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    Introduction

    

    Mountain man John Colter, the king-hell daredevil of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, is credited as having “discovered,” in the frigid winter of 1807/08, the land that would later be hailed as a trout Shangri-la—the world’s first national park, Yellowstone.1

    Of course, this attribution slights the scores of Native Americans who already knew about Yellowstone. Bands of Blackfeet, Bannocks, Flatheads, and Crows all passed through.2 A scrappy tribe of Sheepeaters, part of the Shoshone nation, even managed to eke out a year-round living in Yellowstone through the short summers and brutally cold winters in part by feasting on the rich flesh of the region’s marquee fish, the Yellowstone cutthroat trout.3

    Native Americans and early Europeans in Yellowstone west of the Continental Divide caught chunky whitefish; majestic grayling; and silvery, speckled westslope cutthroat trout in the Madison and Gallatin Rivers. Sheepeaters, and other native people who passed through what would be the park’s torso, with awesome Yellowstone Lake at its heart, caught big, golden, and brilliant Yellowstone cutthroats.

    When Colter’s days of hopscotching ice floes, dodging grizzlies, and sprinting nekkid away from Blackfeet warriors were through, he retired to a farm in Franklin County, Missouri, to live out his final few years with his wife, a Native American woman named Sally.4 A famous legend goes that his associates had nicknamed Yellowstone “Colter’s Hell” after incredulously listening to the man’s zany tales about jets of fire-hot water and boiling mud.5 It’s assumed that people at the time thought Colter’s stories could mean only one of two very bad things. One, Colter was crazy. Two, God was angry.

    Around 1810, an Oregon-bound explorer named Wilson Price Hunt, in the employ of John Jacob Astor, called on Colter at his farm. Hunt wanted to know the best route to take through the wild Pacific Northwest.6

    Colter told him something else. Hunt listened in amazement as Colter described what he had seen in Yellowstone Lake, a cerulean alpine sea higher than any other freshwater body of its size in the country. Colter said he had seen an enormous petrified fish. The fish was fifty feet long. Fifty! For real.7
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    A famous, but unverified, Yellowstone legend has it that the notion to turn this land into a national park was first voiced in September 1870 by a group of explorers sitting around a campfire here at the junction of the Gibbon and Firehole Rivers—the headwaters of the Madison. PHOTO BY NATE SCHWEBER

    Suffice to say, from its earliest written accounts, Yellowstone has been a place of fantastic fish stories.
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    This is a book of fish stories. Since time eternal, anglers have loved stories. Part of the reason for this, I suspect, is that stories contain the best fishing advice. Another reason is that nothing sends an angler’s mind reeling like a great story about a cool spot. Hence, I took my publisher’s assignment to write a guide to fishing in Yellowstone and set out to collect the stories about the best places to fish in the park.

    I interviewed dozens of rangers, biologists, writers, tourists, locals, men, women, a famous person or two, and yes, fly shop owners and fishing guides. The end result is the widest array of voices ever collected in a guide to fishing Yellowstone. It is my hope that the diversity of insights here makes this book unique among the several Yellowstone fishing guides already on the market. I asked all the people I interviewed to tell me a vivid story about a single spot to fish in Yellowstone—their favorite spot.

    Lest my motives seem too high-minded, Delores Marsh, whom I interviewed for my chapter about Ojo Caliente on the Firehole River, sussed me out over the telephone.

    “When you’re listening to my stories, you’re fishing right along with me,” she said. “You’re going to live through someone else’s fishing stories until you can go and see these places yourself.”

    She was right. Although I was born and raised in Missoula, Montana, I’ve lived in New York City for the past decade. Marooned in this sparkling metropolis, I do most of my trout fishing vicariously over the Internet, courtesy of blogs like Fly Fishing in Yellowstone National Park. I wanted to find a writing project that would bring me back home to Montana, or to Yellowstone. Right after high school I spent the best summer of my life flipping burgers for tourists at Mammoth Hot Springs and hitchhiking on my days off to catch giant cutthroats in the upper Yellowstone River (never knowing that those great fish were at the start of an awful decline). When I learned that this publisher was looking for someone to write a guide to fishing in Yellowstone, I snapped at it like a starved cutthroat to a flailing Salmonfly.

    I spent eight more weeks in Yellowstone in the summer of 2011 and visited 47 of these 50 places, all but the remote Thorofare, which was inaccessible due to high water. I hiked about 300 miles, mostly by myself, and warbled like Freddie Mercury to avoid surprising any bears. I hit the pause button on my regular gig as a freelance reporter for the New York Times. I also put on hold recording sessions for my third rock-and-roll album. I took a break from my normal daily life with my lovely fiancée (Hi baby!) in the new Brooklyn condo on which we’d just taken out a mortgage (I love you!). I even sheared off my long Jim Morrison hairdo because I didn’t want my locks turning to dreads during a summer when I saw more moose than shower-heads. I packed my fly rod and tent; hopped a plane to Bozeman, Montana; bought an old pickup off Craigslist for a thousand bucks; and lit out for the land of grizzly bears, wolves, buffalo, and wild trout.

    All in the name of research, friends. Weeks and weeks of glorious research.

