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To George Smith of Mount Vernon, Maine. Few, if any, have done as much to promote, protect, and preserve Maine’s outdoor sporting heritage, fish and wildlife, and woods and waters as Mr. Smith. From his days at the helm of Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine to his work as Maine’s most prolific outdoor writer to his post-SAM advocacy, no one worked harder or was more visible, influential, or effective than George when it comes to Maine’s outdoor scene. George was a friend, confidant, mentor, and supporter for close to twenty years. During that time, I watched him become as good a steward as he was a promoter and writer. Maine owes a great debt to Mr. Smith.



[image: frn_fig_005.png]








ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

There are many people I wish to thank for directly and indirectly helping to make this book possible. While it is impossible to thank all of them personally, I am very grateful to all of them. I wish to specifically thank the following.


First and foremost, all of those—too many to list here—who contributed chapters to this book. For adding some star power and providing a level of local knowledge and expertise that is unmatched in Maine, I extend my deepest gratitude. These folks took time out of their busy schedules to share what they know to help make your time on the water more productive and enjoyable; please support them as they have supported you.


All who provided pictures in support of the book. Every picture tells a story, and every story needs a picture or so.


Artists Karen Talbot, Joseph Tomelleri, and the estate of the late David Footer for allowing me to use their artwork. Sporting art is a major part of Maine’s fly fishing history.


The late George Smith for taking time out of his busy schedule to write the book’s foreword. As Maine’s most prolific, visible, and influential outdoor writer and personality, he was the only logical choice.


V. Paul Reynolds, publisher of the Northwoods Sporting Journal, for publishing my first article. Thanks to Paul, I now work harder than anyone I know and for less money.


Thomas Ames Jr., author of Hatch Guide for New England Streams, Fishbugs, and Caddisflies: A Guide to Eastern Species for Anglers and Other Naturalists, for introducing me to a national audience.


All the publishers and editors I have worked with over the years who helped make me a better writer: Ken Allen, Crispin Battles, Skip Clement, Marshall Cutchin, John Holyoke, Don Kirk, David Klausmeyer, Ben Mintz, Phil Monahan, Cameron Mortenson, Jay Nichols, Ross Purnell, V. Paul Reynolds, John Shewey, and Harry Vanderweide, to name a few.


Brad Gage, New England fly fishing sales rep, for putting me in touch with Terry Gunn. Without Brad’s recommendation, I might not have connected with the Gunns, and I’d still be a “local” writer.


Terry and Wendy Gunn for inviting me to contribute to their book 50 Best Tailwaters to Fly Fish, and for the giving me the chance to write about Acadia National Park in their book 25 Best National Parks to Fly Fish.


Terry Gunn, co-owner and founder of Lees Ferry Anglers, for encouraging me to do more writing, and for lobbying for me to write 50 Best Places Fly Fishing the Northeast—my first book.


Robert Clouse, Stonefly Press, for taking a chance on a less-than-perfect candidate for my first book, 50 Best Places Fly Fishing the Northeast, and embracing my concept regarding my second book, 25 Best Towns Fly Fishing for Trout.


George Smith and Landon Mayer for inviting me to contribute chapters to their books Maine Sporting Camps and The Hunt for Giant Trout, respectively.


David Peress for introducing me to the folks at Rowman & Littlefield Publishing, owners of Stackpole Books, publishers of my last three books.


Jay Nichols, fly-fishing editor, Stackpole Books, for embracing my idea of writing a book about brook trout and running with it. I consider that book, Squaretail: The Definitive Guide to Brook Trout—And Where to Find Them, my magnum opus. And for choosing me to write my fourth book: Favorite Flies for Maine—50 Essential Patterns from Local Experts. As editors go, he is one of the finest in the industry.


Thomas Ames Jr., Tim Wade, and Ted Williams for writing the forewords to my first three books.


Ted Williams and the late Clinton “Bill” Townsend for befriending me, educating me, and forever changing how I view fishing, fish, and the places fish live.


George Smith for teaching me the ropes in regard to fish and fishing advocacy, and for proving that you don’t have to agree with someone on everything to work effectively with them.


Emily Bastian, Forrest Bonney, John Burrows, Murray Carpenter, Jonathan Carter, Gary Cobb, Gary Corson, Jack Gibson, Andy Goode, John Holyoke, Ted Koffman, Matt Libby, John Lund, Ray “Bucky” Owen, Greg Ponte, Roxanne Quimby, Naomi Schalit, Catherine Schmitt, Matt Scott, Dwayne Shaw, Dennis Smith, George Smith, Lucas St. Clair, Jym St. Pierre, Clinton “Bill” Townsend, Thom Watson, Doug Watts, Ted Williams, Chandler Woodcock, and everyone else who has worked hard to protect and preserve Maine’s woods, waters, fish, and outdoor heritage.


Gary Corson for knowing more about Maine’s wild native brook trout lakes and ponds than anyone else alive, and for his ongoing efforts to protect them.


Emily Bastian for working harder than anyone I know to help protect and preserve Maine’s wild native fish—and for being my right arm at Native Fish Coalition.


