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  In compiling this, the third edition, I relied heavily on scores of interviews with TU professional staff, council chairs, chapter presidents, and members; staffs of federal and state fisheries agencies; retailers of trout fishing tackle; guides; and fishing lodge owners. I am grateful for their help. They are all united in their passion for the sport and responsible in varying degree for the improvement in trout and salmon fishing in the United States over the last generation. For their stewardship, I dedicate this edition.




  And to them, I offer an apology. The good editors at Globe Pequot Press have cleaned up the copy and corrected many errors. I appreciate their efforts deeply. However, the moment this book goes to press, it becomes dated. Addresses change. New businesses are started; others close. I hope you’ll be patient with the inaccuracies you encounter. This is, after all, a guide.
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  FOREWORD




  All who are involved with Trout Unlimited have a story about a moment or person or place that profoundly influenced how they view the world.




  My own moment came twenty years ago in a place on the South Fork of the Salmon River in central Idaho called Poverty Flats. I was a volunteer with the US Forest Service. I was working with my friend and mentor Russ Thurow and a group of other technicians studying wild salmon survival in a watershed that was healing from the effects of building woods roads and logging in the 1960s.




  Toward the end of the day as we were packing up our gear, a wild chinook salmon leapt out of the water—its whole body rose straight through the air. And then he did it again, and again, and again. Seven times that fish leapt, and each time the group of us raised our fists and yelled, “yeah!” Every time that fish came out of the water, it was like an exclamation point to the word “live”!




  Remember that we were more than 7,500 feet in elevation and 750 miles from the ocean. In spite of every obstacle we as a society had placed in front of that salmon, he made it back to the stream he was born in, to spawn one time before he died.




  Trout Unlimited is a relatively small organization with an outsize conservation footprint because each of us is motivated by extraordinary places and stories and people. More important, we all share a common vision of recovering robust populations of wild and native trout and salmon so that our children can fish for them in their home waters.




  So turn the page, and enjoy getting to know the places, people, and stories that make Trout Unlimited the most effective conservation force in the world.




  Chris Wood, President and CEO




  Trout Unlimited




  


  





  INTRODUCTION




  Trout Unlimited’s fortieth anniversary occasioned the first edition of Trout Unlimited’s Guide to America’s 100 Best Trout Streams. Now more than a decade later, research for this volume fills me with hope. Many of the same rivers are profiled in all three editions. With few exceptions, the rivers are in much better shape and the fish populations are healthier. In the past few years, we’ve seen enlightened approaches to restoring trout waters. For instance, I was blown away when I read the phrase “German rainbows.” Surely, I, the know-it-all, thought, the author meant German browns and didn’t catch the error when he proofed his copy. But no. Colorado has developed a whirling disease resistant strain of ’bows from stocks imported from Germany, where the malady has been present for well over a century. That’s smart thinking. People have the power to dramatically reverse what our forbearers screwed up.




  Take, for example, Steve Moore’s work restoring Southern Appalachian strain brook trout in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. By his retirement, virtually every stream in the park with a natural barrier against invasive rainbows and browns will carry self-sustaining populations of brookies once native to the Southeast. Steve’s work could not have been achieved without support of volunteers. Yet in 1992, when Byron Begley of nearby Townsend, Tennessee, and Tennessee Council chair Bill Gwinn of Knoxville approached him about collaborating with TU, at first Steve showed little interest.




  TU, they said, wanted to help revise regulations, Steve remembers. “I told them that regulations never grew big fish or more fish and that if they really wanted to help, they could collect data and stabilize the banks of Abrams Creek in Cades Cove, which had been beaten up by cattle. They rose to the challenge and secured an Embrace-a-Stream (EAS) grant that helped fund work on 1.5 miles of the creek. That was the beginning of an exemplary partnership between the Little River Chapter and the park, formalized in 1997, which earned the chapter a Gold Trout award from TU.




  Since the start of the partnership, Little River Chapter members have assisted in the restoration of 25 miles of stream, hiked nearly 6,000 miles to gather water samples and other data from headwaters, fenced 5 miles of stream to eliminate cattle impacts, and raised funds through EAS grants and through TroutFest, an annual coldwater exposition, which, thanks to Steve’s masterful leveraging, have brought in $2.5 million for brook trout restoration.