    Early on I had the idea to try and write about the 50 best places to fish in the park—based loosely on the Chris Santella books—but I realized the story wouldn’t quite fit that template. There is a deeper drama going on under-water in Yellowstone. The quality of the park’s fishery has ebbed and flowed throughout history and, sadly, we’re in an ebb right now. Lake trout, illegally planted in Yellowstone Lake probably sometime in the 1980s, massacred that watershed’s native population of cutthroat trout, the park’s linchpin fish.

    It’s a sad story that I wove through these chapters, including transition chapters in which I go into more detail. But it’s not the whole story. Yellowstone is vast, and miles of her streams and acres of her lakes still teem with wild trout, same as ever. In some places the fishing is getting better, more authentic, more Yellowstone. I tell these stories too, like how park biologists recently created a reservoir of genetically pure, native westslope cutthroat trout in High Lake.

    I give extra attention to the park’s most fabled waters, like the Firehole and Madison Rivers, streams so unique and at times prolific that they course through the dreams of anglers worldwide. Because those two rivers are so famous, as are the Yellowstone River, Yellowstone Lake, and Slough Creek, I wrote more than one chapter about each.

    These chapters are organized chronologically, roughly based on the times during Yellowstone’s late May through early November fishing season when each spot comes into its peak form. Also, I compiled facts, culled from my interviews, that give a quick synopsis for each spot including fish species, insects, suggested patterns and techniques, plus directions.

    Mostly, I worked to weave into this text the voices of the people I interviewed.

    I strove to make this book as accurate and truthful as possible, so I was pained to leave out a few classic, but unverified, Yellowstone yarns. Like this one: on the evening of September 19, 1870, as westslope cutthroat trout and grayling splashed at the junction of the Firehole and Gibbon Rivers, Cornelius Hedges, a member of the seminal U.S.-government-sponsored expedition to explore the Yellowstone region, first voiced the noble notion that this land be preserved for all time as a national park.

    It’s a great tale, and surely the cutthroats and grayling rose that day, but Yellowstone historian Lee H. Whittlesey says the Hedges part is just a myth. Out. With other stories here, I had to take my sources at their words, conscious of the fact that fishermen are known to spread their hands a little wider every time they talk about a trout. (Were the cuttbows Dean Reiner caught on lower Slough Creek really 30 inches?) Still, I checked and rechecked wherever possible, even going as far as to ask for photographic proof, and I’m confident that all the trout anecdotes in here are true, give or take an inch or two.

    Considering the awful damage that lake trout have done to the cutthroat fishery in Yellowstone Lake and the upper Yellowstone River, it’s hard to argue that those once-mandatory fishing spots could still be called some of the park’s “best.” But they remain some of the park’s most iconic. And the fishing can still be unforgettable. A by-product of the sickened ecosystem is that the only cutthroat trout left, those that managed to avoid the gullets of lake trout, tend to be gargantuan.

    On one trek, I hiked 36 miles over four days down to the tip of the remote Southeast Arm of Yellowstone Lake, Vice President Dick Cheney’s favorite spot. I followed that lonely old trail past mutilated bison and elk carcasses, and I was on high alert because I literally walked on top of wolf and grizzly tracks. Then I experienced my weirdest animal encounter ever: a snowshoe hare sat next to me for hours on the lakeshore one night and warmed itself by my campfire.
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    Releasing a rare, giant, Yellowstone cutthroat trout in a Yellowstone Lake spawn-ing stream, the first cutthroat I was able to catch after hiking more than 30 miles. PHOTO BY NATE SCHWEBER

    For more than 30 miles, I didn’t catch a single damn cutthroat. Then I explored up a small feeder stream that I dare not name, not far from a spot where fish biologists drove pegs into a tree so they could ladder up if mean ol’ Mr. Griz came at them. I dragged an olive Woolly Bugger through a turquoise hole and watched a massive silver/gold/blue/green shape materialize. I saw a triangle of white—a huge maw opening—and I heaved back on my rod. The great trout rolled away from me, flashing pure gold as the sunlight hit it broadside. I battled that giant, pure-blooded buck to shore and gaped. Twenty-six inches! Cheeks, gill plates, and trademark cutts the richest red I’ve ever seen.

    That, friends, is the kind of experience Yellowstone offers.

    Bud Lilly, the granddaddy of Yellowstone guides who first fished the park in 1935, balked at my asking his favorite spot. “I think what you do when you tell people about spots is they lose their initiative to go out and find their own,” he said. Indeed, that fantastic blog, Fly Fishing in Yellowstone National Park, never reveals too much about a spot. It makes readers imagine, scour topographical maps, and then get out and hike. I tried, as much as possible, to encourage that here. I even left out some spots.

    I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to the mysterious author of Fly Fishing in Yellowstone National Park—for early inspiration, on-the-ground information, and hospitality, which I detail in my chapter on “Notellum Creek.”

