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For Lisa. Thanks for letting me go fishing.
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As a young boy growing up next to the magnificent and thunderous Niagara River Gorge, I learned early on in life to have a tremendous amount of respect for the vast volume of water that makes up the Great Lakes and its rivers. It is truly one of the most unique inland sea systems on earth.


Awestruck by its angling secrets and opportunities, and armed with a fiberglass fly rod and Pflueger Medalist, I was determined to conquer its rivers. In particular, I was fond of the shoreline corridor of steelhead rivers from the Salmon, emptying into Lake Ontario, to Elk Creek, which was, and still is, Lake Erie’s crown jewel. Everyone called them “rainbows” back then; “steelhead” is a more contemporary term. My dad and I would take weekend jaunts to ply these watersheds, often going fishless. But every once in a while, with good timing and perfectly bad weather (which always produced the best fishing), we’d end up with a few chrome beauties.


We didn’t have books to teach us.


I can still recall my first steelhead. I caught it in Clear Creek, a tributary to Cattaraugus Creek in New York where my uncle lived. That fish will forever haunt my dreams, and it gave me the passion to pursue these fish to a point of obsession. Days spent at our family’s cottage on Georgian Bay of Lake Huron found me chasing those gorgeous rainbows of the spring-fed Bighead and Beaver Rivers. I’ll never forget the fish I caught on a snowy New Year’s Eve in the Devil’s Hole on the mighty Niagara. At dusk, a very large broad-shouldered steelhead struck my crudely constructed yarn fly. The material for the fly’s construction was purchased by my mom at a knitting store. The fish jumped at least a half-dozen times and ran down the vicious waters of the gorge, stripped me of all my line and backing, and broke the last knot holding it to my reel. In the dark, little did I know that if I had chased this fish one more step, I would have been a tragic statistic of the Niagara, having been swept away by its wild currents. Luck and that angel was looking out for me.


Since these rewarding misadventures of my youth, I’ve written Steelhead Dreams and the Orvis Guide to Great Lakes Salmon and Steelhead. I relish everything I can read about these fish, and I thought I’d written and read all there is to know. Then along came Karl Weixlmann’s Great Lakes Steelhead, Salmon, and Trout. It is a breath of fresh air given all that has been written about this subject. I first met Karl when he came out to my Gray Drake Lodge on Michigan’s Muskegon River. He was with a good client of mine, Joe Tinko. Being their guide, I was told by Mr. Tinko that Karl was the best steelheader on the Erie tributaries. At first I thought, “Who the heck is this Pennsylvania stump-jumping bushwhacker?” Boy, was I wrong in my first assessment. Karl is a fish magnet. He thinks like a steelhead. His persistent optimism as a guide and angler, coupled with a good sense of humor and adventure, makes it a pleasure to be on the water with him.


Why do I like this book so much? Because it’s easy to read, it is simple, and it cuts to the chase of the subject matter. Karl, being an ace of the “steel-head alley” Lake Erie tributaries, has explored all the Great Lakes tributaries, so if you’re a salmonid chaser anywhere from Lake Superior to Ontario, this book is for you. I also had the pleasure of showing Karl the summer Skamania steelhead fishery of the St. Joe River in Michigan in the summer of 2008. He was amazed by the incredible leaping and powerful fighting ability of these magnificent silver Washington State transplants.


The chapters are well organized and I particularly like the tributary sections, surface and bottom river structure, and his easy-to-use rigging guides. The fly patterns are the state of the art in Great Lakes fly fishing, featuring nothing but the best fly tiers and innovators in the business. The section on surf fishing and steelhead on the dry fly are a welcome touch. Couple the good writing with the outstanding photography of Jack Hanrahan and you’ve got a definite must-read for the Great Lakes chrome chaser.


