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Preface

Much of the lore and literature of fly-fishing for trout revolves around matching the hatch. And with good reason. Watching the snout of a really good trout break the surface to inhale your dry fly amidst a flotilla of naturals is a singular sporting thrill. When the surface bulges right on cue and line zips from your reel at an alarming rate, it’s living proof that you’ve made exactly the right moves in fly fishing’s classic matchup.

But in reality, large trout rise to frequent and dependable hatches only on a relative handful of exceptionally fertile waters. Most days on the more ordinary trout waters that most of us fish, there is no significant hatch to bring the best trout to the surface. Even if there is such a hatch, it rarely lasts for more than a few hours. When a hatch fizzles or fails to transpire, your choices are to bag the rod, fish halfheartedly, or get resourceful.

This is a book about fishing resourcefully between hatches—a surprisingly neglected subject, considering that for most of us, it encompasses the bulk of our time on the water. Hey, hatches come and go, but it’s how we use the hours and days between hatches that largely governs our angling enjoyment and success.

The term “nonhatch period” has a negative connotation that is sometimes deserved. It’s true that between hatches, trout often retreat to refuge lies and develop lockjaw. But it’s also a good bet that you’ll bump into your largest and most aggressive trout during nonhatch periods. Why? Because usually it’s an invigorating water temperature, not a hatch, that puts big predatory trout on the prowl.

Learning to fish well between hatches isn’t some angling side road. It’s main-street stuff you’ll use every outing. It’s learning to deal with tough conditions from sweltering heat to dirty water. It’s mastering subtle techniques, such as micronymphing at close quarters for inactive trout, and aggressive techniques, like long-line nymphing with dry-fly precision for active trout. It’s anticipating temperature-induced feeding binges and understanding the seasonal factors that govern where in a watershed the bulk of the trout will be. It’s identifying niches of active trout and then covering water at a productive clip to exploit those niches. It’s having some parlor tricks up your sleeve and recognizing opportunities to use them. It’s learning from other anglers and solving some riddles on your own.

This is also a book about fishing ambitiously. I know, I know, fly fishing is supposed to be play, not work, but like most anglers, I have a heck of a lot more fun when I fish well than when I fish poorly. And learning to fly fish well on a variety of trout waters in an array of conditions happens only with experience, observation, and effort. Every highly skilled angler I’ve met is a bit driven, at least when it comes to fishing—that’s what keeps them on the water and advancing through the lean times as well as the gravy times.

Of course, fly-fishing for trout is about more than the number of fish brought to net. It’s about the Montana sun on your shoulders after a three-year absence, the music of the upper Madison mingling with sleep, and ice on your tent fly in August. It’s silver skeins of storm sweeping off the Gravelly Range and pummeling you with hail as you huddle in the streamside willows, then glancing up to witness a storybook rainbow arching over perfectly sculpted river terraces. It’s the pull of big country and pilgrimages to famed rivers and feeling expansive again. And it’s Sunday mornings on local creeks that few anglers will ever hear of.

To me, the techniques and the intangibles of fly-fishing for trout are equally alluring. Fish often, fish smart, fish hard, and savor every day in trout country. I can’t think of a recipe for wringing more from our allotted days on the water.

Rich Osthoff
October 2000




PART ONE

Taking What the Water Will Give You






Chapter 1

Anticipating Temperature-Induced Feeding Binges

Trout are cold-blooded creatures. Their activity level is governed largely by temperature. Invigorating water temperatures will move trout out of refuge lies and onto feeding stations even when there’s no corresponding hatch. In fact, over a season I catch many more trout during temperatureinduced feeding periods than I do during hatches, and temperature is usually the major factor in determining when, where, how, and even if I fish.

Trout are most active at water temperatures right around 60 degrees Fahrenheit. That’s when their metabolisms hit high gear and their energy demands soar. That’s when they feed most frequently, most aggressively, and for the longest duration. Optimal temperature varies somewhat by species and habitat. Brown and rainbow trout are generally most active at slightly above 60 degrees. Trout that are native to northern latitudes or high altitudes (cutthroats, brook trout, and golden trout) are most active at or just below 60 degrees.

