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PREFACE





  




  It was late June, 2006. I was awoken in the middle of the night not because of a sound, but from the lack of one. The weather forecast was for rain, too much rain, as a giant storm surged into the Catskill Mountains. Another 100-year flood was predicted, the Upper Delaware’s third in 21 months. But the rhythmic pounding on my roof that hummed me to sleep was gone. The rain had stopped. As I walked into the blackness of my backyard, I could hear the Beaverkill’s loud tornadic roar of water, trees, boulders, and debris mixing in a violent slurry. But I’d heard the Beaverkill sound like this before, and the rain had stopped. We’d dodged a bullet, or so I thought. Sometime after I returned to bed, the heavens reopened and rain descended in blankets that would push our rivers to magnitudes beyond what any living person had witnessed. It would come to be known as the flood of record. But for me, it would permanently change my life, forcing the end of my time living in the Catskills.




  People died, homes were washed away, complete communities were decimated, and in the aftermath, tributaries and even parts of the rivers were channelized while raw sewage poured into the Upper Delaware from the fractured shells of wastewater treatment plants. Businesses, including my fly shop, were closed because of the destruction and corresponding loss of customers, and the entire region was placed under state of emergency regulations by local governments. I was just finishing the first edition of this book when the flood hit, and though I tried to reflect the changes the flood created, no one really knew what would happen to the Upper Delaware’s fishery. I feared that the river and its bug life could take years to rebound, if they could ever really rebound. But I was wrong.




  In this second edition, I answer the many questions left behind by the flood. Most local businesses, including my former fly shop, have reopened, and the fishery continues to be one of the finest in the East, if not the country. In fact, some of my most memorable Upper Delaware fishing trips have occurred in the years since the 2006 flood. I should have known that the trout and bugs would survive. The Delaware’s amazingly resilient trout and insects have survived floods, droughts, and mismanagement by New York City’s water authority many times since the cold-water fishery’s inception.




  Surprisingly, the flood actually improved the fishery in some ways. And some of the harm it caused is now being mitigated. The flood forced improvements to deteriorated access areas, inspired the creation of new boat launches, and brought further scrutiny to the system’s management. I’ve revised this second edition to reflect the changes to Upper Delaware access and boat launch areas. Tributaries that were destroyed by local governments who seemed hell-bent on punishing the rivers and streams with bulldozers, instead of scientifically repairing them, are being restored by groups like Friends of the Upper Delaware River. These repairs recreate spawning habitat and protect downstream communities from the waterslide-like messes they hastily constructed post-flood.




  But not all changes to the Upper Delaware’s fishery since the flood, and this book’s first edition, have been for the better. The Upper Delaware system is now infected with Didymo, an insistently invasive alga that threatens many fisheries around the world. And Marcellus Shale energy companies are greedily and aggressively pursuing the natural gas beneath the river and its surrounding land. The threat of groundwater contamination, river and tributary pollution, and de-watering are all possible consequences. I address both of these issues in this edition.




  My favorite addition to the second edition is the guide and outfitter interviews. I had originally intended to include them in the first edition but could not. The people I interviewed for this section are some of the Upper Delaware’s best and brightest. They add a perspective that is different than my own. And they cover topics that I didn’t address in the first volume. I believe they make the second edition worth owning even if no other changes were made to this book. But there are other changes. I’ve also added text about how to choose an Upper Delaware guide. The Upper Delaware has more guides working the river than perhaps any other east of the Mississippi. This can make choosing the right one very difficult. I hope to aid that decision with what I’ve written.




  I removed the detailed descriptions of current Upper Delaware management plans by the New York DEP, the Delaware River Basin Commission, and the New York City DEC. Management and flow/release regimes for the Upper Delaware are now changing so often, and so quickly, that it’s impossible to recount them in permanent text. This schizophrenic attempt at management is not a positive step for the river or its anglers. But hope for lasting, cold-water fishery protection remains, and I’ve included several websites in this book’s appendix where anglers can find information about the most up-to-date management policies.




  I’ve learned some things since writing the first edition, mostly that it’s very difficult to set permanent text for a river that’s always changing. Access areas change, new threats arise even as old ones fade into the background. Guides, fly shops, lodging and dining options, and other important pieces of an Upper Delaware fishing trip come and go. But this book contains the latest information about all these facets of the Upper Delaware fishery.




  Perhaps some day, unforeseen changes will create an opportunity to write a third edition of this book as the fishery and its fishing-related businesses continue to evolve. But that will be decided by you, the reader. Thank you all for making this book’s first edition a success. I hope you enjoy this second edition too.













  
INTRODUCTION





  




  I’ll never forget the first time I saw the Delaware River. I was traveling from my former home near Altoona, Pennsylvania, to spend a weekend fishing the Beaverkill when I crossed the Delaware’s Main Stem at Port Jervis, New York. The river was huge compared with the small Pennsylvania limestone creeks I usually fished. I formed an opinion about the Delaware in the first second I saw it—it was too big for me, and it didn’t look like a trout river.