    A question I kept circling back to in my interviews was, why Yellowstone? After all, four of the sport fish found in Yellowstone—rainbow trout, brown trout, brook trout, and lake trout—can be caught in abundance in plenty of places other than the park. What is so special about catching them in this place? I asked. Every answer revolved around similar themes: an incredible wildlife sighting, a geothermal phenomenon, a sense of history, an appreciation of wilderness, and a bond forged with a loved one—a realization that this experience can’t happen anywhere else. Ranger Shelton Johnson, speaking about the Gibbon River, described it best when he said, “Fishing is just a way to connect with Yellowstone in a deeper way.” I wanted this book to reflect that.

    I also wanted to illustrate the tangential roles trout have played in park conflicts, both historic and modern. In my chapter on Nez Perce Creek, I uncovered fascinating new details about one of the most amazing human dramas in Yellowstone history: a remarkable 1877 encounter between a band of Nez Perce, including heralded peacemaker Chief Joseph, and an early group of park tourists—a husband who survived three gunshot wounds, and his wife who was taken prisoner. After months of digging through genealogical records in seven states, I tracked down relatives of those tourists, George and Emma Cowan, and they shared with me an unpublished transcript about the ordeal that George dictated to his daughter shortly before he died. Trout featured in that saga, as they do today in a dispute over access to the lower Yellowstone River in the park, which I discuss in the chapter on the Black Canyon of the Yellowstone. It is chapters like these that I hope make this book a contribution to the body of original reporting on Yellowstone Park. I also hope that the early Yellowstone stories folded into some of these chapters give this book appeal not just to anglers, but to lovers of Western history too.

    On my long ramble to see these spots for myself, I saw eight grizzlies. I watched a double rainbow arc over a gray wolf posed on the edge of the Lamar River. I laid nekkid in the first morning’s light in a hot pool at the base of a 100-foot waterfall in the park’s remote Cascade Corner. I saw a bull buffalo roll another one over in a duel. I saw the whole, awesome Black Canyon of the Yellowstone; the bottom of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone; and 150-foot Osprey Falls in the middle of Sheepeater Canyon. I sniffed sage and tasted sweet wild raspberries. All summer long, I slept under creamy, navy skies in the bed of that old Craigslist pickup that I nicknamed “Scamper,” and also in a little one-man backcountry tent that I nicknamed “The Bear Burrito.”

    Did I mention I even caught some trout?
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    The sun sets on the Firehole River as steam from geysers and hot pools wafts skyward. This is some of the most beautiful, and unique, scenery on earth in which to catch a trout. PHOTO BY NATE SCHWEBER

    Alone in the wilderness, my mind often turned to my favorite nature writers—Walt Whitman, John Muir, and Edward Abbey. But most of all, I thought about a fascinating Englishman named Howard Back who was a World War I veteran, businessman, adventurer, and art collector. After his wife died suddenly, Back wandered Yellowstone and fished in the summers of 1936 and 1937, and the next year he published the first guide to fishing the park. Old-timers in the backs of shops selling feathers and hooks will tell you that it’s still the best. Like me, Back had no professional business writing a guide to fishing in Yellowstone. It was just something he loved, something he wanted his grandchildren to experience in the exact same way he did, something he wanted to share with others so that they might lend their voices to a chorus that would sing this region’s glories in perpetuity.

    With that motivation as inspiration, I tried to write this book with the pluck of a city street reporter and the enthusiasm of a Prodigal Montanan. Herewith, Fly Fishing Yellowstone National Park: An Insider’s Guide to the 50 Best Places.

  


  
    

    Before You Go

    

    

    BASIC FLY SELECTION

    A general Yellowstone fly box should have a mix of attractors, terrestrials, basic nymphs, and streamers. A collection of patterns could look like this: Parachute Adamses size 10 to 20; Royal Wulffs, Royal Coachman Trudes, Yellow Humpies, and tan Elk Hair Caddis size 10 to 16; yellow and orange Stimulators size 2 to 14; hoppers size 6 to 14; ants and beetles size 14 to 18; Hare’s Ear, Prince, Copper John, and Pheasant Tail nymphs size 14 to 18; and black and olive Woolly Buggers size 4 to 8. Make sure to check with local fly shops for the most up-to-date hot patterns.

    

    OVERVIEW OF HATCHES

    Opening day in Yellowstone Park means Baetis (Blue-Winged Olive) hatches on the Firehole, Madison, and Gibbon Rivers, usually followed by Pale Morning Duns along with the year-round midge. Baetis hatches, which span the season, are usually strongest on overcast, snowy, or drizzling days between eleven o’clock in the morning and four o’clock in the afternoon; PMDs usually hatch in mid to late morning on sunny days and in early afternoon on cold days stretching into mid-September. After rivers like the Madison, Gardner, and Yellowstone subside from runoff in late June and early July comes a couple of Yellowstone’s most exciting hatches: Salmonflies and Golden Stoneflies. These big bugs are most active from midmorning through late afternoon. More mayflies come into the mix in June, including Gray Drakes, which hatch all day long on places like Slough Creek and the Yellowstone River and have spinnerfalls around breakfast and dinner times respectively. Green Drakes appear in mid-June and last through the summer, and Brown Drakes usually hatch from mid-June through mid-July. On lakes, Callibaetis usually hatch from midmorning through midafternoon, with a spinnerfall that directly follows. Also damselflies are an important stillwater hatch from midmorning through midafternoon. Many warm, calm evenings in Yellowstone bring great caddisfly hatches. Terrestrials like ants, beetles, and spruce moths become a part of trout’s diets starting in June. By mid-July, trout begin feeding on small and medium-sized grasshoppers and crickets, and then trout feed on the adult versions of these terrestrials through August and September. The season winds down in Yellowstone much like it started, with Baetis hatches—smaller than their springtime cousins—usually on the Madison, Gibbon, and Firehole Rivers.