Matt Supinski
Newaygo, Michigan














Introduction
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A few years back, a guest of mine, after chasing down and landing a wild, 32-inch-long chrome steelhead, looked up at me and said, “That was better than sex, and it lasted longer.” It’s still the best excuse I’ve ever heard to go fly fishing on Great Lakes tributaries. You don’t have to take an expensive trip to British Columbia to hook up with a double-digit chrome steelhead, or travel to Tierra del Fuego to catch monster brown trout. You can catch these species, along with Atlantic salmon, Chinook salmon, and coho salmon, all within a four-hour drive of half the population of the United States. Without a doubt, the Great Lakes provide one of the best coldwater fisheries on the planet.




[image: Michael Checchio calls it taking the pulse of the planet. Electric jolts thump the rod up and down as a steelhead thrashes the surface on a small tributary stream in early fall. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO]




But it wasn’t always this way. Before Europeans settled North America, the Great Lakes were the largest pristine bodies of fresh water on the planet. Atlantic salmon swam into Lake Ontario tributaries in what are now New York State and the Province of Ontario, providing sustenance for Native Americans, and lake trout, burbot, white-fish, sturgeon, and herring flourished in the lakes’ cold water. However, once Europeans arrived, these species quickly became merely entities of commerce.




[image: The Great Lakes and their tributaries were formed as glaciers retreated during the last Ice Age.]




Margaret Beattie Bogue wrote in Fishing the Great Lakes: An Environmental History (University of Wisconsin Press, 2000) that the history of the Great Lakes fishing industry was “… yet another example of a highly competitive, virtually unregulated, and wasteful exploitation of a natural resource for profit that over time seriously eroded its commercial utility.” During the 1800s, from the growth of industry and an increasingly urbanized society, industrial waste and inadequately treated sewage ruined water quality, and mill dams blocked returning salmon from reaching their historical spawning areas. By the mid-19th century, native populations of Atlantic salmon were virtually wiped out.


By the late 1800s, the Great Lakes commercial fishing industry provided a living for more than 13,000 people. Regulations begun in 1908 between the United States and Canada did little to protect the fish populations of the Great Lakes, and commercial harvests also increased greatly during World War I. During the 1920s, the herring population crashed as a result of continuing Canadian and American exploitation of the Great Lakes. In the following decades, the introduction of the sea lamprey into the upper Great Lakes would further decrease numbers of coldwater species like lake trout.


Even though “environmental stewardship” was an unheard-of catchphrase during those troubling times of Great Lakes history, fish culturists were experimenting with a new species of trout brought in from the West Coast. At the Caledonia Hatchery in New York, in 1874 and 1875, fish culturist Seth Green incubated the first rainbow trout eggs brought to northeastern North America. In 1878, rainbow trout from the Caledonia Hatchery were planted in Caledonia’s Spring Creek and the Genesee River, tributaries of Lake Ontario. These first efforts began a century of stockings from Pacific salmon species such as Chinook and coho, to brown trout, to West Coast steelhead, to attempts to restore the Atlantic salmon that had been depleted.


For Christmas 1975, my father gave me a Boys’ Life book that included a chapter called “Steelhead: The Rainbow That Went to Sea.” The notion that a trout would swim to the ocean and come back to its river of birth, all sleek and silver with mind-boggling proportions, enthralled me and fueled my desire to catch one. I thought often of ancient West Coast rainforests, jagged mountain ranges, and emerald green rivers, not knowing that this magnificent species swam much closer to home.




[image: A triumphant Robert Kinkoph raises his rod as the author tails a fish during ice-out.]




My first introduction to the wonders of the Great Lakes steelhead fishery came from my Dad and my Uncle Donny, who made yearly trips to several Lake Erie tributaries during the 1970s. Their tackle would seem crude by today’s standards—short fly rods and reels spooled with heavy monofilament, two big split-shot crimped on the line, and a square orange sponge impaled on a size 6 bait hook. I would gawk at the specimens frozen in my Uncle Donny’s freezer and peel away the freezer wrap to glimpse the rose-colored cheeks and silver sides of a fresh-run steelhead.