  I eventually learned that the Delaware isn’t a trout river near Port Jervis. It’s too far from the Delaware system’s reservoirs and their cold bottom releases, and therefore too warm in the summer for trout. But even some of the Upper Delaware’s trout water, the sections nearer the dams, is vast and nearly as wide as the river I first saw at Port Jervis. The river’s size probably deters more eastern anglers than it attracts. After spending more than a decade talking to Upper Delaware fly fishermen, I realized that I wasn’t alone in my initial impression. New anglers are often apprehensive about the big water, and few of them understand the dynamics of the Delaware River system’s water releases, which have a tremendous impact on aquatic hatches and trout.




  Several years after my first glimpse of the Lower Delaware, my wife and I decided to take a year away from real life to run a fly shop and fishing lodge on the Upper Delaware’s Main Stem. For weeks I watched the expansive river through the lodge’s windows as late winter melted into early spring, wondering whether we had made the right decision to move here and whether I would ever catch an Upper Delaware trout. One day I saw something that I should have noticed weeks earlier: a large island divides the river just above the deep pool in front of the lodge, and the island’s right river channel didn’t look so big; in fact, it wasn’t as big as some stretches I had already fished on the Beaverkill.




  I put on my fishing vest, strung my rod, and left the lodge to get a taste of the Upper Delaware’s trout fishery. I caught two large rainbows that day—trout that would have been trophies on the limestone creeks back home. They were wild and they fought like it, pulling my fly line deep into the pool and stretching it down to the backing. The rainbows weren’t the only things hooked that day. The Upper Delaware system captivated me unlike any other trout water I had fished before.
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  Large wild rainbows, rare in the eastern United States, live in all the Upper Delaware branches, but they are most prolific in the Main Stem and Lower East Branch. Rainbows are one of the river system’s biggest attractions.




  When I returned to the river the next day for my second Upper Delaware fishing experience, I was confident that I could catch its trout. I fished the same riffle along the same island with the same flies at the same time of day—and I didn’t catch a thing. But I learned something about the river that day: as soon as you think you’ve uncovered a secret about the Delaware, it changes. That’s why there are no Upper Delaware River experts. Even after fishing the river for more than a decade, it can still throw me curveballs, and some nights I leave the river shaking my head in frustration. Experts catch trout every time they fish, but I don’t know anyone who does that here.




  You have to work at becoming a good Upper Delaware angler. This river and its fish don’t surrender their secrets easily. The Upper Delaware stretches anglers. If the Upper Delaware doesn’t humble you or teach you something new, then you’re either not paying attention or not trying hard enough. I didn’t know it at the time, but my first two days of Upper Delaware trout fishing were fairly typical of this complex river system.




  
The Delaware River System




  The Delaware may be the most important river system in the United States. Its watershed supplies New York City with half its drinking water and also provides drinking water and sewage transport for many other cities and towns along its course. The Delaware’s Main Stem travels 321 miles from its source near Hancock, New York, to the Delaware Bay and, ultimately, the Atlantic Ocean—making it the longest undammed river east of the Mississippi and providing Philadelphia with a port and a fishing industry. A quarter of all the people in the United States live within a six-hour drive of the Delaware watershed. The river is a wild oasis amidst the greatest localized center of American civilization.




  The Upper Delaware system consists of approximately 78 miles of identified trout water, not including small feeder creeks and its largest tributary, the Beaverkill. The Upper Delaware system comprises three distinct yet interdependent rivers: the West Branch, the East Branch, and the Main Stem. Each of these rivers is a fantastic fishery in its own right, and taken as a whole, they provide more angling opportunities than one fisherman can enjoy in a lifetime. The close proximity of the branches to Hancock, New York, allows mobile anglers to fish one branch in the morning and another at night, just for a change of scenery or to chase different hatches and follow the best water conditions.




  The legendary Beaverkill unites with the Upper East Branch to form the Lower East Branch and contributes a significant amount of water to the system. The Beaverkill impacts river conditions throughout the Lower East Branch and the Main Stem, and it even shares its migrating trout with these rivers. But the Beaverkill receives little attention in this book. Several great books written by the legendary fly fishermen Mac Francis, Eric Peper and Gary LaFontaine, and Ed Van Put explore the Beaverkill fishery with depth and passion. The vastness and complexity of the three Upper Delaware branches provide more than enough discussion for this volume.




  Most of the Upper Delaware’s trout are large, wild, and highly selective, with fighting abilities so legendary that many well-traveled anglers consider them to be among the hardest fighting and most athletic trout in the world. Because of the heavy hatches, the presence of trophy trout, and the ability to fish the river from a drift boat, the Upper Delaware is heavily fished by eastern anglers looking for a more western experience without the cost and travel time of a trip to Montana. But easterners aren’t the only fishermen who pursue the Upper Delaware’s bounty. Anglers from all over the world, including the western United States, travel to the river each year. Some come to find out for themselves why the Upper Delaware is beloved by so many. Some come just to pay homage to the fabled Catskill rivers. Some come because they know that the Upper Delaware system is one of the best trout fisheries anywhere in the world.
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Using This Guide




  To simplify the river system, I discuss each branch separately in a general river description and then subdivide them according to boat launches or access areas. Each general river description contains three charts: floats, distances, and durations; flows; and fishing regulations.