Tom Dickens for convincing me to get organized, and for helping get Native Fish Coalition off the ground. No one did more to make NFC a reality in our early days. Without Tom’s vision and help, it would not have happened.


My grandfather Franklin Brooks for planting the “fishing” seed in my head. I can’t imagine life without the pleasures angling has brought me, and the beautiful places it has taken me.


Bud Hawkins, the first person I ever met who had a true passion for fly fishing, for showing me how to tie my first fly using fur brushed from his old pet cat, Ma.


Craig Hallock for introducing me to Maine’s fishing. If not for him I might still be chasing stocked nonnative rainbow trout in Massachusetts with a spinning rod.


Tom Winslow for befriending me at Round Pond. Even though I was a young, reckless, hard-living kid, he always took the time to talk to me, mentor me, and try to reel me in a bit.


Erland Coombs for befriending me at Ripogenus Lake. Our forays into the woods and waters around Chesuncook Lake were some of his last undertaken by vehicle and foot. Erland was a mentor of sorts and a truly good friend, even though we were decades apart in age.


Stan and Mare, Gary and Bobbi Joe, Eric and the boys, Nelson, Donnie, Billy and Jan, and the rest of the folks at Allagash Gateway Campground for years of fun and fishing.


Larry Bastian, Tim Beckwith, Jeff Moore, David Peress, John Vacca, Dave Wysoki, and the rest of the old guys I fish with and, in some cases, have done so for decades: Here’s hoping there are many more days on the water ahead for all of us.


Emily Bastian, Lou Beckwith, Nate Hill, Kris Thompson, and the rest of the young guys (and girls) for being willing to fish with a guy old enough to be their father—they help keep me young while reminding me just how old I actually am.


The Beckwith family for sharing Camp U-No with me. I caught my first trout on a fly there—a 12-inch stocked rainbow from the Israel River that took a Gray Hackle fished dry, or however it happened to land, on an 8-foot 7-weight fiberglass Daiwa VIP Gold fly rod, Pflueger Medalist reel, Cortland 444 line, and hand-tied Maxima leader. I remember it like it was yesterday.


Edie, Gordon, and Linda Smith for encouraging me to go forward as planned after the passing of their brother and husband, George. Without their support, this book would not be what it is.


The family of renowned Maine artist David Footer for providing me with several of David’s artworks. A Maine fly fishing book without some David Footer art would be incomplete.


And my wife, Diana, for hanging in there with me while I played fly fisherman, chased rainbows—and browns, brookies, and salmon—and otherwise refused to grow up.










FOREWORD

I’ve always admired Bob Mallard’s strong advocacy for Maine’s wild native fish. I like to think I’ve had some influence on Bob, as Bob has had on me, because in recent years we have disagreed less and agreed more, and he’s become a very effective advocate for achieving our mutual goals. But ask him and he’d probably say that I’m the one who changed. Maybe both of us did?


Of course that doesn’t mean Bob isn’t still passionate about our native fish—a passion shared by all those who contributed to this book—just that he has found a way to reach a broader audience and get more things done. Passion is a strength not a weakness, and unlike many other things, it cannot be taught.
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I first worked with Bob on the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine Fishing Initiative Committee, a group he joined at my request. The group helped pass the critically important State Heritage Fish law, among other things. Bob also took on our faltering Remote Pond program, working with me to get some roads blocked as the law required. And he contributed greatly to my regulations simplifications project.


Bob and I have fished together, worked together on projects, and otherwise maintained contact for almost twenty years now. Most recently, he helped me with two pieces of legislation that led to the groundbreaking North Zone live fish as bait restriction by rule not exception, one of the most important fish initiatives in the history of Maine.


I really admire one of Bob’s latest projects, where he and Emily Bastian, along with other fisheries advocates involved with the fledgling Native Fish Coalition, created signs that are being posted on Maine’s State Heritage Fish waters so that all anglers will be aware of where they are and the protective regulations on those waters. I am honored to serve on their Maine Advisory Council.


When Bob told me about his idea for this book, I liked it immediately. He reached out to a group of exceptional Maine anglers, writers, and advocates, among which I was very pleased to be included, as well as being asked to write the foreword. I’m betting you will enjoy every chapter in this book as much as I have.


I did not become a native brook trout advocate and fly fisherman until my wife, Linda, and I purchased a camp in the north woods of Maine on Nesowadnehunk Lake. Camp Phoenix was a sporting camp for one hundred years until it was purchased and turned into a condominium complex, where each cabin was sold and the land held in common.


Nesowadnehunk Lake, or Sourdnahunk Lake, as it is called locally, is one of Maine’s best self-sustaining native brook trout waters. It is also Maine’s second-largest fly fishing only water, behind only Kennebago Lake. Baxter State Park is in our backyard, so I also enjoyed fishing many of its wonderful waters full of wild native brookies.


I have a favorite brook in Baxter, which requires a mile-and-a-half walk before you start fishing. I have caught lots of wild brook trout and salmon there. I also enjoy fishing the 25 miles of Sourdnahunk Stream and the East and West Branches of the Penobscot River.