Of course, trout have energy requirements throughout the year, so they feed minimally at temperatures well outside of their optimal range. By understanding how trout respond to temperature, you can anticipate major and minor feeding periods year-round.

Let’s look at the effects of water temperature on trout activity in mid-western streams that experience four distinct seasons.

WINTER

For most of my youth, trout season on my home streams in southwestern Wisconsin opened in late spring, so fishing in the dead of winter wasn’t an option. Then, from the mid 1970s through the late 1980s, several southwestern counties adopted a New Year’s Day opener. A typical opener saw the hillsides blanketed with a foot or more of snow. January is the coldest month in Wisconsin. We usually see a string of nights when temperatures dip to 20 degrees below zero and days when the mercury struggles to top zero. A cold snap like that ices over everything but the riffles and water that’s close to springs.

A few anglers made it a tradition to fish trout on New Year’s Day come hell or hard water. If it was brutally cold, they actually spent most of the day in their cars nursing mugs of hot coffee and talking about fishing, but at some point they officially wetted a line. I fished periodically in those winter seasons, but when snow glistens knee-deep on the hillsides and afternoon temperatures top out in the single digits, I’d rather chase grouse than trout. Plowing through snow with a shotgun is so invigorating that the cold can be beaten back and even relished. By comparison, standing around in a stream amplifies extreme cold. The fish aren’t all that fired up about it either—even big trout fight sluggishly. But if you need your fly-fishing fix when it’s cold enough to form permafrost in your shorts, there are strategies for consistently catching some trout.

For starters, sleep late and eat a big breakfast. Winter trout are least active at daybreak, when stream temperatures bottom out—usually in the mid-to upper thirties, depending on weather and stream type. In winter, the early bird gets mostly frozen appendages and ice in the guides.

Don’t automatically drive to your favorite summer haunts. Concentrate on streams that are relatively ice-free. Wide-open water indicates a proximity to springs, and in winter significant spring flows mean relatively warm water and more active fish. Large springs moderate stream temperature to a greater degree and for a greater distance than small springs do. In southwestern Wisconsin, we’re blessed with dozens of small to modest-sized spring creeks that flow from limestone formations, but few of these streams emerge full-blown from a single source. Instead, most creeks have numerous small springs in their upper watersheds, plus scattered spring holes and spring tributaries in their middle to lower reaches. Most springs flow year-round at about 50 degrees. Stream temperature at any given location depends on air temperature, the volume of spring flows, and the distance from springs, but many northern spring creeks maintain nighttime temperatures of nearly 40 degrees and remain mostly ice-free in winter. Forty degrees might sound cold, but it’s significantly warmer than northern freestone streams, which regularly freeze over from bank to bank and develop destructive anchor ice as the slow water along the bottom freezes. In general, the greater the volume of spring flows, the warmer a stream remains in winter. Sizable spring creeks also have deep, slow refuge runs where winter trout congregate. Water that is relatively warm, deep, and slow—that’s what you’re seeking in winter.

In cold weather, when their energy requirements are low, trout can find sufficient food without leaving refuge water, so feeding and resting locations are often one and the same. Sluggish winter trout won’t move very far or very fast to intercept prey, so winter isn’t a time to fish aggressively or to cover a lot of water. It’s a time to gear down and probe deep refuge areas with a slow presentation at the exact level of the fish. On the plus side, trout in refuge lies are often bunched. If you hook a winter fish, stay put and replicate your drift precisely, because you may be able to run several fish from your position.

Even moderate winter days are preceded by long, cold nights. It’s usually late morning before the air warms significantly and water temperature climbs a couple notches. Sunlight can boost water temperature even on subfreezing days, so stick to exposed meadow streams when the sun is out. In winter, it only takes a bump of a few degrees to stimulate feeding. However, winter days are short and the sun crests at a low angle, so daytime gains in water temperature are short-lived. Make it a point to be on the water when temperatures peak—from noon to about 3 P.M. Eating a late breakfast fuels you right through the peak fishing hours without having to break for lunch.
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Inactive Trout Positions. Inactive trout typically bunch in slow, deep refuge water where they’re secure from predators and can hold with minimal effort.