  The charts on floats, distances, and durations provide important information for individuals planning to float the river. Float times are calculated for canoes and are slightly longer for those using drift boats and pontoon or float tubes. River levels, wind, anchoring durations, and individual rowing and paddling skills also influence float times. The charts include rowing and drifting time only, not fishing time. Always give yourself enough time to complete a float trip without rushing, especially if it’s your first time on a particular river section. Boat launches look different after dark and can be missed by those unfamiliar with the river. The river mileages included in the charts are approximate.




  The flow charts are intended to provide a basic understanding of fishing conditions and options at various water levels. These charts are based on my own ideals; your individual wading and boating skills will have a tremendous impact on what you consider low, ideal, safe, and dangerous conditions. Use the charts as a baseline, but always err on the side of caution and your own personal safety. People have lost boats and equipment and even drowned in the Upper Delaware system. Never underestimate the power of the river. The flow charts contain stricter classifications for ideal pontoon boat and canoe conditions than for drift boats, because it’s easier to fish from a drift boat. Many Upper Delaware pontoon boat and canoe anglers use their boats predominately as transportation to wading areas, and I have factored that use into the charts.




  The fishing regulation charts are based on current New York and Pennsylvania fishing digests. Regulations change, so always consult a current digest before fishing. Both states require all anglers aged 16 and older to have a current fishing license. Trout harvest size and limits are included in these charts, but you should strongly consider releasing all your catch. The Upper Delaware system hosts a tremendous number of anglers each season, and if each of these fishermen kept just one fish, it wouldn’t be long before the river’s trout population would be decimated. Remember, most of the fish you catch aren’t stocked. If we deplete the Upper Delaware’s wild trout population, we may never get it back.




  I’ve included descriptions of public-access areas, directions for reaching them, and their corresponding GPS coordinates within the river subsections. The descriptions have two purposes. First, they tell first-time wading anglers what fishing options are available within easy walking distance of the access areas. Second, they provide a general description of boat launches and take-outs, so inexperienced boaters will know whether they need four-wheel drive to use an access and how to find a takeout at night. I use the terms right side and left side of the river in the access area descriptions. These terms refer to a position standing in the middle of the river and facing upriver or down-river, as noted.
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    Two drift boat anglers search for rising trout in the riffles above Pennsylvania’s Upper Game Lands. Anglers can use either a New York or a Pennsylvania fishing license in the West Branch’s and Main Stem’s border water.




  Anglers are permitted to wade within the West Branch and Main Stem riverbeds as long as they stay within the high-water mark. These rivers form the border between New York and Pennsylvania and are bound by federal and state navigability laws. The right to wade within the high-water mark does not give anglers permission to trespass across private property to reach these rivers; anglers must initially access the rivers from public property. The East Branch lies entirely within New York State, so the same state and federal navigability laws may not pertain to it. To read more about the high-water mark, see chapter 8.




  Many anglers access the rivers along railroad tracks. A few of these areas are legal, but many others are not. Parking along the railroad tracks is probably not a good idea. Tires can be punctured by driving over sharp pieces of metal embedded in the gravel along the tracks, and parking tickets are a possibility too. You’ll have to decide for yourself whether the risks outweigh the benefits. No railroad parking areas are included in this book because of their inherent liabilities.




  Other private access points are available only through landowner permission. However, to protect the rights and goodwill of the property owners, I have omitted explicit directions to most of these areas. Also, access to some of these areas is unreliable—some are closed each year, and occasionally a new one is opened. Courteous, respectful anglers may discover and procure their own private property fishing access simply by asking permission of the landowner. Always respect private property when you are fishing: don’t litter, and don’t trespass through farmers’ fields or people’s yards. Say hello to those who live along the river. Tell them that you appreciate the beauty of their river and that you release the fish you catch. Offer to teach them what you know about fishing if they show interest. Talk long enough to be polite, but don’t overstay your welcome. In addition to finding your own private-land fishing access, you may even make a few new friends. I have.




  Maps are also included for each river section. I originally intended to provide a name for every pool and riffle, but I discovered that was impossible. Some of the river’s pools and riffles have never been named, or their names have been lost to history; some locations have been called by many different names. I’ve always believed that the Upper Delaware has been shortchanged by the lack of a standardized list of names for its users to follow. Other Catskill rivers have signs denoting famous fishing spots, such as the Hendrickson’s or Wagon Tracks pools on the Beaverkill. These names give identity to the river and allow anglers to talk intelligently with one another about specific locations. Discussions with longtime residents and anglers and with other fishing guides helped me procure the most common and relevant names for each of the pools and riffles listed in this book. The maps are not drawn to scale and are designed to be used with the detailed directions in the text.