It did take me a while to learn to release fish, however, something my dad never did. And I give credit to my kids for convincing me to do this. When they were less than ten years old, they constantly asked me to release my fish. I did, and still do.


One of my favorite stories involves our youngest daughter, Hilary. When she was eight years old, Hilary and I were out on the lake fishing. I was in the back of the boat and she was in front, and we were both fishing the same dry fly. Hilary caught nine nice trout, while I caught nothing. Feeling really bad for me, she said, “Dad, let’s swap rods and places.” So we did, and with her first cast with my rod, Hilary caught another trout!


Another favorite story involves my grandson Vishal. When he was five, I took V to one of my favorite pools on Sourdnahunk Stream. I would cast then hand the rod to him, and he would set the hook and reel in the trout. I released the first couple of trout and then decided that V should do it. I unhooked the third trout and handed it to V, telling him to go ahead and release it. He stood up and threw it like a football, way downstream! So I gave him a bit more instruction on releasing fish.


V’s twenty-fifth trout was a beauty, and as he slipped it into the water, he looked up at me and said, “Grampy, we’re both very happy.” He certainly got that right.


My son Josh and I often fished the last 5 miles of Sourdnahunk Stream, catching beautiful wild native brook trout; then, where the stream enters the West Branch of the Penobscot River, we caught wild landlocked salmon.


I was particularly pleased that my dad, Ezra Smith, learned to fly fish after we purchased our camp and joined us in releasing fish, something he’d never done in his life. One of my favorite dad stories involved a loon. Dad was reeling in an 8-inch book trout when a loon rushed over and grabbed it. He yanked the trout out of the loon’s mouth and quickly got the fish into the boat, while the loon swam around our boat flapping its wings and squawking. Eventually Dad put the trout back in the lake, and the loon rushed over and got it.


I really enjoyed fall fishing at camp. I could catch fifty beautiful wild native brook trout in some of the bigger pools on Sourdnahunk Stream. Sadly, with the changing climate, the stream and other favorite fall fishing brooks are so low and hot now in September that the spawning fish are no longer there. This year, for the first time ever, the brook behind my house in Mount Vernon and the stream that runs beside our house stopped flowing from early August to late October. Let’s hope we are not headed to a time when the great stories in this book will be relegated to “the good old days.” We all want those good old days to continue.


The camp on Sourdnahunk Lake is the best thing I ever purchased. A few summers ago, my three-year-old granddaughter caught her first trout there, as will hopefully many other future generations of Smiths.


I believe this book is good for Maine, good for fish, and good for anglers. As Bob has stated many times, and I fully agree, Maine’s wild native fish will need friends if they are to survive in this changing world, and anglers should be on the forefront of that movement, as no one is affected more than we.


—George Smith



Author’s Note

Sadly, George Smith passed away before this book was completed. He lost a four-year battle with ALS, which, while it had put an end to his fishing, did not stop his writing and, in fact, may have actually increased it.


While our email exchanges had gotten shorter and less frequent and our phone calls had slowed, then stopped due to his difficulty speaking, we stayed in touch until a couple of weeks before his passing. His last email to me simply said, “Great article,” referring to a piece I had just written about nonnative fish in the Bangor Daily News.


In the early stages of the project, George agreed to write a chapter about the East Outlet, one of his favorite fisheries in Maine. Two years earlier, he had approached me to write a chapter for his book Maine Sporting Camps, so it was an act of reciprocity of sorts. Soon after his book was published, I received a copy in the mail with the following written inside the cover:



To Bob Mallard—with thanks for all you’ve done for Maine’s
native fish—and our fishing economy. Enjoy! George Smith




After reading the draft manuscript, George agreed to write the foreword to this book, something I was very grateful for, as he was by far the best candidate to do so. You can see a sense of past tense in his writing, which while an admission that his fishing days were over, showed no diminished level of enthusiasm for Maine’s fish and fishing. Like many in Maine, I’ll miss George very much.
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After his passing, I reached out to George’s family about the book and his involvement. While I was willing to go in another direction due to his passing, they encouraged me to go forward as planned. I am very grateful for their support as without it, I would not have been comfortable including his Foreword and chapter. But, like them I believe George would have wanted it this way.








Introduction

For years I contemplated writing a book about fly fishing in Maine, but for many reasons I never pulled the trigger. Part of the problem was that old “familiarity breeds contempt” thing. Another was my “glass half empty” view regarding the current state of Maine’s recreational fisheries. And I knew there would be at least some level of blow-back for spot-burning, although there are no real secrets anymore due to the internet and expansive media, at least none that I am willing to divulge.


Fifteen or so years ago, I was approached to write the Maine section of a New England fly fishing book. By default, it would have been roughly half the book. Unfortunately, I learned that I wasn’t being offered half the proceeds, so I declined accordingly. While the book was eventually written, it was done by someone else.