    Again, be sure to check with local fly shops for hatch news.

    

    WEATHER

    Temperatures can bottom out fast in Yellowstone, so always be prepared to deal with hypothermia. Be sure to carry at least a waterproof rain jacket or a poncho on all outings, even in midsummer, as afternoon rainstorms are common. For longer hikes and overnights, consider rain pants as well and make sure to pack dry, warm clothes. Bear in mind that it can snow any day atop the Yellowstone plateau.

    

    BEARS

    Follow these rules for staying safe around Yellowstone’s grizzlies:

    1. Never approach a bear. Try to stay at least 100 yards away from any grizzly and at least 30 yards away from other animals, including bison (also referred to here as “buffalo”), moose, and elk.

    2. Avoid hiking alone.

    3. Make noise, particularly when traveling sections of trail where the visibility ahead is limited.

    4. Stay away from animal carcasses; a territorial griz is often lurking nearby.

    5. Remember berry patches can be “bear-y.”

    6. Stay on the lookout for griz sign, such as tracks, scat, and root diggings.

    7. Be aware of the wind direction. Grizzlies downwind can smell you, but take care not to surprise any upwind bears.

    8. Dispose of all fish entrails in fast or deep water after puncturing the air bladder.

    9. When camping in the backcountry, remember to cook your food at least 100 yards away from your tent, and hang all food, trash, and other odorous items either on a backcountry bear pole or suspended from trees at least 10 feet off the ground at least 4 feet from any tree trunk. Don’t bring anything with any odor into your tent, such as food, toothpaste, or toiletries. I try to sleep in different clothes than the ones I wear when cooking.

    10. Carry pepper spray. Although guns are now legal to carry in Yellowstone, spray remains a wiser option. Spray can ensure that everybody leaves the encounter alive, such as in the case of a hiker who triggers a defensive charge from a mother bear protecting her cubs. Also, it’s easier to hit a moving target with a cloud of spray than with a tiny bullet. Many people have shot at charging bears and missed or worse, enraged the animal with a nonlethal wound.

    Remember how much more vivid your fishing trip can be in griz country. Because your senses are on high alert, you experience every sight, sound, and smell in a deeper, more urgent way. And like trout, grizzlies don’t live in ugly places.

    That being said, before I lit out for Yellowstone, I was very nervous about spending most of my summer alone in deep griz country. I interviewed Yellowstone bear biologist Kerry Gunther on the phone from New York City for a chapter in this book. After I asked him all the questions I had written down, I had to pick his brain about what I’d need to do to stay safe.

    He mentioned the same tips I shared above, and perhaps because he still heard unease in my voice, he tried to end our conversation on a positive note.

    “We haven’t had a fatal griz mauling in Yellowstone Park in a quarter century,” he said. “So the odds are with you.”

    The day after I arrived in Yellowstone, a grizzly bear killed a park visitor for the first time since 1986. Six weeks later, another hiker was killed by a griz.

    Neither of the mauled hikers carried pepper spray, which could’ve saved their lives. I followed all the rules and never had a problem. So my advice is this: remember the odds, but pack spray just in case.

    

    MOSQUITOES

    If I was forced to carry only one kind of spray—bear spray or bug spray—I’d have to choose bug spray. Fortunately, it’s not either-or. The bugs in Yellowstone can be maddening. Be sure to have plenty of mosquito repellant.

    

    RECOMMENDED READING AND ONLINE RESOURCES

    Fishing Yellowstone National Park: An Angler’s Complete Guide to More Than 100 Streams, Rivers, and Lakes by Richard Parks. This stream-by-stream guide, written by a longtime Yellowstone fly shop owner, sets the standard for Yellowstone fishing books. Now in its third edition.

    Hiking Yellowstone National Park by Bill Schneider. An invaluable guide for anyone looking to visit Yellowstone’s more far-flung fishing spots, this book includes maps, essential backpacking tips, and rules for zero-impact camping.

    Flyfisher’s Guide to Yellowstone National Park by Ken Retallic. A recent Yellowstone fishing guide that includes details about area fly shops, accommodations, airports, and more.

    Fishing Yellowstone Hatches by John Juracek and Craig Mathews. The most in-depth study of Yellowstone’s trout food.

    Yellowstone Fishes: Ecology, History and Angling in the Park by John D. Varley and Paul Schullery. An essential and hard-to-find read that details the natural migrations and stocking history of park fish.

    The Waters of Yellowstone with Rod and Fly by Howard Back. The original 1938 classic.

    Some of the best resources for fishing in Yellowstone are online. As of this writing, these web sites feature some of the most up-to-the-minute fishing reports, as well as other news, photos, stories, and curiosities.