  Rivers live in a constant state of change, so it’s impossible to provide completely current information, in permanent written form, for fishing them. A pool can be created or partially filled with gravel; islands may form or be obliterated after floods such as those that occurred in September 2004, April 2005, and June 2006. Seasonal trout migration, drought, floods, and other effects of extreme weather all impact the river system. But the Upper Delaware has survived these occurrences many times in the past. Some river sections have held trout for thousands of years and will continue to do so in the future.




  Chapter 1 examines the history and current status of the Cannonsville and Pepacton Reservoirs, as well as the rivers they dammed. Without these impoundments, there would be no reason to write this book. Their cold-water releases are the lifeblood of the Upper Delaware’s trout fishery.




  Some of what I’ve written about the management of the Upper Delaware’s reservoirs is critical of the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (the DEP is really just the city’s water authority). I realize that these reservoirs were never intended to create or enhance wild trout fisheries, and I wholeheartedly believe that New York City’s water supply is far more valuable than all the trout in the Upper Delaware system. I take issue with the decisions of DEP officials only when they have had the opportunity to both maintain the highest priority for their water supply and protect the wild trout fishery and have failed to do the latter. It’s the responsibility of all Upper Delaware anglers to make our voices heard when the trout fishery’s viability is completely disregarded by those in power.




  Chapters 2 through 4 provide detailed information about the three tailwater branches that constitute the Upper Delaware system. It’s these rivers, below the dams, that most people associate with the Upper Delaware’s trout fishery. Each branch has its own trout population, physical characteristics, and fly-fishing quirks that individualize it. Because all the rivers are connected, they do share some similarities. But they can also differ greatly, so it’s important to think of them as separate, self-contained entities.




  Chapter 5 begins with a brief look at the fish species that call the Upper Delaware River their home: the three trout species—browns, rainbows, and brookies—and a few other gamefish that one might encounter with a fly rod. The rest of the chapter examines equipment; fly patterns; and dry-fly, nymph, and streamer techniques that are vital to productive Upper Delaware trout fishing. Finally, it addresses night fishing and fish etiquette—two of the river’s most overlooked topics.




  Most Upper Delaware fly anglers prefer to fish hatches, usually with dry flies. Chapters 6 and 7 examine the most important mayfly, caddis, and stone-fly hatches that occur during the spring, summer, and fall, respectively. I’ve included hatch charts for each of the seasons, but it’s difficult to give a specific time line for how these hatches will progress within the Upper Delaware system during any given year. In the East, hatches typically begin in the warmer, bottom section of a river and slowly progress upriver, but it doesn’t always happen that way in the Upper Delaware system. The Upper Delaware branches can have widely varying temperatures, depending on their water levels. It’s not uncommon for a hatch to begin in one branch a week to several weeks before it begins in another. And the hatches can sometimes occur haphazardly, without an orderly progression—in the top section of one river, and in the bottom of another. A change in reservoir releases or spill or an isolated rainstorm can also retard a hatch in one section without affecting the same hatch in another section. The best way to learn whether a particular hatch is occurring in an individual river branch is to call one of the fly shops listed in the appendix of this book.




  The hatch chapters are not meant to be a discourse on entomology. But the information and photographs they contain are intended to provide basic knowledge of the most important hatches. Many Upper Delaware anglers choose to sit on the riverbank, waiting for a fish to rise. Those who would rather spend their time fishing subsurface between hatches will find the physical descriptions and habitat requirements of the various nymphs and larvae beneficial. Knowing what the nymphs look like and how, when, and where to fish them ensures that nymphing and wet-fly fishing will be more productive.




  The often crowded Upper Delaware River system is largely ignored during the winter. Many of the river’s angler paths, which are heavily traveled during the hatch season, are abandoned once the hatches end and the mountains fill with snow. I realized years ago that Upper Delaware trout will still take flies, run, and sometimes even jump during the winter. The end of chapter 7 discusses the winter fly-fishing options available to Upper Delaware anglers.
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    John Hurley casts to a bank feeder at the head of the last Wulff Pool. Legendary fly anglers Lee and Joan Wulff used to own this section of the Upper East Branch, but their land has been sold and subdivided to create seasonal homes. Issues related to development and private property will continue to impact the river system in the future.




  Chapter 8 provides a series of questions and answers about Upper Delaware water issues. It’s important for all Upper Delaware anglers to understand how the system works and which threats could potentially destroy it so that we can better protect the river in the future. Chapter 8 also discusses the high-water mark, catch and release, and the ethics of fishing during periods of thermal stress, all of which will impact the river’s future as a trout fishery. I end the chapter with some brief thoughts about why the Upper Delaware is worth protecting as well as discussions about the Upper Delaware’s newest threats: Didymo and Marcellus Shale natural gas extraction. It’s a perilous time in the history of the Upper Delaware River. Issues related to private property, development, invasive species, gas drilling, reservoir management, and competition among fishermen will all impact the river system. The river has no voice. It is up to those of us who love the Delaware to ensure that it continues to flow cold, clean, and full of trout.