[image: Fly fishing for steelhead has become a passion for many anglers bordering Great Lakes states. Photographer Jack Hanrahan gets ready to release a mint-bright early fall steelhead on New York’s Cattaraugus Creek. KARL WEIXL-MANN PHOTO]




In the early 1980s, I caught a dose of steelie fever of my own. Living on the east side of Erie, Pennsylvania, put me within walking distance of several Lake Erie tributaries, where I honed my technique with salted minnows and nightcrawlers. Little did I know that I would one day make my living fly fishing for them and the many other fantastic cold- and warmwater species that abound in the Great Lakes. More than 20 years later, the south shore Lake Erie tributaries between Cleveland and Buffalo have become an ever-changing “office” in which to conduct my business. And while we do not have the jagged mountain ranges and rainforests that first captured my imagination, the landscape is no less impressive—rivers and creeks cut ancient gorges, where waterfalls plunge hundreds of feet into desolate canyons, and raging whitewater feeds into placid emerald pools lined with overhanging hemlocks.


This book is the culmination of more than 20 years spent fly fishing Great Lakes tributaries and more than a decade spent guiding on them. I still learn new things every day I spend on the water, and I’m still evolving as a fly fisherman. The pioneers of today’s modern Great Lakes steelhead, salmon, and brown trout fisheries have given us a year-round menu of diverse angling opportunities. Without the vision of these individuals, our hands may never have felt the silver elegance of a bright steelhead or the adrenaline rush of a double-digit brown slowly sloshing to the surface.
















CHAPTER ONE


Species
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Steelhead were introduced into the Great Lakes during the late 1800s and have adapted to the habitat well.





The diversity of the Great Lakes coldwater fisheries enables fly fishers to pursue steelhead, salmon, or brown trout for almost 12 months of the year. Some of these species die after spawning, and others are capable of making repeated spawning runs. Species genetics plays an important role in run timing. The many strains of steelhead, for example, ascend Great Lakes tributaries at different times of the year, with fall-, winter-, spring-, and summer-run strains each available in certain Great Lakes regions.


Though most people fish the tribs from September through April, spring runs of steelhead can last into May, summer strains of steelhead can be caught in July and August, and Atlantic salmon can run in June. Pennsylvania’s state record brown trout was caught at the mouth of Walnut Creek, a Lake Erie tributary, on July 4, and certain tributaries have runs of Chinook salmon in August.




[image: Steelhead are the most sought-after Great Lakes coldwater gamefish species, bringing smiles to legions of dedicated fly fishers. Jim Fendler gets ready to release a spring-run steelhead on Ohio’s Conneaut Creek.]




Steelhead


Perhaps no other fish in the Great Lakes has generated as much passion, reverence, devotion, and dedication among fly fishers as the steelhead trout. From the Knife River on Lake Superior’s northern shore to the Salmon River on Lake Ontario’s southern shore, catching these captivating game-fish has become a way of life for many fly fishers. First-time anglers are often shocked by their bursts of speed and power, their leaping ability, their sleek, muscular beauty, and blushing rose-toned cheeks. Even after many years of hooking steel-head, your inability to control them is humbling and keeps you coming back for more. Hooking a steelhead is one thing—landing it is another.


Its size and eagerness to take a wide variety of fly patterns and presentations throughout the seasons make it one of the most perfectly designed fly-rod fish. Its willingness to strike a fly in sub-freezing weather extends fishing opportunities into the winter, when other species just can’t be caught.