    Fly Fishing in Yellowstone National Park. The classic, the best; it features reports on hot streams, hot flies, and important news as well as excellent links. http://flyfishyellowstone.blogspot.com

    Yellowstone’s Volunteer Fly-Fishing Program. Founded in the early 2000s, the park’s volunteer fly-fishing program helps biologists monitor trout populations in waters throughout Yellowstone, as well as harvest nonnative trout from certain at-risk fisheries. For more information, see the eplilogue. http://www.nps.gov/yell/naturescience/vol_fishing.htm

    Park’s Fly Shop. Features the most frequently updated fishing reports. http://www.parksflyshop.com

    Blue Ribbon Flies. Beautiful photos and thoughtful essays. http://blue-ribbon-flies.com/blog

    Chi Wulff. A collection of trout related news and stories, much of it dealing with Yellowstone and the Yellowstone region, plus great recipes and craft beer suggestions. http://chiwulff.com

    TroutBugs. An eclectic mix of trout news and stories that features a helpful list of recently updated blogs from around the Yellowstone region. http://joshuabergan.blogspot.com

    

    RULES AND REGULATIONS

    All Yellowstone anglers over the age of 15 need to buy a license, which are available at most ranger stations, park stores, and area fishing shops. Each license comes with a printed copy of the most current Yellowstone fishing regulations, which are also available online and by request from most park rangers and shops. Make sure to check the rules for any body of park water before you start to fish. Key points include: Yellowstone is open for fishing from sunup to sundown starting the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend and ending the first Sunday in November; catch-and-release for all native species, including cutthroat trout, grayling, and whitefish; mandatory kill for all lake trout caught in Yellowstone Lake and no limit for lake trout caught in Heart Lake; and bar-bless hooks only and no lead weights. Creel limits for nonnative fish vary, as do special closures on short sections of streams; check the latest rules.

    Make sure all gear used in one body of water is cleaned thoroughly before it is used in another; this protects against the spread of invasive species, such as whirling disease and New Zealand mudsnail. It is illegal to transport any fish from one body of water to another.

    Remember to be courteous to both the environment and to other anglers. Try to stay on established trails, and give other anglers plenty of room. Yellowstone is huge, so there is no need to crowd.

    

    THE FISH

    Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout

    The hero of this book. Yellowstone cutthroat are native to the Yellowstone River drainage and have been stocked in parts of the Snake, Gallatin, and Madison drainages as well. Yellowstone cutthroat grow large and are gold, silver, or toasty brown with black spots concentrated most toward their tails. They also have rosy gill plates and crimson slashes under their jaws. Key waters to find them include Yellowstone Lake, Yellowstone River, Snake River, Fall River, Lamar River, Gardner River, Soda Butte Creek, Slough Creek, Hell-roaring Creek, Cache Creek, Pelican Creek, and Trout Lake. A native species that shares the park’s namesake to boot, all Yellowstone cutthroat trout are to be released unharmed.

    Westslope Cutthroat Trout

    The comeback kid of this book. Pure westslope cutthroats were native to the Madison and Gallatin drainages before they were wiped out in the park save for just a few hundred specimens in a tiny unnamed tributary of Grayling Creek. While they tend to grow smaller than Yellowstone cutthroats, west-slopes are silvery and often sport red bellies along with the trademark red cutts under their jaws. Key places to search for aboriginal westslopes in Yellowstone include upper Cougar Creek and the North Fork of Fan Creek. Thanks to park officials’ restoration efforts, High Lake and the East Fork of Specimen Creek are now reservoirs for westslopes. Soon Goose Lake will be filled with westslopes, too. All westslopes must be released unharmed.

    Snake River Finespotted Cutthroat Trout

    The mirage of this book. Snake River finespotted cutthroats may swim only in the portion of the upper Snake River that flows through Yellowstone. These trout are scientifically classified in the same subspecies as regular Yellowstone cutthroats, but they look different. Finespotted cutthroats, as their name implies, are speckled with tinier, denser black spots than regular Yellowstone cutthroats. See the Snake River chapter for more information. All finespotted cutthroats must be released unharmed.

    Arctic Grayling

    The ghost of this book. Silvery arctic grayling are easily distinguished by their large, iridescent, sail-like dorsal fin. They once filled the Madison and Gallatin Rivers, as well as the lower Firehole and Gibbon Rivers. Today they thrive in Grebe, Cascade, and Wolf Lakes and occasionally wash down into the Gibbon and Madison Rivers. All grayling must be released unharmed.

    Rainbow Trout

    The leaper of this book. Rainbow trout are distinguished by the pink or crimson stripe that runs from their gills to their tails. Native to the West Coast, rainbow trout were stocked extensively in Yellowstone, particularly in large waters, including the Madison, Gibbon, Firehole, Lamar, Gardner, and lower Yellowstone Rivers as well as creeks including Nez Perce, upper Tower, Grayling, Fan, and Specimen. Because they spawn in spring, often at the same time as native cutthroats, rainbow trout can interbreed with the natives and dilute their genetic purity. In recent years, rainbow trout have infested the upper reaches of Slough Creek in the park, jeopardizing that stream’s population of pure cutthroats. Park officials have set a creel limit of five rainbow trout in Native Trout Conservation Areas, and they encourage the harvest of rainbows in Lamar Valley streams and other tributaries to the Yellowstone River. Rainbows must be released in the park’s Wild Trout Enhancement Areas, including the Madison, Firehole, and Gibbon Rivers.

