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  Introduction


  Clear, cold spring creeks flow everywhere in the valleys around my hometown of Fayetteville, Pennsylvania, and I fell in love with them early. My parents would drop me off on the Falling Spring Branch and leave me for most of the day to fish. The clear waters were hard to fish, and it took me almost a year before I caught my first Falling Spring rainbow. I did just about everything wrong. But I learned from my mistakes, and as I kept working on my skills, I discovered different stream techniques that proved effective for the tough trout. After my Uncle Jim taught me how to tie my first fly, I began to collect insects and blend furs to match the live insects. As my techniques and patterns improved, so did my success rate.




  Of all the spring creeks, Falling Spring Branch was my favorite as a kid, and it is still my favorite today. Although there are many great streams across the country—and many terrific spring creeks—no water has given me more than my home water. The challenges of Falling Spring fueled my desire to become a better fly fisherman and fly tier and made me want to guide, instruct, and help restore the streams I have fished over the years.




  I don’t claim to know all the answers for mastering spring creeks. Every creek has its individual character and secrets. It has taken me almost thirty years to begin to feel like I understand all of the complexities of my home water. But in this book I hope to share techniques to catch difficult fish under the most demanding conditions, which I have taught my clients with good success. I have been so lucky to have fished with fly anglers from around the world. I have shown my techniques and patterns to those I have fished with, and these fly anglers have been able to use these techniques and patterns on their own streams. And because of their beauty and challenges, the spring creeks draw these anglers back time and time again.




  I’ll share with you the fly patterns that I prefer to use (by no means the only ones that are effective), my favorite methods of presenting flies, and my thoughts on stealth and approach, which I consider key elements for success. In this book, I don’t delve too much into casting or equipment. Equipment, such as length of rod or line weight, can be a personal choice based on a variety of conditions, and many good books already cover this ground thoroughly. If you’re just beginning, you’ll discover that fly fishing can be an equipment-intensive sport, but as you improve, you’ll quickly learn to eliminate any gear that becomes a hindrance to helping you catch fish. If you’ve been fishing for a long time, you probably are already set in your ways regarding equipment. I do weigh in on leader design, which I think is a critical and often-overlooked aspect of successful fishing.




  Casting is another one of those personal choices, and there are lots of great instructional materials out there to teach you the basic casts. I touch on a few casting techniques that I use most frequently, but I urge you to get lessons and work on your casting. If you had to prioritize your casting practice time, I recommend spending the most time developing your presentation casts rather than working on distance casting. For most spring creek fishing, time spent honing your slack-line casts and your ability to cast in tight quarters will pay off.




[image: To consistently catch fish in spring creeks, stealth and observation are your best tools. Learning to cast accurately in close quarters helps, too.]




[image: The plentiful aquatic vegetation in a healthy spring creek is both a blessing and a curse. Though it is home to insects on which trout feed, it also creates complicated surface currents to foil your presentations.]




  Though I have refined and practiced these techniques on my home waters, I have fared well with them on spring creeks across the country. Although each stream has its own character and unique set of challenges, many spring creeks have lots of similarities. I focus on these similarities in this book. The techniques in this book will help you become a better angler on spring creeks, and once you can catch trout on these streams, you ought to be able to fish with confidence on any water, be it a spring creek, freestone stream, or tailwater.




  Many great books have been written about spring creeks, and my book is intended as a humble contribution to spring-creek-tactics literature, focused primarily on Eastern spring creeks. However, information in this book may help you anywhere you fish, because in my opinion—and that of many other well-traveled anglers—these Eastern creeks can be some of the hardest waters in which to consistently catch fish.






  CHAPTER 1





[image: Big Fishing Creek, near Lamar, Pennsylvania, blurs the lines between freestone stream and limestone spring creek. Though it is spring-fed and runs through limestone geology, when it flows through “The Narrows” (above) it looks like a classic freestone stream.]





  Spring Creeks




  To begin to understand what makes spring creeks so special, it often helps to first understand what they are not. Because almost every angler is familiar with freestone streams (they are the most common), I’ll describe some of their characteristics first. The difference between a spring creek and a freestone river can be dramatic, and understanding that difference will help you understand how unique spring creeks are. As you read about the general characteristics of freestone streams, and later about spring creeks, keep in mind that many waters aren’t so easily classified into neat little categories of freestone stream or spring creek. Many freestone streams have spring creek tributaries or springs along their length that influence their character; and many creeks that might start as springs grow from freestone tributaries along their course.