Wild, pure strain, God-given steelhead are searun rainbow trout, born in the clean gravel of cool, freshwater rivers and streams that feed the Pacific Ocean. Technically speaking, a steelhead is a rainbow trout, found on both the western coast of North America and the eastern coast of Northern Asia, that migrates to the ocean (anadromous). Great Lakes steelhead are potadromous rainbow trout, meaning that they complete their life cycle exclusively in fresh water, and some West Coast purists consider Great Lakes steelhead just another brand of lake-run rainbows. However, Great Lakes steelhead have diverse genetic backgrounds as a result of the many strains of West Coast rainbow trout that have been stocked throughout the Great Lakes Basin, and they are born with the genetic urge to smolt and migrate. For over 100 years, this genetic migratory trait has been passed down to each succeeding generation of steelhead in the Great Lakes.


The American Fisheries Society reclassified rainbow trout (including steelhead), previously known as Salmo gairdneri, to Oncorhynchus mykiss, indicating a distinct population split between Atlantic (Salmo) and Pacific (Oncorhynchus) salmon and trout. The distinction had been found in fossil records and was later confirmed through DNA testing. Rainbow trout were found to be more closely related to Pacific, than to Atlantic, salmon.




[image: Fresh fall-run steelhead are at their peak of physical conditioning, beauty, and power.]




Even though there are no physiological differences between rainbow trout and the many strains of steelhead, there are many visual and behavioral variations between the varieties of Oncorhynchus mykiss. Steelhead have been able to adapt to unique environmental habitats and find many niches for themselves within the various regions of the Great Lakes. For example, Lake Superior steelhead have different run timing, spawning schedules, and foraging behaviors than do Lake Erie steelhead.


Identifying characteristics of steelhead vary throughout their life cycle, but include two dorsal fins, one of which is an adipose fin, 10 to 12 rays in the anal fin, and a white mouth and gums. Small spots can extend across the length of the back, from the head to the entire tail. Steelhead change color as they migrate up a tributary, from a snow-white belly with a silver side on freshly run fish from the lake environment, to a light to dark olive back with lavender or rose-colored cheeks and sides on fish that have spent time in the tributary. Males turn dark olive with scarlet sides and cheeks when spawning. Their name is thought to be derived from the bluish-green to dark charcoal-gray back, body, and head of the fish, which looks much like forged steel.




[image: Male steelhead, called bucks, darken as spawning time approaches, developing hooked lower jaws called kypes and a nasty set of teeth. They can light up a stream bottom with their scarlet cheeks.]




The average size of Great Lakes steelhead depends on a variety of genetic and environmental factors, but most fish weigh from 4 to 10 pounds and measure up to 30 inches long. The Great Lakes that contain good alewife and smelt populations, such as Lake Michigan and Lake Ontario, tend to produce larger steelhead that can surpass 20 pounds. Genetic traits such as those found in the Skamania strain can produce larger fish that live and grow in the lake for an extra year before they migrate. The Great Lakes record is a staggering 31.19-pound fish caught in Lake Ontario in 2004.




[image: Female steelhead are called hens and have a shorter, blunter head than a buck’s elongated snout and lower jaw.]




By following the run timing of the various genetic pools of steelhead, it is possible to catch steelhead every month of the year, though each fishery definitely has its prime times. Wisconsin, for example, stocks three genetic strains of steel-head for its Lake Michigan program: Skamania (summer-run), Chambers Creek (fall- and winter-run), and Ganaraska (spring-run) strains.


Pennsylvania has created its own unique stock of steelhead from a mixture of domestic rainbow trout, previous Skamania steelhead stockings, and Washington State steelhead, resulting in a fishery that produces fantastic fall runs. Mild winters can create almost nonexistent spring runs because most of the spawning takes place from late November through early March. Many of the so-called “chromers” caught during a Pennsylvania spring are actually wintered-over dropback hens that have spawned out and attained a pale white cast over their normal coloring from living under the ice. When exposed again to light, these thin, spawned-out fish begin to regain a silver cast before dropping back to the lake. Holdover hens’ bellies can be gray and scarred or have sores from lying on the flat shale bottom through the winter. Fresh, spring-run hens have snow-white bellies full of eggs.