A decade later I was approached about doing a Maine fly fishing book, what would have been the first in a series of state-specific books. I declined, questioning whether I was the right person for the job and if there was a big enough market for a Maine book to make it worth the effort. When asked again a year or so later, I tentatively accepted but then backed out due to what I felt had become an overused and overly restrictive format.
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I never liked that most books about Maine’s fishing glossed over the problems and threats facing Maine’s fisheries today. And many failed to fully explain the important role Maine plays in regard to wild native brook trout, rare Arctic charr, and endangered Atlantic salmon. Or they failed to cover Maine’s rich angling history. Others overlooked the fact that Maine truly is the last frontier in regard to the Northeast. Could I do it differently? Would it sell?


As a conservationist, I fully understand the value of promoting the resource you are trying to protect. I realize that Maine’s native fish will need friends if they are to survive, and I believe the best way to gain friends is through public awareness. For years I have been using the where-to platform to promote conservation, referring to it as “conservation by destination.” Unlike pure conservation writing, which is often preaching to the choir and ignored by those we need to reach most—anglers—where-to appeals to a much broader audience, including anglers.


After some soul-searching, I realized that in many ways, I was the right person to write a book about fly fishing in Maine. I might even be one of the better people to do it. Because of my “from away” status, I am not biased toward Maine or burdened by pride-of-place. And my extensive experience fishing outside the state gives me a broader, and therefore more accurate, perspective than someone who has spent most of their time fishing in-state.


As a native fish advocate, I would be remiss if I let the opportunity to tell the story of Maine’s fish and fisheries slip by. Would someone else cover Maine’s unique pond-dwelling wild native brook trout, rare Arctic charr, fascinating sea-run brook trout, or critically endangered Atlantic salmon? Would they talk about the problem Maine is having with invasive fish—and how the use of live fish as bait is behind much of it? Or say that moving bass, pike, muskies, and even nonnative salmonids around is a bad thing? Would they challenge stocking over wild fish and angler exploitation?


In all honesty, this as much as anything else is what convinced me to rethink my position and decide to write this book. Plus, I fish more in Maine than I do anywhere else and have for more than forty years, so I know the subject matter well. And unlike many Mainers, who fish mostly close to home, I fish all over the state and always have. After weighing the pros and cons, I decided to take the plunge.


My first book, 50 Best Places Fly Fishing the Northeast, was a collaborative effort. My next three books, 25 Best Towns Fly Fishing for Trout, Squaretail: The Definitive Guide to Brook Trout and Where to Find Them, and Favorite Flies for Maine: 50 Essential Patterns from Local Experts, were solo efforts. This book could have gone either way or somewhere in between.


Even though I had vowed to never go down the collaborative path again, I knew, albeit somewhat reluctantly, that some form of collaboration was the best approach for this book. I felt that it was important to involve as many Maine fly fishing personalities as possible in what would be a first-of-its-kind book, and likely the last time anyone would try something like this for some time.


Rather than the fishing guide–centric model I had used in my first collaboration, I branched out to authors, writers, bloggers, celebrities, and advocates as well. And while some people have switched jobs between the time they wrote their chapter and the time I got the manuscript completed and submitted, there is representation from most of Maine’s fly fishing and fish conservation organizations and media.


Representatives from the Atlantic Salmon Federation, Downeast Salmon Federation, and Maine Audubon contributed chapters on Atlantic salmon, Dennys River, and Acadia National Park, respectively. As biologists, they bring a knowledge of fish as well as fishing to their respective chapters.


Representatives of the Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC) and Katahdin Woods and Waters National Monument wrote chapters as well. They contributed pieces on fly fishing within Maine’s largest privately owned conservation land and Maine’s newest large federally owned public land.


Eight of the contributors are published authors. Twelve are published outdoor writers. The editors of Maine’s two largest sporting publications, The Maine Sportsman and Northwoods Sporting Journal, contributed as well. The founder of Fly Fishing in Maine (FFIM), the state’s oldest and largest fly fishing website and online forum, also contributed a chapter.


Maine’s most influential outdoor figure and most prolific outdoor writer and blogger, the late George Smith, contributed a chapter on the East Outlet. Nationally known conservation author, writer, mentor, and friend Ted Williams wrote about unique and fascinating sea-run brook trout. Friend and television personality Tom Ackerman chimed in on striped bass.


Then there were the guides and fly shop owners who contributed. They spend more time on the water than pretty much anyone else.


Their input is invaluable. From young to old, male to female, catch- and-release to kill-and-grill, the list of contributors is deep and broad. And as different as some of the contributors are, they all have a few things in common: a love of fly fishing, a love of Maine, and a desire to preserve Maine’s fisheries and fly fishing heritage.


That the contributors cared enough to help make this book a reality is something I am truly grateful for. It is quite humbling to be able to work with people who don’t always agree on everything for the greater good. Without their help, the book would not be what it is. While the book may have my name on the cover, it was a group effort featuring some of the most dedicated, talented, and knowledgeable fly fishing personalities in Maine. The result is a level of diversity and expertise unmatched in the history of Maine outdoor writing. A project like this comes around only once in a generation or so. I am honored to have been part of it. And if I missed your favorite water, I’m sorry, or maybe not.
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The Waters

This book is about fly fishing. More specifically, what I see as the best places to fly-fish in Maine. While fly fishing is often associated with trout, it is not exclusively about trout. While trout are often associated with moving water, they are not exclusive to moving water. Thus, this book is not exclusively about trout or moving water; it is about fly fishing for various species in various types of habitat.