  In 2009 the National Park Service presented the Little River Chapter with the George B. Hartzog Jr. Volunteer Group Award. In his nomination Steve wrote: “The work of the Little River Chapter of TU is exceptional first because of the longevity of their efforts and second because of the quality of their work.” He also nominated the chapter as the first recipient of the Wild Trout symposium’s Group Conservation Award. “The success of our partnership is based on mutual trust and respect, which has grown over the years,” Steve says, “into lifelong friendships.”




  No policy or program ever restored a trout stream. It takes people who enjoy working together to improve something they dearly love. From that grows true partnership and stewardship.




  Like most other trout streams in this book, Little River itself is essentially physically unchanged since I first fished it seriously in the ’70s. What has changed on most of these streams is how anglers, and the professional staffs of the organizations to which we belong, have increasingly devoted themselves to improving trout habitat. I’m not just talking about TU but also the Federation of Fly Fishers, the Isaac Walton League, and scores of local organizations like the Blackfoot Challenge. We, all of us, are taking better care of the streams we love, and that is why trout fishing is better now than it has ever been from Maine to California.




  When asked about the most critical conservation issue we face, I reply that it has nothing to do (and everything to do) with habitat or fish but with creating the next generation of stewards of our trout streams. As of this writing, 25,000 school children are enrolled in 600 TU-sponsored Trout in the Classroom schools. More than 1,100 youngsters hold TU youth memberships. Local chapters and councils hold twenty-three summer conservation and fly-fishing camps across the country. And TU sponsors twenty 5-Rivers programs on college or university campuses. This is the path that ensures that the work TU started with its founding in 1959 will continue into the foreseeable future.




  Are the streams profiled in the following pages the best in the country? Boy, what a subjective question. TUers gave these the highest ranking based on quality of angling for wild trout, char, salmon, or steelhead; public access; aesthetic appeal; and the role of TUers in helping the river become and remain great. But the stream that’s best for me may not be best for you, for you are most likely a better angler and more selective in your choice than I.




  What’s my favorite trout stream? It’s always the one I’m going to fish tomorrow. On tomorrow’s river trout are always rising. Ernie Schwiebert’s soul guides my hand as I pick a fly from my box that precisely matches the hatch. My casts unfurl like Lefty Kreh’s. Every now and then, but not always, the trout to which I’m casting takes my fly. I land the fish with all the aplomb of Mike Lawson and release it unharmed. Rosy cumulous galleons drift across the azure sky at dusk, and leaves of willow flutter in the breeze. I fish with a new friend and offer first cast on the best water.




  John Ross




  Abingdon, Virginia




  2013
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  1 Farmington River




  

    

      	Location:



      	Central Connecticut

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Tailwater

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly, spin, bait

    




    

      	Species:



      	Rainbow, brown trout

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy

    




    

      	Season:



      	Year-round

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	New Hartford

    




    

      	Short take:



      	Year-round big trout

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	Two locations

    




    

      	Closest TU chapter:



      	Farmington Valley

    


  




  Only 120 miles or so from New York City and Boston, the Farmington River offers one of the best tailwaters in the Northeast for catching 20-inch trout. Just ask Andy Butler. For 115 months without a miss, he’s landed a behemoth of this size. That’s nearly ten years, folks. How much time do you think Andy spends on the river?




  The best of the Farmington begins where the West Branch issues forth from the base of Goodwin Dam, which impounds a small reservoir below Colebrook River Lake. From the dam the river flows through a Trout Management Area (TMA) to the CT 177 bridge in Unionville. For 2012 the TMA was divided into three sections.




  From the penstocks below the dam to old footbridge abutments about 1.4 miles downstream from the confluence of the Still River, the West Branch is open year-round. Catch-and-release rules begin in September and continue to the third Saturday in April. For the remaining months the daily creek limit is two trout of 1 foot or longer. This is classic riffle, run, and pool water. Following it on the east bank from the dam down is Hogback Road, which meets East River Road about halfway to Riverton. There’s little development above the town, and access is easy.
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  South of the abutments, down to the bridge that carries CT 219 across the river at New Hartford, only catch-and-release angling with barbless hooks is permitted, but the river is open all year. From just below Riverton to a mile or so upstream of the hamlet of Pleasant Valley, the river is bordered by American Legion State Forest on the west bank and People’s State Forest on the east. Access is easy here, and silt coming in from the Still River provides better habitat for mayflies, caddis, and stoneflies. Hatches in this run are better than the tailwater immediately below Goodwin Dam. About two-thirds of the way down from Riverton, the West Branch is crossed by CT 318 and becomes known for good stocks of large fish.