I can sometimes extend the south shore Lake Erie spring steelhead season a full month by following the run in Ohio. Ohio stocks Little Manistee (also called Michigan-strain) steelhead with eggs obtained from the state of Michigan. Fresh runs of steelhead still enter Ohio tributaries during the spring, occasionally into early May. The eggs are taken from wild, naturalized steelhead on Michigan’s Little Manistee River and raised to smolt-size before being stocked by the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR). Ohio’s program produces beautiful fish that are larger and fight harder than the Pennsylvania “mutt” steelhead, which have a variety of genetic histories. Some of the biggest fish of the year come to the net late in the spring season because of longer feeding opportunities in the big lake and those Michigan Manistee genetics. These large, late-run steelhead may not travel far up a tributary system and usually spawn quickly as water temperatures increase.


The Washington Fish and Wildlife Commission first developed Skamania-strain steelhead at the Skamania Fish Hatchery on the Washougal River. A Skamania steelhead runs and spawns early and spends one extra year in the ocean. This “three-salt” genetic trait results in giant fish weighing from 12 to 23 pounds that are four years old when making their first spawning run. Most Skamania runs occur from June through August, when rain increases water levels and offshore winds cool the water on the lake shore and tributary mouths, though some fish still trickle in during the fall and spawn in the winter.




History of Great Lakes Steelhead


Michigan’s Au Sable River, a tributary of Lake Huron, received the first Great Lakes planting of steelhead in 1876. All early Great Lakes stockings of steelhead came from eggs obtained from the McCloud River system in California. Unlike domesticated strains of rainbow trout, these original stocks of steelhead contained the genetic signals to smolt and migrate downstream to an open body of water. In 1878, Caledonia’s Spring Creek and the Genesee River, both tributaries of Lake Ontario, received plantings from McCloud River broodstock, which fish culturist Seth Green raised at the Caledonia Hatchery in New York. These fish migrated downstream, and Lake Ontario became seeded with its first generation of steelhead.


In 1882, a new hatchery was established on the Muskegon River in Michigan, which also received McCloud River stocks. By the early 1900s, wild steelhead were ascending Michigan’s Muskegon and Pere Marquette rivers. Because of its quality coldwater habitat and fisheries management programs, Michigan has since become the epicenter for wild steelhead production in the Great Lakes Basin. Runs of more than 10,000 naturally reproduced adults have been documented on the Little Manistee River, which is now the primary source of egg collection for Michigan’s steelhead program.


This pure strain of McCloud River steelhead has proven to have better return and growth rates compared to other strains of steelhead. The strain has been so successful that other state fisheries agencies are now using it for stocking programs. Kevin Khale of the ODNR brought the Little Manistee strain of steelhead to the suburban Lake Erie shoreline of Ohio. Eggs come directly from wild fish captured by the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR). Because of egg collection from wild fish and less crowded hatchery conditions, these primarily spring-run steelhead have beautiful pectoral and dorsal fins and a whale tail that gives these fish superior power.


Pennsylvania began its modern steelhead fishery in 1961 with fingerlings obtained from Washington State. Lake Erie tributaries already contained populations of lake-run domesticated rainbow trout, and during the 1960s and 1970s the Pennsylvania shoreline was fondly referred to as “Rainbow Row.” Interbreeding and crowded hatchery conditions (over 1 million smolts are raised annually) have caused Pennsylvania steelhead to have abnormal, blunt, or missing fin structures on some returning fish.


In 1966, a local sportsmen’s group called the 3-C-U Trout Association seined wild steelhead fry that were descendants from these initial stockings in several Walnut Creek tributaries. Raised to smolt size and stocked the following spring, the returning wild adults provided broodstock for Pennsylvania’s modern steelhead management program. Skamania-strain steelhead stocked in the 1990s may have added early-run genetics. Erie, Pennsylvania, is now referred to as the epicenter of “Steel-head Alley,” the tributary-laced shoreline running from Cleveland, Ohio, to Buffalo, New York.