Each water, or group of waters, had to be covered in a way that did justice to it within a reasonable amount of space. I didn’t want to hold anyone, including myself, to a strict word count, as had been the case in the past. I wanted them to say what needed to be said. To write about the Kennebec River and not talk about The Gorge, The Forks, Bingham, Solon, Madison, Shawmut, Waterville, and Popham would be a disservice. Conversely, trying to cover a river this large and diverse in just a few pages presents a real challenge.

Having written five books and countless articles, I have covered some of the waters in this book before—in some cases, a number of times. Where possible, I used someone else to write about waters I have covered in the past, especially more than once. Where I was not able to find a suitable substitute, while there will be some similarities with regard to my prior writing—you know what you know and can’t make it sound that different from one day to the next—I corrected things that had changed and otherwise did what I could to provide new and additional information.

The biggest challenge in writing a book like this is coming up with the list of waters. If the list is not good, the book will not be good. Conversely, if the list is good, and everything else falls into place, the book will be good. There can be no glaring omissions, and there must be some surprises. But there should not be any spot-burning of delicate, under-protected waters that are home to wild native fish, and so I avoided them.

I started with a large list of waters and whittled it down until I had what I thought were best in class. I was actually deep into the book, still recruiting contributors, even editing and writing chapters, before the list was finalized. Waters were added, removed, and some added back along the way. Several chapters had to be reworked midstream due to changes in their status. Did I miss anything? Sure. Maine is a big state with many worthwhile fisheries. But I had to draw the line somewhere.

I looked at things in a fair, objective, and responsible manner. I focused on waters that have been productive for years. I delved into their past and probed into their future. What has the fishery been, what is it right now, and what is the long-term outlook. In some cases, historic significance was considered, as what would a book about Maine fishing be without Upper Dam, now unfortunately a primarily stocked and seasonal fishery?

If a fishery was currently off, I considered its history, because I believe that a strong historic connection will help draw the attention and support needed to get things back on track where it is possible to do so. If it lacked historic significance, I considered its future and whether there was a viable plan in place to get it back on track. If there wasn’t, the fishery was dropped.

I gave some consideration to infrastructure (lodging, food, fly shops, guides, boat launches, parking, trails, etc.), as this makes a good fishery even better, especially for those visiting the area. I chose not to include contact information for these business for a number of reasons: (1) I didn’t want to omit anyone accidentally; (2) I didn’t want any inclusion to be seen as an endorsement (staff changes; businesses are bought and sold); and (3) due to the long shelf life of a book, I didn’t want to include information that might soon be outdated. I did, however, include a page of “resource” listings at the end. This includes government agencies, nonprofits, etc., most of which are stable, and their contact information is likely to remain intact for years to come.

I also considered regulations, such as artificial lures only, fly fishing only, catch-and-release, slot limits, high minimum length limits, and low bag limits, all of which help maintain the fishery and improve the overall experience. I considered extended seasons as well, since fishing in the fall is special. Maine publishes all of its current regulations, which can be found at www.maine.gov/ifw/. Since regulations change from year to year, including them in the book could give folks the false impression as to what is and is not allowed. I only note them when they are significant, like fly fishing only and catch-and-release, and even then with the caveat that this was the regulation when the chapter was written and might not be the same when you are reading the book.
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I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed working on it. I hope you learn something about Maine’s broad-ranging fly-fishing opportunities and get out there and try some waters you have not previously fished. Most important, I hope you gain a new appreciation for what Maine has, and do everything you can to protect it. Maine has the best wild native fish resources in the East, and some pretty solid nonnative and stocked fishing as well.



About Maine

Before being declared a state, Maine was part of Massachusetts—something many native Mainers would rather forget. On March 15, 1820, Maine was admitted to the Union as our twenty-third state.

Maine is the thirty-ninth-largest state in the United States, covering an area of approximately 35,385 square miles. It is roughly 210 miles wide and 320 miles long at its extremes. Approximately 13.5 percent of the state is covered in water—a good thing if you’re a fly fisher. More than three times the size of Massachusetts, Maine is by far the largest state in New England.

Maine has the unique in the contiguous United States distinction of being bordered by only one other state, the nearly equally rural New Hampshire. The other borders are Canada and the Atlantic Ocean. This results in a level of isolation not found anywhere else in the contiguous United States.

Maine’s highest point is Mount Katahdin, at 5,270 feet above sea level. The state’s mean elevation is just 600 feet, and its lowest point is sea level. Sail Rock, just offshore West Quoddy Head, is the easternmost point in the United States. West Quoddy Head is the easternmost point on the US mainland, Lubec is the easternmost incorporated spot in the United States, and Eastport is the easternmost US city.