  The final chapter, chapter 9, is a series of guide and outfitter interviews. These interviews address topics not previously discussed in the book. They add a depth and perspective on a range of topics and they’re an invaluable addition to the text.




  The Upper Delaware is a famous river with an army of anglers who feel connected to it. The very mention of its name provokes intense feelings and opinions from many of these loyal fishermen. This book is not intended to be the last word on the subject. Many volumes could be filled with information about the Upper Delaware River system, and there is no way to include it all in one book.




  If you are unfamiliar with the river system, this book will get you started. The maps will give you an idea of the layout of the river’s branches and help you find exact fishing locations. The fly pattern photographs and recipes will arm you with a selection of Upper Delaware trout-tested flies so that your fly boxes will be up to the challenge of the river’s legendary fish. If you’re already acquainted with the fishery, then hopefully this book will help you catch a few more trout, introduce you to an access you may have overlooked, or encourage you to become involved in the river’s stewardship.




  I feel inadequate, in many ways, to be the writer of this book. My fly-fishing and writing abilities pale in comparison to the Upper Delaware’s greatness. Writing this book has made me examine my own understanding of the system in a new, more thorough way. I believe it has made me a better angler. I hope it improves your Upper Delaware fly fishing as well.









  



  CHAPTER 1




  


  

  Creation of the Upper Delaware’s Tailwater Trout Fishery




  Cannonsville Reservoir and the West Branch above the Dam




  The history of the photographs recording the construction of Cannonsville Reservoir is almost as interesting as the history of the reservoir itself. Many of these photos, which are now displayed in local Delaware County historical societies and in the New York City DEP offices, were taken by Catskill fly-tying legend and fly-shop owner Walt Dette. Walt’s daughter, Mary Dette Clark, is the heir to her father’s work and may be the greatest living Catskill fly tier. My friendship with Mary and her husband, Gene, began when I started tying flies for the Dette Fly Shop, now owned and cared for by Mary. (Sadly, Gene Clark passed away in early 2006. His smile and gentle nature will be dearly missed by all who knew him.) It was Mary who relayed this story to me.




  Walt’s career as a photographer began when Mary was a child. And it happened by accident—a truck accident. A tractor trailer was traveling very fast along Route 17 near Roscoe, New York, when its driver tried to navigate the sharp turn near town. He lost control, the truck rolled over, and its cargo—a load of cameras—went plummeting down a bank and into the Beaverkill. Local residents aided in the cleanup by walking along the river and collecting the debris. Most believed it to be improper to keep all of the cameras they found. So they each gathered several—enough to return one or two to their rightful owners and to retain one as payment for their efforts. Walt was one of the lucky residents who wound up with a camera that was only slightly damaged. He repaired it and began to teach himself the art of photography, just as he had taught himself to tie flies.




  It must have been as financially unrewarding to own a Catskill fly shop in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s as it is today. Walt’s wife, Winnie, worked at a local bank and still found time to tie flies, run the shop, and raise the children. Walt left the shop each day to try to bring in extra income for the family. One of his jobs was to shoot photographs (with the camera he found near the Beaverkill) of the construction of Cannonsville Reservoir project that began in 1955.




  The 16-mile-long, approximately half-mile-wide reservoir was completed by 1967, although some limited use began in 1965. Cannonsville’s earthen dam, measuring 2,800 feet long and 175 feet high, cost $140 million to build. The lake created by the dam lies 1,150 feet above sea level, covers 4,568 acres of land, and is surrounded by 53 miles of forested shoreline. It has an average depth of 61 feet and a maximum depth of 140 feet. The 98 billion gallons of water held by the full Cannonsville Reservoir buries the remains of five former Catskill communities: Beerston, Cannonsville, Granton, Rock Rift, and Rock Royal. The total New York City–owned Cannonsville Reservoir property swallowed 19,910 acres of land in New York’s Delaware County, including 94 family-owned farms. A total of 941 residents from the submerged communities were forced to leave their homes. And 2,150 of their ancestors were moved from their initial resting places and reinterred in 11 Delaware County cemeteries (Galusha 1999).




  The loss of the five Catskill communities and the displacement of their residents and cemeteries engendered anger and mistrust toward the New York City DEP that continue to be felt today among many upstate New Yorkers. But the wounds of past property seizures aren’t the only reminder of what the New York City water authority has forcefully taken from the Catskills and the power it continues to wield over the region. A severe drought in 2001 prompted the DEP to lower Cannonsville’s water level to 2.5 percent to maintain the Montague, New Jersey, flow target (see chapter 8). The bones of the old towns—the roads and bridges that connected them—were visible in the soupy hole that used to contain a lake. Many of the reservoir’s sport fish and alewives (a prolific species of baitfish that lives in the reservoir) died. The West Branch tailwater stood at the precipice of destruction as the reservoir level fell to a one-week supply of water. If Cannonsville went dry, the West Branch’s riverbed would have dried up too, especially near Stilesville. At the last possible moment, waves of rainstorms swept over the region and saved the reservoir and tailwater fisheries.