  Below Pleasant Valley, the river is still open year-round. Catch-and-release rules are in effect from September 1 until the third Saturday in April. From then until the end of August, you can keep two fish 12 inches or over. Fish pocket water here.




  Rich with traditional hatches, the hendricksons, sulphurs, and blue-winged olives we all know, the Farmington is famed for Doliphilodes distinctus—tiny black, gold speckled–winged caddis. Though a major food source in many rivers in the East and Midwest, this winter caddis is particularly significant on this river. Behavior of these guys is weird. The pupae rise to the surface just like other caddis. But on emerging they swim across the surface hell-bent on attaching themselves to the underside of brush to shed their cases and complete molting.




  When semi-mature winter caddis are headed for the banks, you’ll see rising trout—and big ones—feeding almost without caution. When this is happening, fishing a pupa or adult winter caddis is at best a frustrating exercise. You’ll need patterns in the #20 to #28 range, with no wings and very sparse hackles. Fish with 6X and smaller tippets. Dead drifting or skating the fly over feeding fish will provoke a hookup.




  Other hatches well worth making the trip for include blue-winged olives in October and November and hendricksons in April and May. Fish these and you may just figure out how Andy keeps his record going.




  Resources




  Gearing up: UpCountry Sportfishing, 352 Main St., Pine Meadow, CT 06061; (860) 379-1952; www.farmingtonriver.com




  Accommodations: Greater Hartford Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, 31 Pratt St., Fourth Floor, Hartford, CT 06103; (860) 728-6789; www.enjoyhartford.com




  2 Housatonic River




  

    

      	Location:



      	Western Connecticut

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Tailwater

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly, spin, bait

    




    

      	Species:



      	Rainbow, brown trout

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy

    




    

      	Season:



      	Year-round

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	West Cornwall

    




    

      	Short take:



      	Greatest catch-and-release river in New England

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	None

    




    

      	Closest TU chapter:



      	Northwest Connecticut
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  To fish the Housatonic is to fish in a postcard. JOHN ROSS




  If you want to understand why there are so many trout streams in Connecticut, get yourself a copy of The Trout Pool Paradox by George Black. In the book he draws a compelling sketch of the history of the Housatonic:




  Housatonic River
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    The wildest and most beautiful streams were precisely those that were used to generate the ugliest forms of industrial development and the worst kinds of environmental devastation. Few people remember any longer that the Housatonic Valley was the center of the U.S. iron and steel industry for a century before the Civil War.


  




  The dam at the top of Great Falls is a relic of the Industrial Revolution. Its black, rocky bottom soaks up solar radiation like a dark shirt on a sunny day. Thermal pollution was once the curse of the Housy, one of the most scenic of New England rivers. However, persistent action by the Naugatuck Chapter of TU, members of the Housatonic Fly Fishers Association, and staff from Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection saved the river. With thermometers taped to yardsticks, they gathered proof that hot peaking flows were cooking the Housy’s trout. Facts in hand, they argued for run-of-river flows—and won.




  Though the Housy rises in the Berkshires and its southwest branch is something of an early-season fishery, the river comes into its own about 9 miles south of the Massachusetts border where US 7 and CT 112 cross below Falls Village. The valley here closes in on the river, and the river picks up speed. The 10.4 miles down to Cornwall Bridge constitutes the justly famed Housatonic Trout Management Area. Housa-tonic Meadows on the river offers excellent camping. Access is ample. The Warren Turnpike follows the east side of the river; US 7, the west. Open year-round, this stretch is strictly catch-and-release.




  While run-of-river management relieved the river of deadly peaking flows from the dam at Great Falls, the river becomes dangerously warm for trout on sunny summer afternoons. From June 15 to August 31, angling within 100 feet of coldwater tributaries is forbidden where posted. Three miles of river, from the top of Housatonic Meadows at a pool called the Meat Hole downstream to CT 4 at Cornwall Bridge, is set aside for fly fishing. Pools in this stretch bear names famous in the annals of Connecticut trouting: Push ’em Up Pool, the Doctor’s Hole, the Elms, Garbage, Horse, Carse Brook, Cellar, Rainbow Run . . .




  As the Housy’s valley widens, the river broadens and slows. Sediment settles to the bottom. Habitat is perfect for green drakes. Fish these hatches in mid-May. Low, glacially rounded hills press against the river downstream from this slow section. The river quickens. Swift runs, riffles, and pools characterize this stretch. Easily wadable during flows of about 850 cubic feet per second, unanticipated releases can raise the river in a hurry. A wading staff is good insurance. At West Cornwall the river is crossed by one of the most charming covered bridges in New England.