  Freestone Streams




  Most freestone streams begin up in the mountains from a groundwater source or from snowmelt and rely on good snowpack and precipitation through the year for their flows. Without ample rain, freestone streams can get warm, and many dry up. Freestone streams mostly flow across shale, sandstone, and other rock formations that lack calcium carbonate, which would naturally reduce acidity in the water. So, some freestone streams may suffer from acid problems because of manmade factors such as mining and acid rain, or other natural factors such as tannins and other acidic, naturally occurring compounds leeching out of the soil. Acidic conditions (most freestone streams that do not have a limestone influence range from 6 to 4 in pH) do not favor growth of weeds or abundant fish and insect life.




  Freestone streams have a wide range of insect and fish species and can have good trout populations, but during warmer weather the fish must travel to find cool springs and other thermal refuges. During hot, dry summers, freestone streams can become too warm, and catching and playing fish in the high water temperatures stresses them. After heavy rains, freestone streams do not clear as quickly as spring creeks. Lacking a clear groundwater source, and generally formed by smaller streams (tributaries), a freestone stream takes more time to clear from the debris and dirt associated with heavy rainfall.




  Some freestone streams have spring creeks that dump into them and cool the water, increase pH, and create conditions for better insect hatches. A freestone stream with a large enough spring creek influence can resemble a spring creek, such as part of the Little Juniata River or the catch-and-release section of the Yellow Breeches, which are Pennsylvania freestone streams cooled by springs. Bald Eagle Creek is a good example of what large amounts of spring water can do for a stream. It starts out as a freestone stream, but as Bald Eagle Creek collects more spring water, it begins to take on the characteristics of a spring creek. The cool water encourages good hatches and abundant trout, and that portion of the stream fishes well even during hot summers. The Yellowstone River in Montana is another prime example of a stream with strong spring creek influences.




  Spring Creeks




  In the grand scheme of things, spring creeks are rare and make up only a fraction of the trout streams around the world, but where I live in southcentral Pennsylvania, we are blessed with an abundance of them. Part of a limestone belt that starts in Virginia and runs into Maryland, Pennsylvania is one of the most fertile, spring-creek-rich areas in the world. Letort Spring Run, Big Spring Creek, Falling Spring Branch, and a host of others in southcentral Pennsylvania, and Spruce and Spring Creek in central Pennsylvania are but a few of the many spring creeks in the area. These waters were home to many of our sport’s greatest anglers, fly tiers, and writers, spurring people like Vince Marinaro, Charlie Fox, Ed Shenk, Ed Koch, George Harvey, Joe Humphreys, and Charlie Meck to figure out their secrets and share the results with the rest of the world.




  Though Pennsylvania is at the heart of spring creek country in the East, Virginia’s Mossy Creek provides anglers with the chance to cast to selective trout during immense Sulphur hatches just three hour’s from the nation’s capital. Outside of Hagerstown, Maryland, Beaver Creek provides winter angling to trout rising to midges because of its spring-fed waters. North of Pennsylvania, near Rochester, New York, anglers can fish the spring-fed Oatka and Spring Creeks.




[image: Though the geologic factors that create the fertile waters of Western spring creeks are different than Eastern streams, the results are similar: selective trout rising to prolific hatches in clear water. DePuy’s Spring Creek, near Livingston, Montana.]




[image: Virginia’s Mossy Creek is famous for its Sulphur hatches. Like many spring creeks, it flows through farm country.]








  Similar to the hallowed limestone spring creeks of Pennsylvania, and in similar farm country, are the spring creeks of the Midwest’s three-corners region, where Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin meet. In this region, better known as the Driftless Area, miles and miles of spring creeks offer fantastic fishing. Because of that region’s limestone geology, the spring creeks resemble many of Pennsylvania’s small spring creeks. Spring Branch (Iowa), South Branch of the Root River (southeast Minnesota), and West Fork of the Kickapoo River (Wisconsin) are a few of the miles of limestone creeks that flow in the Midwest. Many of these streams have not been publicized as much as the streams in Pennsylvania, yet they provide exceptional fishing.




  [image: Spring Creeks Freestone Streams Limestone geology or volcanic Sandstone and shale geology High pH Low pH Low gradient, begin in valleys High gradient, begin on mountains Cold water through the summer Warm water in the summer Stable flows year-round Fluctuating flows Abundance (fish and insects) Diversity (fish species and insects)]




[image: Stable flows, stable temperatures, and abundant food create prime growing conditions for spring creek trout. Because of the dense vegetation, even if you are skillful enough to hook one of the larger specimens, landing it is another matter.]