While southern New England has been getting more developed and more populated, Maine has remained relatively rural, including a huge swath of land that is still undeveloped, unincorporated, and outside the power grid. The history of Maine is still being written, more so than most other states in the East, which have seen much more change.

At fewer than 1.35 million, Maine is the forty-second most populated state in the country. Maine’s population density is roughly forty-three people per square mile, making it the twelfth least densely populated state in the nation. Maine has the third smallest population in New England, and its population density is the lowest—just over 60 percent of Vermont’s, roughly 33 percent of New Hampshire’s, and just a fraction of the populations of Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.


[image: Holding a custom State Heritage Fish sign for posting on Penobscot tribal land with tribal member Jerry “Lobster Daylight” Mason PHOTO BY JEFF MOORE]
Holding a custom State Heritage Fish sign for posting on Penobscot tribal land with tribal member Jerry “Lobster Daylight” Mason PHOTO BY JEFF MOORE



Maine’s population jumps considerably in the summer months as nonresidents, or folks “from away,” flock to their camps, cottages, and second homes. Others come in the fall and stay through spring to attend school at one of Maine’s state colleges or well-known private schools such as Bates, Colby, and Unity. Others come to Maine to visit and, in many cases, fish.
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Evidence of Native American presence in Maine predates the Egyptian pyramids, in the form of what is believed to be the oldest fish weir in North America. This submerged rock-and-wood structure is located on the Sebasticook River in central Maine. Evidence of Native American presence can also be found on the Kennebec River in Embden, where petroglyphs cover a large rock ledge jutting out into the river. There also was a large Abenaki village on the east shore of the Kennebec River in Norridgewock.

There is one national park in Maine: Acadia. The recently established Katahdin Woods and Waters is Maine’s only national monument. Roughly 40,000 acres of the White Mountains National Forest lie within Maine. The Allagash Wilderness Waterway is the East’s premier wilderness canoe area, and Maine is also the terminus of the fabled Appalachian Trail. Baxter State Park is the centerpiece of Maine’s state-owned lands.

Maine’s largest watersheds are the Penobscot, Kennebec, St. John, Androscoggin, St. Croix, Presumpscot, and Saco Rivers. Its longest rivers are the St. John, Kennebec, West Branch Penobscot, Aroostook, Penobscot, Androscoggin, and Saco.

The moose is Maine’s official state animal, black-capped chickadee the state bird, eastern white pine the state tree, white pine cone and tassel the state flower, honeybee the state insect, Maine Coon cat the state feline, blueberry the state berry, blueberry pie the state dessert, Moxie the state beverage, and whoopie pie the state treat. Maine’s state fish is the landlocked salmon (Salmo salar sebago), named for Sebago Lake in the southern part of the state.

Maine’s motto is Dirigo meaning “I Lead.” The state nickname is the Pine Tree State, even though Maine has lost most of its old-growth pine, and the state slogan is “The way life should be.” Maine’s standard-issue license plate says “Vacationland,” and has since at least the 1930s. ■












Maine Fly Fishing

Maine has a lot to offer the fly fisher. The state is home to the only wild native Arctic charr remaining in the contiguous United States and the only wild native Atlantic salmon in the nation. Maine is home to roughly 90 percent of the lake, pond, river, and sea-run wild native brook trout in the country as well. Outside of Maine, wild native brook have been relegated to headwater streams, where they rarely grow to more than 10 inches. In Maine you can still get wild native brook trout measured in pounds.

Make no mistake, Maine has the finest and most diverse wild native salmonid fishing in the East. Maine’s lake-and pond-dwelling and sea-run brook trout resources are unmatched; its Arctic charr fisheries are peerless. Nowhere else in the nation can you find more rivers with large wild native brook trout. And much of Maine’s fishing is located in remote undeveloped areas, often outside the power grid, and open to angling.
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Maine has a rich fly fishing history dating back to the late 1800s. The construction of railroads to support logging opened Maine to tourists from Boston, New York, etc. These trains brought anglers to destination towns like Belgrade Village, Casco, Grand Lake Stream, Greenville, Jackman, Millinocket, Naples, Rangeley, and The Forks. Sporting camps, hotels, and other businesses sprang up in the wake of the railroads to serve the visiting sportsmen. A robust guiding industry followed. Driven by stories of giant trout and salmon, the media took notice, and things exploded from there. Waters such as Upper Dam, Rangeley Lake, Rapid River, Kennebago River, Kennebago Lake, Kennebec River, Grand Lake Stream, and Moosehead Lake were some of the most fabled fisheries of the time.

When it comes to fly fishing for trout, Maine was Montana before Montana was. Along with the Adirondacks in northern New York, Maine was the place where serious fly fishers went to catch trout, in this case wild native brook trout, measured in pounds not inches. Introduced landlocked salmon added to Maine’s recreational fishing offering, as did wild native sea-run Atlantic salmon.