New York State began releasing rainbow trout fingerlings and yearlings into the headwaters of Cattaraugus Creek, a Lake Erie tributary, in 1899. Wild progeny from this initial stocking were some of the first trout I ever caught on dry flies while fishing Clear Creek, an upper Cattaraugus tributary located near Arcade. New York now hatches eggs from returning Chambers Creek–strain steel-head and raises smolts for the state’s stocking program in Lake Ontario’s Salmon River hatchery in Pulaski. Wild fish, which have been documented in Lake Erie and Lake Ontario tributaries, supplement the state’s steelhead fishery.


By the early 1900s, Canada started importing rainbow trout eggs from the United States for hatcheries on Lake Superior and Lake Huron. By the 1940s, naturalized populations of steelhead that could successfully reproduce swam throughout the Great Lakes.





Steelhead and other salmonid species migrate back to their natal streams by using either their sense of smell or possibly the earth’s magnetic field to guide them but stocked steelhead, salmon, and brown trout meander throughout the entire Great Lakes Basin, providing unstocked tributaries with runs of stray fish. Straying is enhanced by the fact that heavy rains can flush stocked smolts out of a tributary and into the lake after only a few days.


Naturalized steelhead that have spent their first year or two in one tributary are more likely to return to that same tributary because of stronger and longer imprinting on that particular stream. These natives also show a strong tendency to take fly patterns that imitate stonefly, mayfly, and caddis nymphs, reflecting the natural foods they feed on in the streams of their birth.


Life Cycle and Run Timing


Mature steelhead that have entered a tributary eventually seek suitable spawning habitat, characterized by pea-size gravel and cool flowing water with high levels of dissolved oxygen. These areas are generally found in pool tailouts and riffles in the upper tributary sections or feeder streams. Once she finds a suitable location, the female moves the gravel with vigorous tail sweeps until she forms a depression up to a foot deep in the stream bottom, called a redd. Plumes of sediment and the flashing of the spring-run hen’s silver sides give away her location. Darker males, called bucks, jockey for position and spawning rights. Bucks caught during spawning time often have teeth slashes on their sides that are the result of fighting for dominance on the spawning gravel.




[image: Wild steelhead parr from Crooked Creek, Pennsylvania. In streams with limited habitat, parr may migrate to the lake before smolting.]




Once a dominant buck has established hierarchy on the redd, the female deposits her eggs into the depression and the attending male quickly fertilizes them. With mouth agape and body shuddering, he releases his sperm (milt) onto the eggs. The female then covers the eggs with gravel, using more vigorous tail sweeps as she moves upstream to dig another redd, repeating the process if necessary until all her eggs have been laid. Spawning activity attracts more fish that form groups or pods, with the larger, dominant fish taking up the best spawning sites. Large alpha males hang around a spawning area, biting and chasing away smaller suitors (nature’s way of ensuring genetic superiority), waiting to spawn again with new waves of fresh hens.




[image: Steelhead feed on baitfish before entering the tributaries, making streamers a good early-season choice for fresh fish.]




Buried underneath layers of gravel, the fertilized eggs develop into embryos that may take four to seven weeks to hatch, depending on water temperature. Stable water and oxygen levels are needed for successful natural recruitment and to ensure a young steelhead’s growth. Newly hatched fry feed on plankton and other microscopic organisms under the protection of bankside cover.


After spending one to three years feeding on invertebrates and fish eggs while growing in tributaries, the young steelhead smolt and move downstream under cover of darkness. Most smolting of wild Great Lakes steelhead occurs at two years of age. Smolting is the name of the physiological changes during which the juvenile parr loses its oval markings, turns silver, and migrates to open water in the spring. It is the single life cycle phase that separates a steelhead from a rainbow trout.