  Generally speaking, browns from 10 to 15 inches dominate the river. State and private stocking add rainbows of up to 18 to 20 inches. Blue-winged olives are hard to beat from late March through October. Late May brings light cahills, and June starts the terrestrial season, which lasts into late fall. Slate drakes debut in June. Caddis, such a staple on other streams, are limited to May and mid-June on the Housy.




  About a dozen miles downstream from Cornwall Bridge, the Housy is impounded by a small dam near Bulls Bridge. For 3 miles downstream, catch-and-release regulations apply to trout as well as to smallmouth and largemouth bass. Unlike most trout management waters, bait fishing is permitted. The logic, I suppose, is that since the river is under a fish-eating advisory because of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) released by General Electric’s operations in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, if you can’t eat the fish anyway, what’s the difference how you catch them?




  Resources




  Gearing up: Housatonic River Outfitters, Route 128 at the bridge, West Cornwall, CT 06796; (860) 672-1010; www.dryflies.com




  Accommodations: Northwest Connecticut Chamber of Commerce, 333 Kennedy Dr., Torrington, CT 06790; (860) 482-6586; www.northwestchamber.org




  Maine
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  3 Grand Lake Stream




  

    

      	Location:



      	Eastern Maine

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Freestone tailwater

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly fishing only

    




    

      	Species:



      	Landlocked salmon; brook trout; smallmouth bass

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy

    




    

      	Season:



      	Apr–mid-Oct

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	Grand Lake Stream

    




    

      	Short take:



      	Shortest, sweetest salmon river you’ll ever fish

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	None on the stream, but a pier above the dam provides wheelchair-bound anglers a reasonable chance of hooking a landlocked salmon in the first two weeks of October.

    




    

      	Closest TU chapter:



      	None

    


  




  Not much more than 15 miles west of the Canadian border in the southeastern corner of Maine flows Grand Lake Stream. Only 3.5 miles in length, this stream has it all—big runs of landlocked salmon, stocky native brook trout, and, below Big Falls, smallmouth bass. Grand Lake Stream is that happy run that drains West Grand Lake into Big Lake. Timber drew woodsmen into the forests in the upper lake. In 1810 a dam was built at the river’s head so that logs could be more easily sluiced down to Big Lake. Timbermen’s tales of lunker landlocks spread, and not a generation passed before hardy anglers from cities on the coast were making their way to the river. Despite the Civil War, by the mid-1860s a city of as many as fifty tents clustered around the outlet into Big Lake when the salmon began to run.
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  For the next century the stream would undergo the usual portfolio of industrial assaults Boulders were pushed to the banks so that logs could be more easily rafted. Its mouth was dredged, its channel straightened and deepened. A canal was cut to feed water from West Grand Lake to a tannery. When the tannery went bust in 1906, the state took over the site to operate a hatchery rearing lake trout, brookies, and splake. In 2006 Maine’s Department of Environmental Protection issued a new discharge permit that stipulates that habitat not be further damaged by effluent. That same year a report from the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife suggested a slate of projects to restore sections of the river to its natural course.




  Yet when you’re standing on Goudy Point, named for Red Sox broadcaster Curt Goudy, you’ll feel the timelessness of the river. Above you flow boisterous rapids. Below is a deep pool. A pair of falls, Big and Little, break up gravel-bottomed runs and pools turned dark by natural tannin. Beginning in mid-April and lasting until the end of May, Grand Lake Stream is filled with landlocked salmon feeding on smelt run up from Big Lake. Big brookies prowl the river then too, but they play second fiddle in the heavy spring melt flows. By early June salmon are drifting into the cool depths of Big Lake. As water levels recede, brookies come out to play. Stow your sinking line–rigged seven-weight and your weighted streamers, unlimber your five-weight, and unpack your dries and nymphs.




  [image: Landlocks and brookies abound in Grand Lake Stream. MIKE MUELLER/WEATHERBY’S]




  Landlocks and brookies abound in Grand Lake Stream.


  MIKE MUELLER/WEATHERBY’S




  When maples start to pull on their vermilion cloaks and hot coffee steams in the morning air, salmon move back into the stream to spawn. Now, though, flows are low, and the water is as clear as yellow topaz. You can see the salmon, but of course they can see you too. Stealthy presentation of yellow sallies or larger dries than those used for brook trout produce fish. Brookies, by the way, are turning more aggressive as they begin their spawn. The general season closes at the end of September, but catch-and-release fishing continues to mid-October.