  Montana’s aptly named Paradise Valley (near Livingston) is home to some beautiful spring creek streams, as well as many other streams that I hold dear to my heart. Many of these spring creeks twist and turn through grassy, wide-open ranges within the vast valleys. Eastern spring creek anglers will feel comfortable fishing DePuy’s or Nelson’s on their first time out West, though some of the larger rivers, such as the Henry’s Fork or Missouri (a tailwater that fishes like a spring creek), might prove a challenge to anglers used to fishing smaller water. Mike Lawson, author of the definitive work on Western spring creeks (Spring Creeks, Stackpole Books), calls the Henry’s Fork home, which is an enormous spring creek. I’ve read that Western spring creeks such as the Henry’s Fork or Idaho’s Silver Creek, California’s Fall River, and Oregon’s upper Metolious are volcanic, not limestone, in origin, but when I’ve fished some of the West’s spring creeks, the results are more or less the same: cold, clean water, heavy hatches, and difficult trout.




  So what makes a spring creek different than a freestone stream? Unlike most freestone streams, classic spring creeks or limestoners (see sidebar “What’s in a Name?” on page 10) derive most of their flow from an underground source and are subsequently influenced by the region’s geology; have high pH, consistent flow, and cold water; and typically have mild gradients. What follows is a simplified explanation of some of these characteristics. For a more detailed explanation, I urge you to read Ted Leeson’s fine book Jerusalem Creek (The Lyons Press), especially the chapter “Springs Eternal,” which is a superb explanation of the geologic intricacies of spring creeks, among other things. Another great resource for understanding spring creeks, which are sometimes locally called “limestoners,” is Charles Meck’s Fishing Limestone Streams (The Lyons Press).




[image: Sinking Run, in central Pennsylvania, flows

through an enormous limestone arch (above). Arch Spring, the source of this part of Sinking Run, discharges from 2,000 to an estimated maximum of 30,000 gallons per minute. JACK HANRAHAN PHOTO]







  What’s in a Name: Spring Creeks, Limestoners, Chalk Streams




  As Ted Leeson points out in Jerusalem Creek, “spring creek” is more of a fishermen’s word than a strict scientific classification, and the term oversimplifies a complex set of factors. But, as Leeson notes, “there is a rough logic” to our tradition of dividing streams up by their source of origin, such as freestone and spring creeks—or tailwaters if they flow from a dam. When I refer to spring creeks in this book, I am most often referring to the type of streams that are near and dear to me—the limestone-influenced creeks of Pennsylvania.




  In my neck of the woods, spring creeks are also called “limestoners,” but all limestoners are not pure spring creeks. According to Meck’s broad definition of the word in Fishing Limestone Streams, a limestone stream can be any stream influenced enough by the region’s geology (limestone, or calcium carbonate) to have high alkalinity. He breaks them down into four main categories, and in thinking about your local waters, you might begin to see how neat little classifications can become blurry. Meck breaks limestone streams down into “classic limestone streams” that emerge from a pool or spring such as the upper Letort or Falling Spring Branch (these are the streams that I fish and guide on most often); streams that begin as freestone streams have spring waters flowing into them, such as lower Bald Eagle Creek that is revitalized with Spring Creek’s flows; freestone streams that have limestone springs along their lengths, which influence water temperature and pH; or freestone streams that begin in the mountains, but flow underground and reemerge as limestone streams. As Meck writes in Fishing Limestone Streams, “Many limestone streams exhibit a combination of one, two, or three of the types. Look at Spruce Creek in central Pennsylvania. Spruce Creek begins as a collection of several unnamed freestone streams that go underground. Then the limestone section of Spruce Creek erupts as a spring-fed pool near Rock Springs. Several miles downstream, just below Baileyville, dozens of additional springs enter the main stem.”




  Chalk stream is the word that people in the United Kingdom use to describe what Meck calls a “classic limestone stream.” Chalk is a type of limestone (calcium carbonate) and, where the right geologic conditions exist, creates waterways that are very similar to limestone streams of southcentral Pennsylvania: an abundance of aquatic vegetations such as watercress, placid currents, high pH levels, and cool water. Famous chalk streams include the Test and Itchen, which are similar in character to some of the spring creeks in Pennsylvania.