In winter, it’s an advantage to fish on a day that’s warmer than the preceding day, because trout and prey activity will be on the increase. If the forecast is for marginal temperatures, the direction of temperature is especially critical. A 35-degree day following a 25-degree day usually triggers some significant midday feeding. A 35-degree day following a 45- degree day usually means slow fishing.

Not surprisingly, the best winter fishing usually coincides with unseasonably mild weather. Forty-five-degree days followed by comfortable nights allow daytime water temperatures to climb into the lower forties, causing trout to feed more actively and to expand their midday feeding window a bit. If a winter thaw triggers heavy snowmelt, then water temperatures will be depressed on streams that receive heavy runoff, and the fishing will shut down. But if a chinook arrives to find very little snowpack, or if warm weather lasts beyond the period of heavy snowmelt, the stage is set for a few days of fast winter fishing.

That’s exactly what happened in the winter of 2000 in southwestern Wisconsin. A thaw in late February blew out our snow in less than a week and just in time for our March catch-and-release season. As streams dropped and cleared during the first week of March, we basked under sunny skies and record warmth. On my first outing of the millennium, on March 6, the air warmed to 75 degrees and I fished in shirt sleeves. When I began fishing at 11 A.M., the water temperature was already 45 degrees. I stuck my first fish almost immediately—a 16-inch brown that launched from under a cutbank to whack a Soft-Hackle Woolly Bugger. Just after I set the hook, I saw the trout disgorge a 6-inch chub—a sure sign that this was a hungry fish. The day only got better. Action really picked up around noon, when the water temperature hit 48 degrees. From 2 P.M. until the sun dropped behind the hills at 5:30, the water hovered at an incredible 52 degrees—easily the warmest I’ve ever experienced in Wisconsin for that date. Aggressive browns were all over the drink. I tossed small Woolly Buggers all day, and on nearly every good-looking run I caught several fat browns. My biggest fish of the day, an 18-inch hen, moved a good 4 feet to intercept a bugger just after it hit the water. That winter day produced the kind of hard-charging trout that I usually don’t see in Wisconsin until well into April—and their hunger was strictly temperature induced, as hatch activity was limited to a few midges. Within a few days, however, we were jolted back to reality by wet snow and daytime highs in the twenties.

SPRING

For trout anglers, spring is the season of greatest transition. Stark winter conditions can prevail well into March, but by the end of May, a scant two months later, the woods and fields are in full bloom, and the first blasts of summer heat arrive. In between, you’ll encounter the most invigorating water temperatures and the most aggressive trout of the year. In Wisconsin, our general trout season opens the first Saturday in May, but we have catch-and-release fishing in March and April. For productive midday fishing, I wouldn’t swap April for any other month.

In the Midwest, snow has usually melted from all but the shaded hollows and north slopes by early April. Nights often dip below freezing, resulting in cold water and inactive trout at daybreak, but with the longer days and the higher angle of the sun, the water warms quickly into the midforties on most mornings. In early spring, midday is still the best time to fish, but by the end of April, the window of favorable water temperatures widens to include most of the daylight hours. As daytime water temperatures climb into the midfifties, trout not only feed more aggressively, but begin to fight with real vigor. They jet around pools with alarming speed and surge for protective cover with surprising power. By late April, you can have your hands full landing the same trout that came meekly to heel in the cold water of winter and early spring.

Spring weather systems import rain, which can elevate water temperatures at any time. The first mild, rainy days of spring are super days to be on the water, even at dawn. In fact, at any season or time of day, rain almost always moves water temperature toward the comfort zone for trout and stimulates feeding activity. Unlike snowmelt, rain also boosts oxygen levels, which helps invigorate the trout. Spring rains come at a time when a lot of aquatic insects are nearing emergence—that sudden bump in both water temperature and stream flow usually puts a lot of vulnerable organisms in the drift. Be there if you can.

In spring, the intensity of evening trout activity depends on how rapidly the air, and subsequently the water, cools. On a crisp, clear evening, warmth radiates quickly into the atmosphere, and feeding slows dramatically in late evening. On mild, overcast evenings, water temperature drops slowly, and trout may feed aggressively right into dark. As a rule, if the evening air feels soft, it should pay to fish late.

