resemble spring creeks in their appearance and ability to produce trout.


As the air temperatures get colder and colder, water does a weird thing. It becomes less dense. When ice forms on the reservoir’s surface the coldest layer of water is on top. The bottom layer of water that’s still liquid is warmer. It stays like that until spring when the air temperature and solar radiation combine to melt the ice. What is now colder, denser water tends to sink to the bottom, while all the time the warm spring winds are mixing with, and warming, the upper layers of water. This results in the spring turnover when once again water temperatures throughout the reservoir are the same. But before long the water begins to stratify by temperature again, summer arrives, and we’re back where we started.


By now you’re probably thinking, “Who cares!” But hang on. If you like fishing small flies, you will care. Here’s the point. Because the gates on many dams are bottom-release, you get a temperature effect in tailwaters known as “summer cool–winter warm.” It means that in the wintertime the somewhat warmer water from the bottom of the reservoir is being released into the tailwater. That’s why the river doesn’t freeze up so much right below the dam and, depending on the flows, for several miles downstream of it. The warmer water is why tailwater trout are more active in winter. Conversely, in the summer the water being drawn from the bottom layer of the reservoir is a bit cooler. So in the summer a tailwater has a bit cooler water temperature than an equivalent unregulated river would have.
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Overall this means that a tailwater has a narrower range of water temperatures over the course of a year than an equivalent unregulated river. That’s important when it comes to the aquatic insects and other aquatic food sources that trout like to eat because some insect groups found in unregulated rivers require a broader range of temperatures to develop. It’s the reason you’re not going to see the giant stonefly species up near the dam in most tailwaters or certain species of caddisflies or many of the larger mayflies. They all need the broader range of temperature cues to thrive.


What you will find are species of aquatic insects that are suited to this more narrow range of water temperatures. And you guessed it—these tend to be the smaller species of mayflies such as blue-winged olives, Tricos, and pale morning duns. The tiny two-winged flies of the order Diptera that fly fishermen call midges are the big winners in the tailwater environment. They often occur in astronomical numbers.


There’s actually less aquatic insect species diversity in the tailwater. This isn’t necessarily good news from an ecological point of view because diversity means stability, but on the other hand, the species that can live in the tailwater environment do more than just get by—they thrive. From a trout’s point of view that means breakfast, lunch, dinner, hors d’oeuvres, snacks, and bedtime treats are on the table. Some tailwaters are such rich environments that trout will average an inch of growth a month.


Needless to say, the farther you move downstream from the dam the more the tailwater will begin to resemble an unregulated freestone stream. The overall density of aquatic insects will go down as the nutrients supplied from the reservoir diminish and the water temperatures begin to fluctuate through a broader range, but the diversity of species will increase.


Trout may become quite selective due to the lack of diversity in tailwater aquatic insect populations. The abundance of food created in the nutrient-rich tailwater means the trout don’t have to feed opportunistically on any old thing that floats downstream just to be sure they’ll make it through the winter. In addition, they don’t have to identify a lot of different species of insects as food sources. They can concentrate on the few, but plentiful tailwater species they are familiar with.


The only down side to the summer cool– winter warm scenario is that in some especially deep reservoirs the water released may be so cold or so lacking in nutrients that it inhibits aquatic insect growth and falls below the temperature range needed for optimal trout growth. It’s easy to identify these tailwaters because trout populations are thin right below the dam but increase farther downstream where the water temperatures are a bit warmer. This problem has been overcome in some newer dams by placing gates on the dam at different water depths, which allow engineers to mix water temperatures or add some nutrient-rich water from the thermocline to create a better habitat for trout in the tailwater.


The way a reservoir’s water is released also has an impact on the river below. In a typical small-fly tailwater below a storage reservoir the water flows are altered in accordance with downstream needs. Although to anglers it may seem like those flows bounce up and down quite a bit, the fluctuations are actually more stable than in an unregulated river where spring runoff from nearby mountains can dramatically increase the water volume and muddy it for months. In the summer, thunderstorms may again muddy the river off and on for a few days at a time.


The controlled water releases also result in more stable streambanks, which mean even less turbidity in the water. This explains the year-round water clarity found in tailwaters except when runoff from an unregulated tributary stream that enters below the dam temporarily muddies it. The streambed isn’t scoured out by high-volume spring runoff, either. Although insect species that need “clean” rubble may suffer, species that aren’t affected by the additional silts will thrive. In addition, the year-round clear water allows sunlight to penetrate the water. The result is aquatic vegetation that remains stable, and since the spring runoff is controlled, the plants aren’t scoured out each spring, although especially heavy releases of water may occasionally disrupt them. The aquatic vegetation provides habitat for important noninsect trout foods such as microscuds and some species of mayflies.


Nutrient levels are also higher in tailwaters because the reservoir acts like a giant solar collector storing energy from the sun in animal and plant life. That energy is eventually converted into nutrients in the water that are then released into the tailwater below, providing a plentiful food base for aquatic insects. In the Rocky Mountains, many tailwaters are naturally alkaline. This is a more productive environment for aquatic insects than acid waters.


Colorado’s South Park is an example of a lime-rich intermountain valley. As the South Platte meanders through it, numerous rich alkaline tributaries flow into the river, producing ideal water chemistry for trout. Couple this with the reservoir’s nutrient creating potential, the water temperature consistency provided by the summer cool–winter warm effect, and more stable water flows and the tailwater becomes a trout factory. It’s as close as you can get to a man-made replica of nature’s greatest trout factory of all—a spring creek.