Rivers and Streams

Maine is home to countless miles of rivers, streams, and brooks. While commonly used in the West, the term “creek” is not used often in Maine. When it is, it usually refers to a coastal stream. What constitutes a river, stream, or brook is less clear. Size is not the determining factor, as some rivers are smaller than some streams and brooks.

Most of Maine’s rivers, streams, and brooks are freestone in nature. While many have dams, some are free-flowing. Most moving water in Maine is strewn with rocks and boulders of varying sizes. Slower sections have sand, gravel, or mud bottoms. Flows are inconsistent and unpredictable, and these waters are prone to flooding and low water. Most moving water in Maine warms up as the season progresses and gets very cold in the harsh winter.

Maine also has some low-gradient meadow streams, dozens of coastal streams, and at least one limestone creek. These waters are less prone to flooding but, unless they are spring fed, are often subject to low and warm water. The highest concentration of spring-fed streams in Maine is found in Washington County. Many streams in Maine receive their water from lakes and ponds and, in some cases, mountain runoff.

Maine has very few tailwaters, at least under the classic definition of such. Tailwaters are sections of river below a dam that remain at a constant temperature and consistent flow throughout most of the year. They are clear and rich in nutrients, with specific types of plant and insect life. Few rivers in Maine fit this description because dams are either low, backup shallow impoundments or release water from midway up. The most tailwater-like river in Maine is the Magalloway.

Maine’s moving waters provide anglers with classic fly fishing opportunities. Most can be waded, and many can be canoed, including paddling as well as traditional poling. While downriver drift-boat infrastructure is admittedly, and notably, limited in Maine, some waters can be floated. Others could be if the state would make the investment in launches.


SMALL STREAMS

Outside of Maine, small streams are what most fly fishers envision when they think of brook trout. In fact, in many parts of the country, they are the only places left where wild native brook trout still persist, as they have lost their lake, pond, and river brook trout.



[image: Native Fish Coalition founding members Ted Williams and Emily Bastian on a small stream on state-owned land in Maine]
Native Fish Coalition founding members Ted Williams and Emily Bastian on a small stream on state-owned land in Maine



To be clear, the word “stream” is more about size than name, as many rivers are best described as streams and some streams would be better described as rivers. What is really meant by the term is moving water that can be easily waded and is often too small or too shallow to navigate with a boat.

In Maine, small streams are often ignored by fly fishers, residents and nonresidents alike. This is likely due to the fact that Maine still has lake, pond, and river brook trout, all of which offer larger fish than what can be found on most small streams. Rather than fishing for what they can get at home, many visiting fly fishers ignore Maine’s small streams.

While big brook trout and a broad variety of brook trout habitat is a good problem to have, it results in underutilization of Maine’s small streams, especially by fly fishers. This in turn causes fly fishers to miss out on something truly special—uncrowded waters with a high abundance of what are usually somewhat easy-to-catch wild native brook trout.

There is likely more miles of small-stream brook trout habitat in Maine than all other types of habitat combined. Much of this stream habitat sees very little angling pressure, and in some cases it is virtually unfished. Even streams that are fished are typically less pressured than most lakes, ponds, and especially rivers.

Most of Maine’s small brook trout streams are freestone by definition. While some are fed by snowmelt and rain runoff, many are fed by lakes and ponds, more so than in most other states. And many are influenced by groundwater at the source or along the way.

Some small streams are low-gradient meandering waterways, including coastal marsh streams. Some are what locals refer to as thoroughfares, or short sections of low-gradient stream between two lakes or ponds. Others go back and forth between high-and low-gradient.

Maine’s small streams tend to be more fertile than those found in neighboring New Hampshire and nearby Vermont. This results in a larger average as well as a higher top end in regard to brook trout. In some but not all cases, the abundance is higher as well.

More so than the classic mountain streams found elsewhere in northern New England, which are located at higher elevations and remain cool for most of the season, many small streams in Maine warm up in the summer and are prone to extended low-water periods. They are usually, but not always, best fished in the spring and fall.

Maine’s small streams also tend to have a more robust fish species accompaniment and abundance than found in less-fertile waters. This includes dace, chub, sculpin, and even American eel. And many small streams in Maine are home to juvenile landlocked, or Atlantic, salmon as well as brook trout.

Regardless of the source or the features, Maine’s small streams tend to fish similarly. Hatches are not as varied or robust as those found on rivers, and the brook trout tend to be more opportunistic. They are best fished with attractor dries, small streamers, or wet flies. And fly movement is often the key to success. You should keep moving as well, as you cannot fish over small stream fish like you can river fish—they hide under rocks and stop feeding when pressured.

Maine’s small brook trout streams can be found from the border of New Hampshire to Canada, and from south to north. They are located on private property, state-and federally owned land, land owned by nonprofits, and private land managed for forestry that is open to the public.

You might be surprised where you can find small streams with fishable populations of wild native brook trout. I recently learned that a stream in a heavily developed part of my hometown, bordered by houses and commercial property through its entire length, has a small wild brook trout population. I had driven over the stream for more than fifteen years without ever giving it a second thought.
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While Maine has pro-angler trespass laws in regard to lakes and ponds and reasonable laws regarding “navigable” rivers and streams, there are no laws that guarantee access to small streams. If posted, you will need to look elsewhere or ask permission from the landowner.