  Thanks to the work of the Downeast Lakes Land Trust, most of the land bordering the stream is either under easement or owned by the state. Thus public bank access is assured except for private properties in the small village of Grand Lake Stream. The trust was formed in 2001 when development of 300 acres threatened the south bank. To date the trust and its partners have conserved 350,000 acres in the region.




  Resources




  Gearing up: Pine Tree Store, Grand Lake Stream, ME 04637; (207) 796-5027




  Accommodations: Grand Lake Stream Area Chamber of Commerce, PMB 124, 3 Water St., Grand Lake Stream, ME 04637; http://grandlakestream.org




  4 Kennebec River




  

    

      	Location:



      	Central Maine

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Tailwaters

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly, spinning, bait

    




    

      	Species:



      	Brook, brown, rainbow, sea-run brown trout; shad; smallmouth, striped bass landlocked salmon

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy

    




    

      	Season:



      	Apr–mid-Oct

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	Waterville, The Forks

    




    

      	Short take:



      	Best dammed stream in Maine

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	None

    




    

      	Closest TU chapters:



      	Kennebec Valley, Somerset

    


  




  The 230-mile long Kennebec is really a series of nine sequential tailwaters that together create one of the most diverse angling destinations in the country. Want to wrestle with landlocked salmon? May is the month. Browns and rainbows? May through September. Brookies? Ditto. And should this not be enough to bend your rod, try shad in June and July, the same months that striped bass run in the lower river. Should you be toting a 16-gauge double for partridge come fall, keep your eight-weight handy, because you can chase landlocks and stripers till mid-October.




  Tidal from Popham Beach on the Atlantic to Augusta, salmonids begin to dominate in fresh water. With the removal of Edwards Dam in 1999, a mighty achievement by a coalition of American Rivers, the Atlantic Salmon Federation, the Natural Resources Council of Maine, and TU and its Kennebec Valley Chapter. Success was nearly twenty years in the making. In the early 1980s, as the campaign to restore Atlantic salmon was gathering steam, anglers figured that if they could breach Edwards Dam, alewives would return each spring to spawn in the river. The run of alewives, a herring of 10 to 12 inches—which incidentally is delicious when smoked and takes small flies—would draw more striped bass, and possibly salmon, up the river.




  Turned out those anglers were prescient. With the dam gone, alewives were the first to move in. Stripers followed. But the story gets better. In the middle of the last decade, the Maine Department of Marine Resources identified the Sandy River, a tributary, as ideal habitat for Atlantic salmon restoration. Nearly a million eggs were planted. In the fall of 2011, fifty-seven adults were counted at the fish trap on the Kennebec at Lockwood Dam in Waterville.




  Kennebec River
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  “Sure, the numbers are small,” says Sean McCormick, former Maine council chair and current president of the Kennebec Valley Chapter, “but it proves that with access to spawning beds, Atlantic salmon will return. Alewives provide another benefit for salmon. As they migrate upstream to spawn in the spring, they provide cover from predators for smolts making their way downstream to the ocean.” When will the Kennebec provide a sustainable Atlantic salmon sport fishery? No one has an answer. Save your spey rods for the lovely rivers in Canada’s Maritimes.




  The dams are a curse and a blessing. They impede migration of Atlantic salmon, but without them the Kennebec would be a smallmouth bass river. Trout would only thrive in tributaries where water temperatures seldom exceed 65 degrees Fahrenheit. Sea-run browns used to school up at the base of Edwards Dam and provide an excellent November fishery. They’re scattered now in the 17 miles of river freed from the impoundment up to Shawmut Dam. Little of this water can be waded and is best fished from a drift boat or a canoe.




  Though only about 30 feet high, with new inflatable bladders added in 2008 to increase electric generating capacity, Shawmut Dam provides the most-downstream tailwater fishery on the Kennebec. This is considered some of the best trout fishing on the river. For about 600 yards below the dam, the river can be waded. These are stocked browns and rainbows, but some reach 20 inches. Given prolific hatches and easy access, it’s well worth a shot. Anglers fishing from canoes and drift boats do well on the 3 miles of river below the shallows.