  Some may argue that the DEP only did what it had to do during the drought. But these people miss the larger picture. The other Delaware reservoirs maintained water levels well above 50 percent during the drought. Releases could have been made equitably, from all the dams, to save enough water in Cannonsville to protect the West Branch fishery. But the DEP seldom considers the fisheries when it makes its water management decisions. Upstate New York residents realize that the city owns their dams. They just want the DEP to consider the needs of the upstate population and its fisheries as part of a regionwide plan. But the DEP seldom does that, either. Instead, it often treats upstate New York communities as an annoying child, unworthy of attention. A January 2006 article in the Times Herald-Record of Middletown, New York, reported that a dam inspector working on behalf of the New York City DEP had falsified Catskill reservoir inspection reports—potentially jeopardizing the human populations living below the dams. Instead of completing actual physical inspections of the reservoirs, previous reports were allegedly photocopied and passed off as current inspections (Bruno and Gardner 2006).




  This revelation was made in the wake of the devastating flooding of the Delaware River basin in the fall of 2004 and the spring of 2005—floods that killed two people and destroyed countless homes and properties. Many local residents believe that the flooding could have been mitigated if the DEP cared about the well-being of the communities that surround and in many ways protect the city’s water supply. They believe that the reservoirs should never be full enough to cause flooding in the event of a hurricane or sudden snowmelt. I don’t believe that the floods were entirely the DEP’s fault. Rivers sometimes flood—it’s a well-known fact of nature. But it’s difficult to defend any of the DEP’s water management decisions when its own dam inspectors provide ammunition to those who believe that the DEP simply wants the Upper Delaware’s wild trout and human populations to quietly disappear.




  There are at least two sides to every story. Despite everything New York City has taken from the region to build its reservoirs, in some ways, it has returned even more. The city provides reservoir stipend monies to some Catskill communities—money that is desperately needed to fund local school districts—and it pays taxes on the land it owns. The deep Delaware reservoirs also create thriving tailwater trout fisheries that lure tourists to the region who spend money at local businesses.




  The Cannonsville Reservoir created a good lake fishery for perch, bass, and brown trout. The lake’s brown trout can grow to over 10 pounds by consuming its vast population of alewives. These browns are so big that the only comparable fish in the East are the salmonoids in the Great Lakes—fish that also grow large from consuming alewives. And the anglers who pursue them have created a lake fishing industry for the upstate New York communities of Deposit and Walton—a town that does not benefit financially from the tail-water fishery created below the dam.




  The Cannonsville Reservoir also dramatically improved the Upper Delaware’s West Branch trout fishery. Before the dam, much of the river was a put-and-take stocked trout fishery. In fact, the 40 miles of free-flowing West Branch above the dam remains largely a stocked trout fishery today. The West Branch above the dam warms very quickly in the summer, and most of the trout fishing there occurs in the spring for freshly stocked fish. But the river does maintain a small population of holdovers and wild brown and brook trout that find refuge in areas of groundwater infiltration during periods of high thermal stress. The river also hosts a significant number of fallfish that are sometimes so populous that it’s hard to catch any trout at all because every fly is attacked by these simple minnows.
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    Cannonsville Reservoir’s breast and spillway. Cannonsville often spills in the spring, sweeping alewives and huge brown trout into the West Branch.




  Physically, the West Branch above the dam looks very similar to the river below it. It’s dominated by flat, slow-moving pools connected by short riffles of medium depth. Many of its pool bottoms are covered with silt, due in large part to the extensive farming that occurs in the region. The aquatic hatches above the dam remain impressive. In fact, some of them, such as the Hendricksons and the green drakes, may be as good above the dam as they are below it. These fantastic hatches are an indicator of the relative purity of the West Branch’s water that feeds the reservoir. However, the East Branch’s water, which flows into the Pepacton Reservoir, is even cleaner. Farm fields spread with manure allow nitrates to leach into the West Branch above the dam.




  Management of Cannonsville Reservoir’s water releases has always been a hotly contested issue. The reservoir’s original release valves were unable to expel water in increments between 45 and 325 cubic feet per second (cfs). Minimum summer reservoir releases, from June 15 to August 15, were eventually set at 325 cfs to provide some basic protection to the trout fishery. But higher water volumes were often released to meet the court-mandated Delaware River flow target at Montague. These heavy summer water releases cooled not only the West Branch but also the Main Stem and created a wild trout zone that extended all the way to Callicoon, New York. But the fishing conditions weren’t always ideal. The river basically relied on tributary water for its volume in the early spring, fall, and winter. Winters were often especially hard on the fishery. Water releases were usually curtailed to a pathetic trickle of 45 cfs, which allowed anchor ice to form, jeopardizing the wild brown trout’s fall spawning redds.