    Cuttbow

    The quandary of this book. Cuttbows are born after a rainbow trout breeds with a cutthroat trout. A cuttbow is not genetically pure, and this hybridization is responsible for the widespread decimation of native cutthroat populations in Yellowstone. Still, because cuttbows and cutthroats are commonly mistaken for each other, park officials have instituted a policy in which any fish with a slash under its jaw—cutthroat or cuttbow—must be released unharmed.

    Brown Trout

    The trophy of this book. Brown Trout are gold with black spots, like river leopards. Originally from Europe, they have a reputation for being the cagiest, savviest trout, giving extra gravitas to any angler who manages to catch a big one. They swim in Lewis and Shoshone Lakes; the Madison, Firehole, Gibbon, lower Yellowstone, Gardner, Lewis, and Snake Rivers; and creeks, including Nez Perce and Solfatara. Browns must be released in the park’s Wild Trout Enhancement Areas, except in the Lewis River where two brown trout may be creeled, only one more than 20 inches. Park officials set a creel limit of five brown trout in Native Trout Conservation Areas, including the lower Yellowstone River, Gardner River, and Snake River.

    Brook Trout

    The dangerous jewel of this book. Brook trout have green bodies; orange bellies; white-edged fins; and spots of yellow, orange, and red with blue halos. Originally from the Northeastern United States, brook trout were stocked widely in Yellowstone, and because they are such aggressive feeders, they can outcompete native cutthroats. Key places to find brook trout are Lava, Obsidian, Tower, and DeLacy Creeks, as well as Grizzly, Joffe, and Fawn Lakes. Park officials set a creel limit of five brook trout anywhere in the park, and they encourage the harvest of any brook trout caught in Soda Butte Creek, where brookies have leaked down in recent years from outside the park and now threaten native cutthroats.

    Mountain Whitefish

    The survivor of this book. Silvery and often looked down on by trout fanatics for their sucker-like mouths, mountain whitefish are Yellowstone natives and have shown the tenacity to hold on where other native species, like grayling and westslope cutthroats, have gone extinct. Find mountain whitefish in the Madison, lower Yellowstone, and Snake Rivers. All mountain whitefish must be released unharmed.

    Lake Trout (Mackinaw)

    The villain of this book. A tremendous gamefish and a tremendous scourge, lake trout are native to the Great Lakes and were stocked in Lewis Lake in the late 1800s. From there, they colonized Shoshone and Heart Lakes, and a century later they were illegally stocked in Yellowstone Lake, sending that water-shed’s population of native cutthroats into a disastrous tailspin. Lake trout are dark blue with white splotches. Boat anglers using deepwater fishing rigs often target lake trout. They can also occasionally be taken from shore. All lake trout caught in Yellowstone Lake or the Yellowstone River must be killed, and there is no limit on lake trout caught in Heart Lake. Anyone who doesn’t want to eat a lake trout from these watersheds can puncture the fish’s air bladder and hurl its body out into the deepest water possible. There is a limit of five lake trout in Lewis Lake, Shoshone Lake, and Lewis River: only one more than 20 inches.

  


  
    

    1 Firehole River at Biscuit Basin

    

    Leslie Dal Lago, John Juracek

    
      Trout: Rainbows and browns averaging 10 to 14 inches, with a few bigger ones too; brookies in the upper reaches; whitefish below Firehole Falls.

      Bugs: Mayfly hatches, including Pale Morning Duns and Baetis; caddisflies, including Nectopsyche and White Millers; also Salmonflies, midges, and terrestrials.

      Suggested fly box: Parachute Adamses size 14 to 20; Pale Morning Duns, Blue-Winged Olives, and Sparkle Duns size 16 to 18; Iris Caddis emergers and Elk Hair Caddis size 14 to 20; Hare’s Ear, Copper John, Pheasant Tail, and Prince nymphs size 14 to 20; soft-hackle wet flies size 14 to 20. Also, black and olive Woolly Buggers size 6 to 10.

      Key techniques: Match the hatch; fish nymphs when no fish are rising. Swinging soft-hackle wet flies can also be very effective here.

      Best times: May through June; also September through November.

      Directions: Grand Loop Road parallels the Firehole River from its junction with the Madison River up through Old Faithful.

      Special rules: Fly-fishing-only; catch-and-release for browns, rainbows, and whitefish.

    

    In the middle of the great park snakes a river like no other, a stream that at first glance seems uninhabitable to fish and inhospitable to humans.

    Its banks seep plumes of steam, and gallons of scalding water pour in from gullies that smell of egg rot and bloom bloodred with strange algae. Hairy, horned, clawed, and toothy beasts from the last ice age stalk the banks in search of food or places to give birth, or both.