At around 7 or 8 inches long, the smolts are large enough to escape many Great Lakes predators, but they become delectable targets for adult salmon, steelhead, walleye, lake trout, bass, and birds. I’ve caught monster Lake Erie smallmouth bass in late April and early May that have coughed up steelhead smolts. Cormorants and gulls also take a heavy toll as the smolts migrate closer to shore.


Roaming schools of young steelhead soon develop aggressive feeding behaviors and seek ideal water temperatures in the upper 50s. Steelhead have been able to adapt and prosper despite the ecological and environmental changes constantly occurring within the Great Lakes. While Pacific salmon species prey predominantly upon the dwindling alewife populations, steelhead are much more versatile predators and feed upon a larger variety of foods, including baitfish species and invertebrates. ODNR analysis on the stomach contents of adult steelhead caught aboard charter boats from the central basin of Lake Erie showed that more than 90 percent of the consumed biomass was composed of baitfish species, such as emerald shiners and smelt. But even as adults, steelhead still have a larger invertebrate component in their diets than salmon, feeding upon Mysis shrimp, Hexagenia nymphs, windblown terrestrials, and spiny water fleas.


Most one-year-old stocked steelhead live in the lake for two years before making their first spawning run as three-year-old adults. Many wild, stream-born steelhead live in the tributaries for up to two years and return as four-year-old adults. Female steelhead require at least three years to become sexually mature and develop eggs. A “one-salt” Great Lakes steelhead that has lived in the open water for one year is called a “jack” and is not considered an adult, although these little males can spawn successfully. These juvenile steelhead enter Great Lakes tributaries during the fall to gorge on salmon eggs and during the spring to feed on steelhead eggs.




[image: Steelhead can make multiple spawning runs. Most sexually mature females make their first run at three years of age.]




As the days grow shorter, genetic imprinting and a remarkable olfactory system lead steelhead back to the stream or river in which they were previously stocked or born. Some scientists believe that salmon and steelhead may also use the earth’s magnetic field for navigation. The age at which steelhead actually begin spawning is determined by run timing, species genetics, water temperatures, and water levels. I’ve seen steelhead spawning as early as mid-October on southern Lake Erie tributaries.


Some basic knowledge of the run timing of the different strains can help keep you on the fish. Ganaraska steelhead are a Canadian spring-run strain that run and spawn from March through May. Chambers Creek–strain steelhead, stocked by the state of New York, are a fall- and winter-run strain that spawn from November through March. Little Manistee–strain steelhead, also known as Michigan strain, run from late fall through early spring and spawn from February through April. Major runs of Skamania-strain steelhead can appear from June through September, with smaller runs through the fall and into early winter. Skamania-strain steel-head that run in the summer hold over in tributaries until spawning begins in midwinter.




[image: Tiny nymphs work well in clear, cold water—perfect for winter fly fishing.]




As adults, steelhead can make as many as five successful spawning runs. Tributaries with quality habitat and cool, steady groundwater can support wild, naturalized steelhead. Though there are wild populations in the Great Lakes, many tributaries (especially those with poor habitat or that suffer from thermal warming problems) are stocked.


Fishing Characteristics


A steelhead’s predatory personality allows anglers to use a wide variety of fly patterns and presentations. When the fish are in, on the bite, and the water conditions are good, steelhead can seem relatively easy to hook. Last year my guest and I hooked and broke off a fish. Later in the day, and farther upriver, the fish ate again on its upstream journey. We hooked it on the same fly pattern, and the other fly was still hooked deeply in the fish’s mouth.


Even though steelhead seem easy to catch at times, you still need to change your techniques, the areas where you look for fish, and your fly selection to adapt to changing water conditions, water temperature, and the time of year. Swinging streamers works well for fresh-run fall fish and during the spring, when hungry, spawned-out steel-head head back to the lake. Bottom-bouncing and nymphing techniques become more important as water temperatures drop in late fall and winter and a steelhead’s metabolism slows down. Holding positions constantly change. In higher water conditions with warmer water temperatures, fish hold in riffles, pocketwater, and inside current seams in relatively shallow water. As water levels recede, steel-head drop into deeper runs, depressions, and pools that offer more security and cover.