  A new valve was installed in 1997 at a cost of $3.4 million. Shortly thereafter, minimum summer releases were reduced to 160 cfs, but their duration was lengthened from June 1 to September 1. The new valve was controversial from its inception. Eventually, most Upper Delaware anglers supported the project, based on assurances from DEP officials of improved, trout-sustaining river flows. The DEP stated that too much water was being wasted with the old valve and its limited settings. A new valve would allow it to micromanage reservoir releases, ultimately ensuring that more water would be available within the reservoir to feed the fishery when necessary to maintain volume or mitigate thermal stress.




  Most Upper Delaware anglers now believe that they were told a series of half-truths. It’s true that New York City’s DEP can now micromanage Cannonsville Reservoir releases to save water, but most of this “saved” water never sees the Upper Delaware’s riverbed. It’s often removed from the system underground, through the Delaware Aqueduct, or greedily hoarded behind the reservoir’s high earthen dam. The former practice of maintaining constant releases of 325 or 160 cfs has been disregarded in favor of new plans that have produced elevated water temperatures in the Lower West Branch and Main Stem (to better understand the difference between flow and release, see chapter 8).




  The Cannonsville Reservoir has been mired in controversy since its inception, and it probably always will be. The world-class lake and tailwater fisheries created by the dam do little to ease the pain of the residents who gave everything they had for the betterment of New York City and the rest of the country. Some of the residents displaced by the reservoir left the Catskills forever. One of the reasons I feel obligated to protect the Upper Delaware River system is to give something back to those who stayed in the communities that are my adopted home. Of course, not all my reasons for advocating improved Cannonsville water releases are altruistic—after all, I did move here for the trout fishing. But the West Branch trout fishery also benefits the region economically, and it makes me feel good to know that my selfish efforts to improve the fishery also help my community of choice. So maybe the long-suffering residents of the Catskills can benefit in some small way by a project that was originally designed for the benefit of people who live elsewhere.




  
Pepacton Reservoir and the East Branch above the Dam





  Pepacton Reservoir was built from 1947 to 1954. It is the largest of the four Delaware River system reservoirs—more than 30 percent larger than Cannonsville. Pepacton lies 1,280 feet above sea level, is 18.5 miles long and half a mile wide, covers 5,178 acres, and has a maximum water depth of 180 feet. It is surrounded by 51 miles of predominantly forested shoreline, encompassing 13,384 New York City–owned acres in New York’s Delaware County. All this land is completely sheltered from future development to protect its water supply. Pepacton’s earthen dam is 2,450 feet long and 204 feet high, and it retains 140.2 billion gallons of water when the reservoir is full. It drowned four Catskill communities—Arena, Pepacton, Shavertown, and Union Grove—along with their cemeteries, forcing the reinterment of 1,500 bodies from their original locations into Pepacton Cemetery (Galusha 1999).




  This reservoir’s construction created the same anger and mistrust for the city’s DEP that the Cannonsville Reservoir did. But residents near the Pepacton Reservoir experienced these emotions first. Inhabitants of the now abandoned towns fought the reservoir project until they realized that there was no way to stop its momentum. By the time the construction of Cannonsville began, most of the local residents knew what to expect and realized there was no way to fight the DEP. They had seen it all before in the struggles of their friends and neighbors in the East Branch valley.
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    Pepacton is the largest of the Delaware’s reservoirs—more than 30 percent larger than Cannonsville.




  Approximately 20 miles of the East Branch still flow unfettered above the dam today. The river’s water is especially clean because its banks are largely forested and few farms border the East Branch above the dam. Fishing is allowed on both the reservoir and the East Branch above it, and many consider Pepacton to be the best brown trout reservoir fishery within the Delaware system.




  Pepacton’s trout grow to such impressive proportions for the same reason that Cannonsville Reservoir’s do—alewives. But Pepacton is seldom allowed to spill because of the high value placed on its clean drinking water. Most of Pepacton’s water is shuttled underground, into Rondout Reservoir, whenever it comes close to spilling. The less desirable water in Cannonsville is permitted to spill almost every spring. Thus, alewives aren’t nearly as important to the East Branch’s tailwater fishery as they are to the West Branch’s, because they are seldom spilled into the river.




  The East Branch above the dam is a small river, averaging 20 to 25 feet wide. Mac Francis, in his wonderful book Catskill Rivers: Birthplace of American Fly Fishing (1996), says that the river’s best fly fishing occurs from the reservoir upriver to Halcottsville, where anglers can expect to catch a lot of small stocked and wild brown trout up to about 12 inches. I have fished the river above the dam only once, near Margaretville, but I would agree with Mr. Francis, even though my experience occurred nearly 10 years after he wrote his book.




  The Delaware Aqueduct




  The creation of the four Delaware River system reservoirs (Cannonsville, Neversink, Pepacton, and Rondout) vastly improved New York City’s water supply. But these large bodies of potable water would be of little value to the city without a way to transfer their water from the Catskills to the city’s population. The Delaware Aqueduct was created for just that purpose. Construction of the Delaware Aqueduct began in 1937 and was completed in 1945. However, the entire water delivery system, which includes the West and East Delaware tunnels and the Neversink tunnel, wasn’t completed until 1955 (Galusha 1999).