    “As you pass the geysers on the way to the Firehole, you think, I’m going to fish that?” said Leslie Dal Lago, who first fished the Firehole on an opening day weekend in the mid-1990s just after she moved back to her hometown of Idaho Falls.

    This is opening day in Yellowstone National Park, where scores of anglers flock to spots like Biscuit Basin on the Firehole River to ring in a new season, and new lives.

    Dal Lago walked Firehole’s banks, gaping at the same steam clouds that in 1936 reminded Yellowstone’s first fishing memoirist, World War I veteran Howard Back, of the Second Battle of the Somme.1 After spongy steps to the riverside, she saw dozens of yellowish Blue-Winged Olives hatching under the overcast sky. Dal Lago tied on a size 16 imitation dry fly and cast.

    Moments later, she was hooked to the most beautiful rainbow trout she could remember, all silver and strength, with perfect angles and an unforget-table band.

    “Its bow was so red it was almost scarlet,” she said. “I’d just never seen a red like that.”

    Like Dal Lago, longtime West Yellowstone resident John Juracek also became infatuated with the Firehole River. The river, probably named around 1850 by mountain man Jim Bridger,2 seized Juracek’s dreams a half century ago, when he was a teenager in the flatlands of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, pouring over books by early Yellowstone fishing writers Ernie Schweibert and Ray Bergman. Juracek moved to Yellowstone country in 1976 and never left. He cofounded the Blue Ribbon Flies shop in West Yellowstone with Craig Math-ews and has written several books about fishing the park, particularly his favorite stream, the Firehole.

    “There’s an infinite amount to learn in the Firehole,” Juracek said. “And that’s what keeps people like me coming back.”

    The first lesson Juracek took from the Firehole River is to approach with stealth. Firehole fish are wary, he said, and stomping up to the bank and sloppy casts send them darting away. His second major lesson was that paying attention to the Firehole’s hatches could make the difference between a big fish and a little fish, or no fish.

    One of the river’s best hatches is the early season appearance of Pale Morning Duns, which Juracek calls “the main springtime emergence, good-sized flies.” He likes to match this hatch with a size 14 Sparkle Dun.

    Baetis, a smaller mayfly, often hatch in tandem with the Pale Morning Duns. The Baetis also come on strong in September and October, Juracek said. Nymphs of both these mayflies take fish all season long.

    “A caddisfly called Nectopsyche has in the past decade become a major source of trout food on the Firehole,” Juracek said. Twenty years ago, he would only see a handful of Nectopsyche caddis along the banks. “You’d never think about imitating it,” he said. Today Nectopsyche, a warmwater insect, is “the most important caddis,” on the Firehole, Juracek said. He imitated it with a size 16 Iris Caddis emerger.

    [image: ]

    The Firehole River just downstream from the bridge at Biscuit Basin. Here, thermal features send up mysterious clouds of steam and the river is filled with lively trout. PHOTO BY DR. GUY R. MUTO

    The skies can be the best indicator of which type of fly to use.

    “If it’s skuzzy and nasty, you’re probably going to fish mayflies,” Juracek said. “If it’s warm and sunny, you’re probably going to fish caddis.”

    Conscientious anglers skip the Firehole in July and August, when hot air temperatures combine with geyser runoff to make the river too warm to be healthy for trout. Firehole trout died by the thousands in the record-breaking temperatures of drought years in the last decade.

    In recent years, the Firehole has taken heat for being a foot-long-fish stream. The Firehole’s waters have warmed gradually due to geothermal shifts underground that today pour more geyser runoff into the river than in the twentieth century. Juracek said the Firehole’s trout grow fast but then burn out before they reach their 16-inch-plus sizes of yore. Still, the river holds some big surprises, and, Juracek said, based on observation, “there are more trout in the Firehole now than there ever were.”

    “When a hatch is happening and you see the surface of the river boiling with rising trout, it’s just an incredible experience,” he said. “And if you can’t appreciate a 12-inch wild trout in a place like this, you need to adjust your perspective on this sport.”
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    The Firehole River at Biscuit Basin is one of the most popular spots to fish along this fabled trout stream. It is home to beautiful and hard-fighting rainbow and brown trout. PHOTO BY NATE SCHWEBER

    Wild is the optimal word on this river. Not long ago, Dal Lago guided two clients in Biscuit Basin in the fall. On the opposite bank stood an enormous bugling bull elk and his harem of cows. For more than an hour, the clients cast a Parachute Adams trailed by a Blue-Winged Olive emerger to crimson rainbows in front of this elk’s majestic silhouette.

    The clients were so focused on their flies that they missed the drama brewing behind them.

    A smaller bull elk on their side of the river approached and challenged the giant bull. Dal Lago watched it unfold.

    “That big boy got up and ran right through the river where those fish were rising,” she said. “He was like, ‘Bring it on, you want to fight? Let’s do this now.’”

    Dal Lago hurried her clients out of there. But she returns often, as does Juracek.

    “The Firehole gets under your skin, and you can’t get it out,” Juracek said. “On opening day, the water is still cool from snowmelt, the fish are very active, and the animals are calving. It’s the regeneration, the start of a new year for fishing.”