SPRING CREEKS


The first time I seriously fished spring creeks was in Paradise Valley, Montana. John Gierach and I were in a road trip mood, and we decided to head to Montana from Colorado. This was long enough ago that neither one of us was making a lot of money, and more importantly, neither one of us cared much about making a lot of money. That meant we both had time on our hands. And time meant open-ended, meandering road trips through trout country with thrifty, no frills, under-the-stars-every-night fishing camps.


We drifted toward the Jefferson River, stopping at Three Dollar Bridge on the Madison, dropping into Willow Creek, the Gallatin, the Boulder, and, yes, the spring creeks of Paradise Valley. I’d been waiting my whole life to fish spring creeks. I knew they wouldn’t be exactly like my home river, the South Platte tailwater, but I had heard that spring-creek trout favored small flies, were often selective, and got big. All of which was familiar to me from my days on the South Platte. I was anxious to see if I could apply my tailwater knowledge to a spring creek.


Nelson’s Spring Creek took my breath away. The morning we arrived was dead calm. The water loafed across the valley floor. There were long stretches where the near flawless surface was marred by only a feathery seam, momentary undulation, or gentle push of current. The swaying aquatic vegetation under the surface was often the only indication that the water was moving at all. Perfectly clear water revealed trout neatly lined up in the feeding lanes. They gracefully dipped and turned, picking nymphs from the water. Occasionally, one drifted back with the current and tipped its head up and plucked something small from the water’s surface.


My trance was later broken as we watched a pale morning dun lazily drifting downstream until it disappeared into a ring on the water’s surface. Other duns followed. We pulled out our fly boxes. We were in business.


Nelson’s is the classic spring creek. Unlike a man-made tailwater where a surface reservoir supplies a reasonably consistent source of water, spring creeks well up from underground reservoirs known as aquifers. They are most commonly associated with geothermal basins, limestone marl bogs, geyser basins, porous volcanic rock, and river valleys where the water percolates down through the streambed rubble and emerges somewhere else above the ground as a spring creek. Spring creeks are characterized by their constant flows and consistent temperatures.


The classic spring creeks you read about in fly-fishing literature meander through a low gradient valley or meadow where streambed rocks and boulders are uncommon. This explains the water’s uncommonly smooth surface. It’s also one of the differences between a spring creek and a tailwater. Tailwaters, which were freestone rivers or creeks at some point in their lives, usually retain the structure of their previous incarnation. That means there are pools, riffles, runs, and glides. But don’t make the mistake of thinking that all spring creeks are classic spring creeks. Consider some sections of the Henry’s Fork in Idaho, where there are so many runs and riffles that you’d be hard pressed to believe it’s a spring creek at all . . . until you see it around Last Chance, where it’s as serene as any chalkstream that Frederick Halford fished in southern England.
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The similarities between tailwaters and spring creeks are significant, though. Take your favorite tailwater, kick it up a few notches, and you have your favorite spring creek. The somewhat stable flows that characterize storage-reservoir water releases are considerably more stable in a spring creek, although they will sometimes vary depending on local rainfall. The narrow range of water temperatures found in bottom-release storage-reservoir tailwaters is sometimes even narrower in spring creeks where water temperatures may vary by only a few degrees.
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Classic spring creeks are often found in valleys where the gradient is low. They are characterized by clear, slow moving waters with few instream rocks.


Mike Lawson states in Spring Creeks that the temperature at the source in the most productive spring creeks is 50 to 58 degrees F. This falls very close to a trout’s preferred temperature range. Since the spring creek stays close to those temperatures year-round, it means the trout stay active and grow year-round. And we all know what that means.


The water clarity that characterizes a tailwater is also present in a spring creek, and the nutrient-rich, alkaline water often associated with Rocky Mountain tailwaters is the rule rather than the exception for most spring creeks. In addition, the water clarity, stable flows, and nutrient-rich water produce abundant aquatic vegetation, which provides habitat for other aquatic trout foods and hiding cover for young trout.


The narrow range of water temperatures and the highly productive water chemistry in spring creeks impact the aquatic insect life in much the same way as in tailwaters. Overall, fewer species of aquatic insects will thrive in spring creeks, but those species that do often occur in huge numbers. Most of them are smaller sized.


A final similarity between spring creeks and tailwaters is that the farther you move from the source, whether it’s a dam or where the spring water wells up to the surface, the more they begin to resemble a freestone stream. The one exception for spring creeks is when they occur in an area that is rich in springs that continue to charge the creek as it meanders downstream, preserving its unique characteristics.


When I started fishing spring creeks, I was able to transfer much of my tailwater knowledge of small flies and how to fish them directly to spring creek fishing situations. The flat, smooth water common on many spring creeks did force me to pay more attention to my presentations, though. Over the years I’ve also come to believe that hatches are more numerous and last longer on spring creeks than they are on tailwaters. That means that small dry-fly and emerger fishing techniques may be more important on spring creeks than on tailwaters where small-fly nymphing tactics and finesse are crucial. Finally, when compared with tailwaters, I’ve found a bit more aquatic insect species diversity on many of the spring creeks I’ve fished. That diversity sometimes includes a few larger sized insects.
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