  Heading upstream you’ll find nice stocked browns in the mile-long gorge below Weston Dam in Skowhegan and around the islands in Great Eddy just downstream. Wading is limited, and unless you have a boat, a better bet is to head upriver. Though most anglers beat it upstream from Shawmut Dam to the Wyman tailwater 20 miles north of Bingham, relative solitude and some nice browns can be found in the highly wadable runs and riffles 2 miles upstream from the dam in Madison. If you’re driving north from Skowhegan, follow US 201A. You’ll be better able to eyeball the river. If you have time, it may be worthwhile to stop at the US 201A bridge south of Solon. Though wading can be dicey below Williams Dam at Carathunk Falls, overnighting in Evergreen Campground will offer a good day’s angling. Don’t overlook the riffle there.




  It’s not more than 10 miles from the campground to probably the finest tailwater in Maine. Unlike many other dams on the Kennebec, Wyman Dam’s discharge comes from the bottom of the impoundment. The plume of cool water has created ideal habitat for rainbows. According to Sean, the Bingham stretch of the river has not been stocked since the 1970s. Trout planted then were fall spawners, but after years in the river, they’ve reverted back to spring. Access is ample for waders, with the best found on the left side looking upstream. The 3-mile float down to deadwater backed up by Williams Dam can be excellent. If you wade, though, check Wyman Dam’s generation schedule.




  Above Wyman Lake, the Kennebec takes on that classic riffle, run, pool look of a great trout river. US 201 follows the east bank up to The Forks, and pull-offs are ample and obvious. Trout populations are not as robust as in the Bingham mileage or below Shawmut Dam. This is primarily landlocked salmon and brook trout water with a smattering of nice-size ’bows and browns. Fishing the mouths of tributaries can be very productive. Again, keep your eye out for rapidly rising water.




  At The Forks, the Kennebec is joined by the Dead River, which flows in from the west. Leaving the valley, US 201 heads north. Above the confluence, the main river flows through fairly rolling countryside; there’s some nice brook trout fishing here. But soon the hills pinch in from either side, forming the mouth of a gorge. Access is difficult but best from the west side. Though fishing can be very dangerous because of releases from Harris Dam, this is lovely water, and the brook trout are healthy. Just keep your wits about you.




  Most anglers intent on landlocked salmon and trophy-size brookies make their way up to the outlets of Moosehead Lake. An unimproved farm road rides along the north bank; an angler’s path traces the south. Fishing begins at the dam just upstream from the railroad trestle. If flows are below 2,000 cubic feet per second, the section is wadable. Any higher and you’ll have to canoe it or fish from a drift boat. If you wade, bring and use a wading staff—you’ll need it. Water fluctuates rapidly and without warning, so an inflatable fishing vest may be the best insurance you’ll ever buy.




  Beach Pool consistently yields excellent fish, which is why it’s generally well populated with anglers. Leave them to their company, and fish your way upstream. Or head down to Ledge Falls, a Class III rapid. Work pools in this run with a technique called “pocket picking.” With a fairly stiff seven-weight and only 3 or 4 feet of leader, work heavy streamers or nymphs through pockets of soft water below ledge rock and logs. You’ll be surprised.




  Resources




  Gearing up: Maine Guide Fly Shop, 34 Moosehead Lake Rd., PO Box 1202, Greenville, ME 04441; (207) 695-2266; www.maineguideflyshop.com




  469 Lakewood Rd., Madison, ME 04950; (207) 474-2500; www.kennebecriveroutfitters.com




  Accommodations: Mid-Maine Chamber of Commerce, 1 Post Office Sq., Waterville, ME 04901; (207) 873-3315; www.midmainechamber.com




  5 Penobscot River, West Branch




  

    

      	Location:



      	Central Maine near Baxter State Park

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Freestone tailwater

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly, spin

    




    

      	Species:



      	Landlocked salmon; brook trout

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy to awful

    




    

      	Season:



      	Apr–Sept

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	Millinocket

    




    

      	Short take:



      	The toughest landlock water you’ll ever love

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	None

    




    

      	Closest TU chapter:



      	None

    


  




  The West Branch of the Penobscot is arguably Maine’s most popular landlocked salmon river.




  Dropping 310 feet in the 11.5 miles from the penstocks at McKay Station below Ripogenous Dam to Abol Bridge, the river charges through chutes bound by sharp-edged boulders the size of SUVs. Averaging 200 feet wide, it crashes over three sets of low falls, swirls through turn-holes, sprints down cobbly rapids, and languishes in deadwaters only to pick up steam and race on again. This section is shadowed full length by Golden Road, and pull-offs and parking areas are as numerous as angler’s trails leading down to the river. But don’t fool yourself. Access ain’t at all easy.