Throughout spring, the fishing steadily improves as the water warms, but spring is never a straight-line progression. On a 45-degree day following a 70-degree day, both fish and insect activity are sharply reduced, but on the very next warm day, activity rebounds quickly. In spring, it pays to remain flexible with some of your fishing time rather than schedule everything in advance, because you can encounter cold or mild weather on any given day.

As spring advances and trout metabolisms rev up, the fish continue to rest in deep or protected water just as they did in winter, but to feed, they move to prime feeding stations—usually in shallower or more open water—where they can efficiently capture more food. In the Midwest, many of our best caddis and mayfly hatches occur in April and May, but regardless of whether there’s a hatch, invigorating water temperatures often cause trout to gravitate to feeding stations by midmorning and remain on the prowl for much of the day. That makes spring a great time to fish banker’s hours and to run and gun with a prospecting fly between hatches. Later we’ll look at techniques, including long-line nymphing, that let you cover water quickly and efficiently as you prospect for aggressive trout.
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Active Trout Positions. Feeding trout typically disperse throughout a run to relatively shallow feeding stations, including those at the head and tail of a pool and along its banks.



SUMMER

When midday water temperatures climb into the mid-60s, a reversal takes place in trout behavior. Instead of feeding at midday, trout begin to concentrate their feeding toward the margins of daylight, when water temperatures are close to optimal. For much of the day, trout retreat to deep or shaded refuge lies and become less active. Hooking lethargic summer trout requires the same slow, precise, subsurface presentations that are needed for sluggish winter trout.

In summer, overcast skies often produce some of the best daytime fishing. Even if a big hot-air mass is in place, cloud cover moderates air temperature and reduces solar heating of the water. Clouds also reduce fish-spooking shadows, making trout feel more secure and encouraging a shift from deep refuge lies to shallow feeding stations.

With luck, it may even rain. Summer showers can lower water temperature and boost oxygen levels enough to trigger significant trout activity. Summer rains also wash a lot of terrestrial insects into streams. If lightning isn’t a danger and heavy rains don’t turn the water to chocolate, you might see the type of unselective feeding frenzy you haven’t seen since the optimal water temperatures of spring.

As July advances, trout in warm stream sections begin to feed primarily at night. In early summer, water temperatures typically drop into the mid- to lower sixties shortly after sundown, so by extending your fishing even an hour into darkness, you’ll often catch a flurry of activity. By the dog days of August, temperatures may not drop enough to trigger substantial feeding activity until close to dawn, so you’re better off hitting the water before daybreak rather than fishing far into night.

As summer settles in and water temperatures in the deeper refuge areas begin to hover above the comfort zone of trout for most of the day, wild trout migrate in search of more comfortable conditions. Some trout seek broken water with a higher oxygen content, which makes high temperatures more tolerable, but most fish seek cooler water. Scattered spring-cooled runs in middle to lower watersheds attract concentrations of summer trout. But many trout migrate significant distances upstream into spring-cooled tributaries and headwaters. Various other seasonal factors cause trout to migrate within watersheds, but for much of the summer, trout anglers can stay in contact with reasonably active daytime trout by following them upstream.

AUTUMN

Autumn, with its dwindling daylight and cool nights, lowers water temperatures and reinvigorates the trout. As algae blooms die off and weed growth recedes, streams take on an inviting clarity that is bittersweet, since trout season is ending in many places. As water temperatures drop, trout revert to their springtime pattern of feeding most aggressively at midday. On a crisp football Saturday, a typical midwestern trout stream doesn’t warm into the midfifties until early afternoon, but once the water warms, I often experience the kind of midday action I haven’t seen since late spring. If a fall evening has a soft, summerlike feel, you can bank on fast fishing right into last light, but if it’s cool and crisp, activity usually drops sharply before dark. Daybreak fishing is relatively slow unless the weather is unseasonably warm or a mild rain boosts water temperature.