Like many fly fishers, I started fishing on small streams. And like many, I abandoned them for ponds and rivers and the never-ending search for large fish. This all changed a decade or so ago, and I now fish small streams as much, or more, as I do any other type of water.

Small streams offer the fly fisher a level of solitude and elbow room not found on large streams and rivers. There is no disappointment and the frustration that comes with finding your favorite water packed with anglers. And unlike many rivers, which are very pool centric, fish in small streams are often spread out through the entire system.
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While the size quality may be underwhelming, the abundance found on small streams is often far better than what you find on larger waters, with twenty-five-plus fish days not at all uncommon. Small-stream fishing is also more active and usually involves much more walking than other types of waters. This results in an ever-changing experience rather than standing in one pool for hours on end.

The key to enjoying small streams is to gear down accordingly. Short light-line fly rods, including and especially glass, are the best tool for the job. They are easy to handle in tight quarters and do not overwhelm the small fish. A fanny pack or small chest pack with a small selection of flies, a couple spools of tippet, and a handful of short leaders is all you need.






Lakes and Ponds

Maine is home to more than 6,000 lakes and ponds, and like with rivers, streams, and brooks, there is no absolute definition of such. While ponds are usually smaller than lakes, Cold Stream Pond in Enfield, Moose Pond in Hartland, Roach Pond in Kokadjo, and Long Pond near Jackman are all more than 3,000 acres—larger than most lakes and much larger than some. Conversely, Isie, Sowish, and Mantle Lakes in Aroostook County are less than 5 acres.

Lakes and ponds offer a totally different fly fishing experience than do rivers and streams. With a few notable exceptions, such as the Rangely region rivers, Maine’s lakes and ponds offer fly fishers their best shot at a truly large brook trout, landlocked salmon,




Fly Fishing Only Waters

Maine likely has more fly fishing only waters than any other state in the country. This is especially true with regard to lakes and ponds, with the latter favoring the former significantly. Many of Maine’s best-known trout and salmon rivers and streams are fly fishing only waters and are relatively evenly represented. These waters offer anglers some of the best opportunities in the state to catch trophy trout and salmon.

Roughly 1,200 lakes and ponds in Maine are classified as “Principal Fisheries” for brook trout by the Department of Inland Fisheries & Wildlife. This means you have a good chance of catching brook trout there. Approximately 200 of these are restricted to fly fishing only. This represents the largest inventory of fly fishing only lakes and ponds east of the Mississippi, and likely the country.

In Maine, “fly fishing only” means casting only; no trolling is allowed on so-designated waters. Flies must be single-hook and single-point, and only two flies can be used at a time. For years, weighted flies were not allowed, but thankfully that has changed. Most but not all fly fishing only waters in Maine have restrictive daily bag limits and length limits as well.

While Maine’s fly fishing only lakes and ponds make up roughly 17 percent of waters designated as principal fisheries for brook trout, they represent just 3 percent of the total acreage. The average size is roughly 60 acres. Two waters are larger than 1,000 acres, which skews the average. Approximately 50 percent are less than 25 acres, and roughly
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30 percent are between 25 and 50 acres. Moose Bog in Bowmantown Township in northern Oxford County is the smallest, at less than 1 acre. Kennebago Lake is the largest, at 1,700 acres, and said to be the largest fly fishing only water east of the Mississippi.

Most of Maine’s fly fishing only brook trout lakes and ponds are in the western, central, and northern parts of the state. While many are on private land managed for logging, some are on public land, such as Baxter State Park and Maine Public Reserved Lands, or land owned by conservation groups such as The Nature Conservancy and Appalachian Mountain Club.

Somerset County in the south-central part of the state and Piscataquis County to the northeast have the most fly fishing only brook trout lakes and ponds, at roughly sixty apiece, or just over 60 percent of the total. Franklin County in the western part of the state is next, with roughly forty waters. Hancock, Penobscot, and Washington Counties each have just one, and eight counties, all in the southern part of the state, have none.
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Roughly seventy of Maine’s fly fishing only brook trout lakes and ponds have never been stocked directly or indirectly, so the trout are likely genetically pure. Approximately twenty-five have never been stocked directly, but may or may not have received stocked fish from a secondary source. While they have been stocked in the past, roughly seventy-five are no longer stocked. Of these, approximately forty have not been stocked in fifty years or more. Roughly thirty-five are actively stocked. More than 150, or roughly 65 percent, of Maine’s fly fishing only brook trout lakes and ponds are formally designated as State Heritage Fish waters. This means they have not been stocked in twenty-five years or more or not at all.

Roughly forty of Maine’s fly fishing only brook trout lakes and ponds are classified as “Remote” by the Land Use Planning Commission. This means that logging, development, and motorized access are restricted to some degree within a half mile of the water. Roads cannot be built within 1,000 feet of the water, and roads that are built within the protective buffer must be blocked to vehicular access.
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