  Though some runs of the river offer easy wading, most don’t. You’ll have to pick your way around blocks of rock and traverse submerged ledges, where a false step will float your hat. Tempted to launch a raft or canoe? Do so at your peril unless you really, really know the river. If you’re new to the West Branch, spring for a guide and wade or float as you choose. Caveats aside, the river offers all anglers, from the most skilled to the utter neophyte, water that suits their particular preference.




  One might divide the river into three sections. The first flows through a deep gorge about 1 mile from the dam to McKay Station. The walls of the gorge are nearly 250 feet high in places. You’ll pick your way down and huff and puff your way back up. Is the trek worth it? If you want to find good landlocks and brookies and relatively few anglers, you’re most likely to discover that combination here. Solitude on the West Branch is a rare commodity.
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  You only have to look at the herd of SUVs and campers nosed into the parking lot below Telos Bridge about 1.5 miles downstream from the powerhouse to know that this is the most popular run of the river. Just upstream the river is split by an island and then swings broadly into Big Eddy. Below the island, the river appears pretty tame and easy to float. Don’t be deceived. Two sets of falls, Little and then Big Ambejackmokamus, are waiting to kick you around, and then there’s the Horserace. Wade carefully, and use a stout staff.




  Below the Horserace, the river pools up in the Nesowadnehunk Deadwater, which isn’t dead early in the season. Then salmon and trout abound in its upper end. Downstream of this long flat, the river gushes over another set of falls, gains speed, and hustles through a series of pools and runs into the Abol Deadwater, also a misnomer. At the campground here, Golden Road crosses the West Branch and leaves the river. Below the bridge, the river bends south and leaps down Abol Falls. Though there’s some trout and salmon action all the way down to Lake Ambajejus, access is extremely limited, and the river loses its boisterous character.
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  Salmon season opens on April 1, but the fishing doesn’t become worthwhile until near Memorial Day. From Ripogenous Dam to Telos Bridge, the water is restricted to fly fishing. But from the bridge down to Pockwockamus Falls, well downstream from Abol Bridge, artificial lures with a single hook—one or treble—are allowed until August 15, when the entire run becomes fly fishing only. The river fishes best when flows average 2,200 to 3,000 cubic feet per second. The wild nature of the river at these flows draws hoards of rafters. However, they don’t seem to upset the fish, and anglers have learned not to be bothered as well.




  One’s chances of hooking into a 5-pound landlock are better on the West Branch than on most other Maine Rivers. Typical fish run in the 2-pound class. A 9-foot #5 will serve you well, but bring along a 7-foot #3 for brookies. Hatches begin in late May, about the time when fishing gets really good. Fill your boxes with Red Quills and Hendricksons. By the end of June you may also see some green drakes. Caddis too are a staple of these fish, so stock up on varying hues in sizes 12 to 16, and don’t overlook caddis larvae and pupae as well.




  Resources




  Gearing up: Maine Guide Fly Shop, 34 Moosehead Lake Rd., PO Box 1202, Greenville ME 04441; (207) 695-2266, www.maineguideflyshop.com




  Accommodations: Katahdin Area Chamber of Commerce, 1029 Central St., Millinocket, ME 04462; (207) 723-4443; www.katahdinmaine.com
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  6 Connecticut River, Upper




  

    

      	Location:



      	Northern New Hampshire

    




    

      	Type of stream:



      	Tailwater plus

    




    

      	Angling methods:



      	Fly, spin

    




    

      	Species:



      	Landlocked salmon; brown, brook, rainbow trout

    




    

      	Access:



      	Easy to moderate

    




    

      	Season:



      	Jan 1–mid-Oct

    




    

      	Supporting services:



      	Pittsburg

    




    

      	Short take:



      	You’ll need a week to do it justice

    




    

      	Handicapped access:



      	None

    




    

      	Closest TU chapter:



      	Ammonoosuc

    


  




  As tempting as it is to plan a three-day fishing foray to a river famed for its trout, to do so on the Upper Connecticut is to sell yourself short. There’s no finer place in the East to cast flies or hardware, whichever your preference, than the upper reaches of this river just south of the Quebec border. You can step across the river on the upper stretches, but 410 miles downstream it pours water at 19,600 cubic feet per second into Long Island Sound. The 2.5-mile run of river between First Connecticut Lake and Lake Francis are famed for landlocked salmon spring and fall, and the 30 miles below Lake Francis is marvelous brown, brook, and rainbow water. Rather than the customary three-day sojourn, give yourself six.