By mid-September, fall spawners, such as brown and brook trout, are sporting radiant spawning colors and are pushing upstream toward firm spawning gravel. Spawning movement, coupled with the fact that many trout head upstream in summer in search of cooler water, means that headwaters definitely bear watching as the season winds down.
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These seasonal temperature patterns are typical of many trout waters.



Through most of autumn, terrestrial insect populations remain strong, and multibrooded aquatic insects, such as Baetis mayflies, reappear. Although temperatures are similar in spring and fall, by autumn trout are more conditioned to looking up for their food than they were in spring. Many anglers look forward to autumn for its excellent streamer fishing, but this is also one of the best times to stick a top-end trout while prospecting with a substantial dry fly like a hopper or cricket.

Just as you did in spring, adjust your tactics to the activity level of the trout. If active trout are on shallow feeding stations, throw a long line to avoid spooking fish, and hit each likely station with just a cast or two. If trout are inactive and hunkered in deep water, stalk close and work them methodically with a short line.

In autumn, prespawn brook and brown trout become territorial and attack brightly colored flies out of sheer aggression. You don’t have to fish gaudy steelhead patterns, but adding some pop to your flies can tick off some big fish. In September, I sometimes retire my favorite prospecting nymph, a Soft-Hackle Woolly Worm in black and grizzly, in favor of an all black one with a hot orange tail of soft, seductive rabbit fur. The effect can be something like waving a red bandanna in front of a juiced-up bull.

UNIQUE HABITATS

Large spring creeks are unique fisheries that shrug off many of the effects of extreme climate. Big-time spring creeks that emerge full blown from major springheads, like those of the Paradise Valley in Montana, produce remarkably stable fishing and dependable hatches year-round—even when the snow is piled high. In winter, it’s relatively easy to get on the famous western spring creeks that are booked solid in summer. But be forewarned, your home waters may look like chopped liver forever after. A friend of mine went to Livingston to fish the Yellowstone spring creeks some fifteen winters ago—and he’s still there.

The best tailwater rivers function like giant spring creeks, making them excellent destinations when much of the country is gripped by cold or heat. Their dams release cool water year-round from the middepths of reservoirs. Premier tailwaters, like the San Juan in New Mexico and the Green in Utah, support incredible numbers of trout with phenomenal growth rates that are rarely rivaled under natural conditions. As much as I seek solitude in my angling, I have to admit that fishing the best tailwaters when they’re really rocking is as much pure fishing fun as I’ve had. (In chapter 14, I discuss strategies for finding elbow room on popular tailwaters even when the tourist crunch is on.)

Waters at high elevations or far northern latitudes remain cool throughout summer, making them attractive late-summer destinations when most trout waters around the country are running tepid. Over the past twentyfive years, I’ve made well over a hundred backpacking trips to fish wilderness waters throughout the Rockies in mid- to late summer. Near or above timberline, the biggest fish live almost exclusively in lakes, not streams, and many high lakes are under ice for better than nine months a year. Following a rough winter, I once trekked to a favorite brook trout lake atop the Beartooth Plateau in Montana to find big rafts of ice drifting about and 37- degree water in the shallows—in August. Alpine lakes tend to remain so cold right through the brief mountain summer that heat and sunlight become an angler’s allies. I often experience my best high-lake fishing on warm, sunny summer days when heat activates the food chain and trout invade the shallows to feed under ideal sight-casting conditions.

Throughout the low and moderate elevations of the West, daytime air temperatures can sizzle in summer, but cool nights, cold feeder streams tumbling from the mountains, and short mountain summers combine to suppress water temperatures on many valley streams and rivers. Often in August, I’ve fished western river valleys when the air temperature was well above 90 degrees but the water temperature remained near an optimal 60 degrees all day long.

A TEMPERATURE GAME PLAN

Fish local waters every weekend possible while daytime temperatures are favorable. Make whatever trade-offs you can on the home front to free up prime April and May weekends. (Hey, you don’t mind changing diapers, anyway.) Use personal time, sick time, or the Family Medical Leave Act to free up a few gorgeous weekdays in spring—it’s a special treat to fish local waters when they’re really clicking and nobody else is around. When local fishing tails off in late summer or closes in winter, use the bulk of your vacation to travel to habitats that fish well year-round or to where the seasons are reversed.