  The Delaware Aqueduct remains one of the greatest engineering accomplishments of the modern world. It supplies more than 9 million New York City residents with nearly 80 percent of their water needs—more than 900 million gallons per day (Kennedy, Wegner, and Yaggi 2001). The aqueduct structure comprises 13.5- to 19.5-foot-diameter concrete-lined tunnels that run 85 miles from the Rondout Reservoir to the Hillview Reservoir in Yonkers, making it the longest uninterrupted tunnel in the world. The aqueduct is between 300 and 1,500 feet belowground, and it includes a section that lies 600 feet beneath the Hudson River near Chelsea, New York (Galusha 1999).




  Water from the Cannonsville, Pepacton, and Neversink Reservoirs is gravity fed, without the aid of mechanical pumps, to the Rondout Reservoir through three separate tunnels. It then travels through the Delaware Aqueduct and ultimately arrives in the water faucets and fire hydrants of New York City.




  The West Delaware tunnel, built from 1955 to 1964, connects Cannonsville Reservoir to Rondout. It is 44 miles long and can deliver a maximum yield of 500 million gallons of water per day through its 15- to 18-foot-diameter tunnel. The East Delaware tunnel, constructed from 1949 to 1955 to connect Pepacton Reservoir to Rondout, is 25 miles long and capable of delivering 700 million gallons of East Branch water per day through its 11-foot-diameter tunnel. The smallest of the three Catskill reservoir tunnels, the Neversink tunnel, is 6 miles long. It was constructed from 1949 to 1954 and can deliver 500 million gallons of water through its 10-foot-diameter concrete tunnel (Galusha 1999).




  The once great construction achievement of the Delaware Aqueduct and tunnels has now fallen into a state of disrepair. The tunnels are crumbling, and 5 percent of all Catskill reservoir water now leaks through holes in the aqueduct (Kennedy et al. 2001). This leaking water is a terrible waste to both the rivers that surrender the water and to New York City, which relies on this water to sustain its population. The leaks are so severe that a 2001 report written by Robert Kennedy Jr. and his environmental advocacy group River-keeper describes their condition as “dire and critical.” The New York City DEP concluded in 1996 and 1998 studies that one aqueduct leak loses 33 million to 37 million gallons of water per day. To help put these numbers in perspective, that leak loses more water per day than the entire city of Rochester, New York, consumes.




  The DEP has known about these leaks for decades, yet it has done little to fix the problem. I often wonder what the Upper Delaware trout fishery would be like if just the leaking aqueduct water was used to maintain and preserve the trout fishery. The Delaware, its local human population, and its wildlife have given greatly of themselves to provide New York City with clean water. And because of this gift, New York City is blessed with one of the best water supplies of any major city in the world. The residents of the Upper Delaware basin were rewarded with one of the greatest wild trout fisheries in the world because of New York City’s dams. But the crumbling aqueduct could turn all of the Upper Delaware’s users from winners into losers.









  



  CHAPTER 2




  


  

  West Branch Tailwater




  The West Branch tailwater is the most popular Upper Delaware fly-fishing destination, and rightly so. It has phenomenal insect life, a higher trout density than either the Main Stem or the East Branch, and the system’s only no-kill section. The West Branch is also popular because its relatively uniform streambed is easy to wade, and it has a fair number of access areas. Plus, it receives most of the Delaware reservoir system’s cold-water releases, creating the most reliable year-round fishing conditions.
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    The Route 17 Bridge near Deposit, New York, is the beginning of the West Branch’s no-kill section.




  The West Branch does have its problems, however. Increased angling pressure in recent years has turned some people off (reminding me of one of my favorite Yogi Berra-isms: “The place is so crowded that no one goes there anymore”). Another drawback is Route 17, which follows the river for most of its course. The sound of cars zipping down the highway and the groan of tractor-trailer air brakes detract from the river’s serenity, but it’s amazing how little you notice the traffic when you’re casting to pods of large, rising trout. In spite of the crowds and the highway noise, the West Branch remains a magnificent river—perhaps the best wild trout fishery east of the Rocky Mountains.




  The West Branch tailwater begins northeast of Deposit, New York. It’s a low-gradient river, falling 7.3 feet per mile along its course, and it’s composed of 25 percent riffles and 75 percent pools. The river glides for approximately 17.5 miles, with an average width of 200 feet near Deposit and 242 feet near Hancock, New York, before joining the East Branch and forming the Main Stem (McBride 2002).




  Although the West Branch originates entirely in New York State, the river becomes the border between New York and Pennsylvania 10.2 miles below Cannonsville Dam, just upriver from Pennsylvania’s Upper Game Lands Parking Area. A reciprocal agreement between the states allows anglers to use either state’s fishing license downriver from the boundary line.
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