  Yet many anglers who make the half-day trek up I-93 then US 3 from Boston ignore untold miles of squaretail-rich small brooks that feed Indian Stream and Perry Stream before the Connecticut reaches West Stewartstown. In some cases logging roads shadow these tiny streams, easing access. Along others you’ll follow the angler’s trail. Pools, darkly tannin, turn up brookies of 6 to 10 inches, with a trophy sometimes measuring more than 1 foot. This is the quintessence of natural New England trouting of the kind known long before the industrial age. Bring a 7-foot, three-weight bamboo, if you have it, or one of those lovely soft fiberglass rods. Almost any small conventional dry, nymph, or dropper combo of the two will do.




  [image: image]




  Also overlooked are the ponds—Moose, Coon Brook Bog, Big Brook Bog, Boundary, Terrill, and Clarksville. These offer a more contemplative approach to brook trout fishing, than flinging flies into insistent current. All by the way can be reached by car and some hold rowboats that can be rented if you left your belly boat at home. A few receive aerial stocking by the New Hampshire Department of Fish and Game; others do not. All offer solitude that is normally not found on the main river.




  The Upper Connecticut is extremely popular from mid-May through mid-October, with good reason. The 2.5-mile trophy stretch from the outflow of First Connecticut Lake Dam down to the top of Lake Francis yields landlocked salmon up to 24 inches and on very rare occasions lake trout in the 4- to 5-pound range. Action usually begins after iceout, when smelt begin to run in May.




  Tim Savard, owner of Lopstick Outfitters and who once held the short straw as president of the Basil W. Woods Jr. chapter of TU in Concord, New Hampshire, advises anglers to begin with traditional New England streamers, including any from the ghost, Magog smelt, and Mickey Finn series. As May moves toward June, nymphs become more effective. A box filled with #12 and #14 beadhead Prince Nymphs and #16 green caddis larvae will serve you well. Later in May, hatches of blue-winged olives begin to appear.




  As May fades into June, salmon drop back into Lake Francis, and juvenile landlocks and brookies in the 5- to 7-inch range dominate. Throughout summer the trophy stretch, with its easy access, can be a great place to help kids learn to fly fish. However, the action changes when the first frosts of late August turn the leaves of mountain pond–side maples to vermillion. That’s when large salmon in the 18- to 24-inch range move in to spawn. Fish them till the season closes on October 15. Should you be blessed with time on your hands in the first two weeks of October and possessed of a 20-gauge Parker choked improved/modified and spoiled by a setter, pointer, or spaniel well schooled in the ways of wood cock and grouse, there is no better bit of heaven in the East.




  The Upper Connecticut below Lake Francis’s Murphy Dam is as fine a tailwater as there is. Through the summer the river runs cold for close to 30 miles to down below North Stratford. Why? Unlike many dams on New England rivers, Murphy’s release is a true bottom flow, issuing a stream of water consistently between 47 and 52 degrees Fahrenheit.




  A mix of wild and stocked brookies, browns, and rainbows take the usual patterns. But for four or five days in mid-August, every fish in this section gorges on a hatch of flying red ants. Which four or five days? That’s hard to predict, but if you’re headed up north during the dog days of summer, it’d be prudent to stock some #14s and #16s in your box. Some of this mileage is best floated, but mile after mile can be waded. US 3 on the New Hampshire side and New Canaan Road in neighboring Vermont offer excellent access. Despite the popularity of the river, this section never feels crowded.




  Paul Doscher, TU trustee and vice president for land conservancy of the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests, was instrumental in negotiating a conservation easement with TransCanada Hydro Northeast to preserve 2,300 acres in the Upper Connecticut watershed, which includes 31 miles of frontage on First and Second Connecticut Lakes and 7.5 miles of riverbank between Pittsburg and Clarksville. The easement guarantees angler access in perpetuity.
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  Were I to carve out a week in my angling calendar just for the Upper Connecticut, I’d shoot for the first week in October, just because I’m as much a fan of flushing grouse as of landlocks on the spawn. Snow might cover the ground some mornings, but what would I care? The grouse don’t mind; neither do salmon or trout. My second preference would be the second week in June. Though my double and dog would remain kenneled, my five-weight and three-weight would distract me more than enough. If you choose the latter option, leave your DEET insect repellent at home. That bug dope will do more damage to a fly line than a teething puppy. Rely instead on White Mountain Insect Repellent, a most effective potion of citronella and other plant oils that’s benign to human health as well as gear.
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