For most of us chumps, there are years when destination fishing just isn’t in the cards. We either fish locally right through the tough times or sock the rod. Those are years when playing the temperature card adroitly can mean some pretty solid fishing that takes the sting out of not quite making it to the Rockies or New Zealand.


Chapter 2

Tracking Seasonal Trout Movement

Wild trout that aren’t blocked by beaver dams, waterfalls, or man-made obstacles often migrate significant distances in search of comfortable water temperatures, suitable spawning habitat, or abundant forage. Most long-range trout movement is seasonal and predictable, and anglers who can anticipate where the bulk of the trout will be in a given watershed have a leg up in actually finding them.

Much of what I know about seasonal trout movement I first observed on Wisconsin streams, but as I’ve fished more widely, I’ve confirmed that trout in other regions often migrate in response to the same seasonal factors. The general principles covered in this chapter apply to many watersheds throughout the country.

BROWN TROUT

Think of a stream or river in your region that supports wild, stream-bred trout of a couple pounds or larger. Regardless of where you live, chances are you’re thinking about brown-trout water. As logging, farming, industry, and urban sprawl have warmed, polluted, and silted most of our moving water, the imported brown trout has often filled the void left by retreating natives such as brook trout and cutthroats. Browns are able to thrive and reproduce in somewhat degraded habitats and are more difficult to catch than other trout, which increases the odds that they’ll survive long enough to reproduce.

Brown trout are autumn spawners. Throughout the country, most browns spawn in October and November. By then, trout season is closed in much of the East and Midwest, so many anglers don’t pay much attention to migration patterns. That’s a mistake, because most large streams in the eastern half of the country warm to uncomfortable summer temperatures, and browns often begin their upstream movement in summer as they seek cooler water. A string of hot days with afternoon water temperatures approaching 70 degrees triggers significant upstream movement. Some fish will move into cooler tributaries. Others stay within main stems and simply move upstream. By fishing higher in watersheds as summer progresses, you accomplish two things: You stay in contact with the bulk of the brown trout in a stream system, and you fish relatively cool waters where browns are still reasonably active in daylight.

Summer movement isn’t necessarily long-range. Browns stop wherever they find tolerable temperatures. That could be the bottom of an exceptionally deep pool that remains 2 degrees cooler than the upper levels of a stream. Many large streams have scattered pools that are cooled by springs welling out of their streambeds, and each summer these major springholes attract and concentrate trout. In summer, some opportunistic browns take up temporary residence just downstream from tiny spring tributaries that flow into main stems. By moving only a short distance, some trout find microenvironments that allow them to spend the summer in otherwise tepid water. Observant anglers who discover and remember these spots can usually pound up a few hot-weather trout when the rest of a stream turns off.

September afternoons often can be summerlike, but the days are getting shorter. As the nights lengthen and cool, browns begin to display their coppery spawning hues, and they move upstream. In the Midwest and the East, hook-jawed browns suddenly start showing up in tight headwaters that demand stealth and creative casting. Now you have a legitimate shot at landing a bragging-size brown on a stream you can broad-jump. Until spawning actually begins, big trout loiter where they feel most secure—in the deepest depressions or under logs, boulders, or cutbanks. In small headwaters, secure refuge cover is scarce, so choice lies can attract good fish each autumn. Where you catch or see a big brown late in the season, that’s a spot you want to check the following fall.

In the valley rivers of the Rockies, browns spawn mainly in October and November, but many migrations get under way in September. In large river systems, browns may migrate many miles. Some browns that spawn in the headwaters of Montana’s small Ruby River spend most of the year in the Jefferson or Beaverhead River. The abundant 5-pound browns that spawn in the headwaters of the Wind River above Dubois, Wyoming, spend the summer in large water dozens of miles downstream. The West also has many cold-water lakes and reservoirs that harbor browns that run up rivers to spawn. Hebgen Lake near West Yellowstone is famous for big browns that ascend the upper Madison River to spawn in Yellowstone Park.
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