    


    

    Open Season

    

    Trout season began in Yellowstone National Park around 12,000 years ago when the great glaciers pulled back and a little stream in the high country south of today’s park border split in two in a mountain meadow. One branch, Pacific Creek, flowed west. The other branch, Atlantic Creek, flowed east, toward Yellowstone Lake and beyond. Their junction marked a spot where a fish could actually cross the Continental Divide.

    After the last ice age, ancient cutthroat trout, whose ancestors ran up from the Pacific Ocean via the Snake River and evolved into today’s Yellowstone cutthroats some 3.5 million years ago,1 swam from Pacific Creek into Atlantic Creek.2 Other pioneer cutthroats followed, as some still do today, and they flushed down the Yellowstone River. They tumbled over the Great Falls of the Yellowstone and climbed up the Lamar River and the Gardner River. They branched out to creeks like Pelican, Tower, Hellroaring, Soda Butte, Pebble, Cache, and Slough. Vitally, these cutthroats colonized giant Yellowstone Lake, and it began to beat each spring like a heart pumping millions of red spawning trout up into her rushing blue veins.

    Some of the Yellowstone cutthroats in the upper Snake River system were covered with smaller speckles than others, like ground pepper instead of peppercorns.3 These special trout would later be called “Snake River finespotted cutthroats,” and although scientists consider them to be identical to Yellowstone cutthroats, anglers celebrate their difference.

    A third native species of Rocky Mountain trout, the westslope cutthroat, filled streams bound for the upper Missouri River, like the Gallatin and the Madison, plus the Gibbon and Firehole Rivers below their respective falls. These westslope cutthroats lived alongside two other gamefish—the arctic grayling and the mountain whitefish.4

    These aboriginal trout were the ones the Sheepeaters harvested and the ones that splashed in the Yellowstone River when Jim Bridger threw a huge party for mountain men in the Hayden Valley in 1838.5 When pioneer hook-and-line anglers arrived in Yellowstone, many of them dismayed by the industrial pollution that had already diminished so many once-great trout streams of the East, they were ecstatic.
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    A spawning Yellowstone cutthroat trout leaps a chute of water in the LeHardy Rapids section of the upper Yellowstone River. These fish originally crossed the continental divide at Two Ocean Pass and washed down the Yellowstone River. They colonized Yellowstone Lake and ran up the rivers and creeks in the park’s eastern and northern parts.

    In 1870 Army Lieutenant Gustavus Doane wrote that the fishing in Yellowstone Lake was so “perfectly fabulous” that “even the most awkward angler” could catch “mule loads” of cutthroats.6 In 1874 tourist Windham Thomas Wyndham-Quin, 4th Earl of Dunraven and Mount-Earl, visited Yellowstone and wrote, “Every lake and river teems with trout,” and added that he ate them “till I was ashamed to look a fish in the face.”7 An 1877 memoir by Jack Bean, a trapper, scout, and Native American fighter, tells of fishing for cutthroats in Yellowstone Lake with Sir William Blackmore, a wealthy British venture capitalist.

    “He thought it would be wonderful if he caught one for each year he was old—fifty-four. He soon caught the fifty-four and tried for a hundred. He was not long making this and tried for fifty-four more—and kept fishing for another hundred—and another fifty-four,” Bean wrote.8

    The iconic Yellowstone fishing story, that of hooking a cutthroat and cooking it in a geyser, came in 1883 courtesy of Henry J. Winsler’s book The Yellowstone National Park: A Manual for Tourists. Winsler claimed to have “tempted a trout to its doom” in the Gardner River and poached it in the scalding runoff from Mammoth Hot Springs, much to the delight of his nine amazed companions who found that the cutthroat “only needed a little salt to make them quite palatable.”9

    From its inception, fishing in Yellowstone was never just a men’s club. Kids loved it, as evidenced by an article in the daily newspaper in Livingston, Montana, that proclaimed a 10-year-old boy “champion fisherman for the season of 1896” after he caught 76 cutthroats in less than an hour from a creek south of Yellowstone Lake.10 Women were in on the fun, too. In 1897 Mary T. Townsend wrote a magazine article titled “A Woman’s Trout Fishing in Yellowstone Park.” In it she calls the cutthroat trout “a brave and dashing fighter” and poetically notes, “The pleasantest angling is to see the fish cut with her golden oars the silver stream.”11

    In 1938 Howard Back published the park’s first stream-by-stream fishing guide, called The Waters of Yellowstone with Rod and Fly. In it he wrote, “I know of nowhere in the world where a man may, for so little money, enjoy so many miles of first-class trout fishing in such beautiful surroundings.”12

    Back’s would be the first of many books loaded with superlatives about fishing in Yellowstone. Volumes by heralded trout writers like Ernie Schweibert and Ray Bergman added to Yellowstone’s mystique as America’s greatest trout sanctuary.

    But behind the raves and below the waves, a very different drama was playing out in Yellowstone’s waters, a drama that continues today.
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    Westslope cutthroats, like this one from High Lake in Yellowstone, are native to the Madison and Gallatin Rivers in the park, plus all their feeder streams. PHOTO BY NATE SCHWEBER
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