  There is another world of spring creeks that I am not nearly as intimate with, but nonetheless have fond memories of exploring: the waters of the American West. In addition to limestone or chalk geology, many springs are formed from volcanic activity and enriched by volcanic basalt. Leeson does an superb job of explaining the geology in Jerusalem Creek, and Mike Lawson’s fantastic Spring Creeks goes into more detail about these types of streams. What all these streams have in common—the English chalk streams, the classic Pennsylvania limestoners, and Western waters such as the famed Henry’s Fork—are cold water, great hatches, and fish that, as Mike Lawson puts best, you rarely catch by mistake.







The Source




  If we’re painting with a broad brush, we can say that spring creeks “spring forth” from under the ground and freestone streams flow from water sources above ground such as rain and snowmelt. A spring is a definable location where groundwater naturally emerges from the earth, either in a pool or stream. Springs can discharge water onto the ground, forming a stream or part of a stream, or discharge water into the bed of an existing stream. The flow can be barely detectable, in which case it may be called a seep, or a gushing torrent, forming all or part of a trout stream. According to Charles Meck in Fishing Limestone Streams, “Pennsylvania has at least eleven springs that flow with more than 6,000 gallons per minute.” Seeps and small springs can occur wherever the water table meets the land; large springs such as Big Spring or Boiling Springs Run typically form from water gushing up through fissures in the rock or flowing up through porous material. Both Big Spring and Boiling Springs have median flows over 11,000 gallons per minute.




The Water Cycle




  The water for both freestone streams and spring creeks primarily comes from precipitation, though there are exceptions. Spring creeks draw on a larger reserve of water that has seeped far below the ground and has built up over a long period of time, whereas freestone streams derive their flow primarily from surface runoff. After it rains, water hits the earth, where it either runs off quickly or is absorbed into the soil. Water that is absorbed into the soil gets used up by a lot of things such as trees and plants, and the remaining water filters down and becomes groundwater, eventually becoming stored in underlying aquifers. These aquifers are not underground wells or lakes, but water trapped in between grains of rock and sediment. Water in the soil doesn’t move very far; groundwater can travel great distances, eventually discharging to surface water such as lakes and rivers or directly into the ocean.




[image: One skill to develop in spring creek fishing is learning how to present your fly in the lanes of clear water that flow through vegetation. At times, nymph fishing can be difficult, which may be why anglers often prefer dry-fly fishing.]






  Where groundwater has access to the land surface, you get a spring. Springs commonly occur in one of two ways. The most common is where the groundwater trickles down through porous earth and rock until it hits impermeable rock, moves along the top of that rock, and emerges as a spring. This frequently occurs on hillsides. In the case of many large gushing springs that form the headwaters of some of the famous spring creeks, cracks in the underground rock allow the ground-water to move from the aquifer to the surface. Groundwater from a spring can issue onto the land surface or directly into a stream.




  Because these streams bubble up from under the ground, geology plays a critical role in creating the perfect trout habitat that spring creeks are known for. In a nutshell, as the water passes through the rock (whether it is chalk in England, limestone in the Eastern United States, or volcanic basalt in the West) it not only increases in pH, but it also picks up important nutrients that create ideal nourishment for aquatic vegetation, fish, and the food fish eat (see sidebar “The pH Factor” on page 13).




[image: Tailwaters, such as this section of the Yampa River below Stagecoach Reservoir in Colorado, are like man-made spring creeks. They have stable flows, cold water, and abundant hatches.]


 


 




  The pH Factor






  Acidity or alkalinity is measured with a pH value. Water with a pH of less than 7 is considered acidic, and water with a pH greater than 7 is called basic, or alkaline. Water with a pH of 7 is considered “neutral.” What does “pH” stand for? As far as I can tell, nobody knows for sure, but I have read that it might come from “potential of hydrogen,” which points to the complex chemistry involved in either raising or lowering a pH value.




  Generally speaking, water that is high in alkalinity can support more life than acidic water. Since most Eastern spring creeks flow through limestone geology, they have a high pH. Limestone is high in alkalinity and wherever spring creeks flow through it, like the creeks in southcentral Pennsylvania, they are enriched. Volcanic activity in a region (volcanic basalt) can also provide a similar effect on pH and provide the right geologic conditions for a spring creek, which is the case for many streams out West.




  Limestone rock is composed largely of calcite or calcium carbonate. Calcium carbonate is Mother Nature’s way of purifying the water. Many water treatment facilities use calcium carbonate, or “lime,” to treat acidic water. Calcium carbonate also helps remove heavy metals in the water and adds nutrients. For anglers, a high pH most often means a healthier stream and heavier hatches, though many acidic freestone streams can also provide good fishing. Dense weed growth and aquatic vegetation is another sign of high pH, and these weeds house lots of insect nymphs and crustaceans. Freestone streams that have been polluted with acid from mines, acid rain, or other influences typically have lower pH values. Areas rich in limestone can mitigate the acidity of freestone streams.







  A spring creek’s cool flows, high pH (in Pennsylvania, most healthy spring creeks have pH levels around 8), and increased nutrients create ideal conditions for weed beds such as duckweed and elodea, which in turn provide cover for many different types of aquatic insects, baitfish, crayfish—and the trout that feed on them. When I am guiding new clients, I often grab a small clump of moss and shake it in my hand. With one shake, my hand is green with sow bugs, scuds, and Baetis nymphs, among other foods. Once new spring creek anglers observe how much food the fish have to eat, they understand why spring creek trout can afford to have fussy tastes, and why we may have to make many casts or change flies repeatedly to catch fish.




  This dense vegetation provides a unique set of fishing challenges. The slow currents, meanders, and deep currents combined with weeds and grasses are both a blessing for their terrific trout habitat and a curse when you are trying to draw out a trout. Combine that with the clear water and fish that have everything they need, and you can have a tough time getting trout to take your fly.




  In addition to the alkalinity and nutrients, the water is also cold. Summer water temperatures may fluctuate, depending on the number of springs and the size of the spring creek, but spring creeks remain cold and fishable all summer. Stream temperatures are usually around 53 degrees at the spring source. As the stream flows away from the source, the water warms up. Temperatures can range from 57 to the mid-60s as the water flows downstream.




  During winter, spring creeks do not freeze. Though a spring creek may drop into the high 40s when snow is melting, average temperatures usually hover around 50 degrees. The stable temperatures provide year-round dry-fly fishing opportunities. On most winter days, you can expect to encounter trout rising to midges and late in fall and early spring, Blue-Winged Olives.




[image: Part of the magic of fishing some Eastern spring creeks are the old buildings and sense of history. While charm doesn’t catch you more fish, it definitely can add to the overall experience. JACK HANRAHAN PHOTO]




[image: A spring creek’s stable water temperatures ensure year-round dry-fly fishing. JACK HANRAHAN PHOTO]






  The stable flows also provide a dependable and relatively easy life for the stream’s occupants. Unlike freestoners, which are subject to harsh scouring from runoff and exposed streambeds baking in the summer sun during drought years, spring creeks tend to keep a relatively steady water flow, allowing insect populations, vegetation, and trout to thrive. This stability provides a good flow of water when freestoners are unfishable and also provides clear water when other streams may be too muddy to fish.




  Most spring creeks are clear, though some limestoners that rise up from softer geological formations have a chalky color. As the water rises, it brings with it fine particles that add color to the stream. The murkiness of the stream may vary, depending on how much flow is pouring out of the springs. More water can lead to more color, and less flow equals fewer particles. Water clarity can also be attributed to the stream’s gradient. If the spring creek is much swifter, then more fine silt will be found in the current, leading to water with a tint, such as Penns Creek in central Pennsylvania.
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To consistently catch fish in spring creeks, stealth and observation are your best tools. Learning to cast accurately in close quarters

helps, too.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg
A spring creek’s stable water temperatures ensure year-round dry-fly fishin, N PHOTO






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg
Every spring creek has its own character
and secrets. Learn to catch trout in its clear

currents, and you will most likely be able
to catch trout anywhere in the world.

HANRAHAN PHOTO





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
Spring Creek
STRATEGIES

HATCHES, PATTERNS, AND TECHNIQUES






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg
Part of the magic of fishing some Eastern spring creeks are the old buildings and sense of history. While charm doesn't catch you

more fish, it definitely can add to the overall e AN PHOTO





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg
Stable flows, stable temperatures, and abundant food create prime growing conditions for spring creek trout. Because of the

dense vegetation, even if you are skillful enough to hook one of the larger specimens, landing it is another matter.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg
Spring Creeks

Freestone Streams

Limestone geology or volcanic

Sandstone and shale geology

High pH

Low pH

Low gradient, begin in valleys

High gradient, begin on mountains

Cold water through the summer

Warm water in the summer

Stable flows year-round

Fluctuating flows

Abundance (fish and insects)

Diversity (fish species and insects)





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg
Tailwaters, such as this section of the Yampa River below Stagecoach Reservoir in Colorado, are like man-made spring creeks.
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firginia’s Mossy Creek is famous for its Sulphur hatches. Like many spring creeks, it flows through farm country.
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may be why anglers often prefer dry-fly fishing.