Fly selection can be just as perplexing as choosing when and where to fish. Warm, dirty, and high water may require large, bright or black streamers. Cold, dirty, and high water may call for large, bright egg patterns. A streamer can still work in low, clear, and warm water, but if the water is cold you may have to use a small egg or nymph pattern. Steelhead will also eat an egg or nymph pattern during the fall or spring, just as they still hit a streamer during the winter. Still, I’d rate being in the right spot at the right time with good technique and thoughtful presentation as being much more important than fly selection. Putting it all together is what makes fly fishing for steelhead so interesting and addictive.


Prominent Great Lakes Steelhead Fisheries


New York (Lake Ontario)


Primary tributaries: Niagara River, Oak Orchard Creek, Genesee River, Oswego River, Salmon River, North and South Sandy Creeks


Secondary streams: 18 Mile Creek, Sandy Creek, Irondequoit Creek, Maxwell Creek, Johnson Creek, Little Salmon River, Grindstone Creek, Stony Creek


New York (Lake Erie)


Primary tributaries: Cattaraugus Creek


Secondary streams: Buffalo Creek, 18 Mile Creek, Chautauqua Creek, Canadaway Creek


Pennsylvania (Lake Erie)


Primary tributaries: 20 Mile Creek, Walnut Creek, Elk Creek, Conneaut Creek


Secondary streams: 16 Mile Creek, 12 Mile Creek, 7 Mile Creek, Crooked Creek, Raccoon Creek


Ohio (Lake Erie)


Primary tributaries: Conneaut Creek, Grand River, Chagrin River, Rocky River, Vermillion River, Ashtabula River


Secondary streams: Cowles Creek, Wheeler Creek, Arcola Creek


Michigan (Lake Michigan)


Primary tributaries: St. Joseph River, Kalamazoo River, Grand River, Muskegon River, White River, Pere Marquette River, Big Manistee River, Little Manistee River, Betsie River, Platte River


Secondary streams: Dowagiac River, Rogue River, Pentwater River, Boardman River, Boyne River, Jordan River


Michigan (Lake Huron)


Primary tributaries: Ocqueoc River, Au Sable River, Rifle River, Black River, East Branch Au Gres


Michigan (Upper Peninsula, Lake Superior)


Primary tributaries: St. Mary’s River, Two Hearted River, Carp River, Chocolay River, Big Huron River, Ontonagon River


Secondary streams: Tahquamenon River, Sucker River, Mosquito River, Miner River, Hurricane River, Whitefish River, Falls River, Gratiot River


Michigan (Lake Erie)


Primary tributary: Huron River


Indiana (Lake Michigan)


Primary tributaries: Little Calumet River, Trail Creek, Salt Creek


Wisconsin (Lake Michigan)


Primary tributaries: Root River, Milwaukee River, Sheboygan River, Manitowoc River, West Twin River, East Twin River, Kewaunee River, Oconto River, Peshtigo River


Secondary streams: Menominee River, Oak Creek, Pike River, Sauk Creek, Pigeon River, Branch River, Ahnapee River


Wisconsin (Lake Superior)


Primary tributary: Bois Brule River


Minnesota (Lake Superior)


Primary tributaries: Knife River, Baptism River, Temperance River, Devil Track River


Secondary streams: Nemadji River, Blackhoof River, Split Rock Creek, Cross River, Palisade Creek, Poplar River, Cascade River


Ontario (Lake Superior)


Primary tributaries: Jackpine River, Cypress River, Steel River, Michipicoten River, St. Mary’s River


Secondary streams: Mackenzie River, Wolf River, Black Sturgeon River, Coldwater River


Ontario (Lake Huron)


Primary tributaries: Nottawasaga River, Beaver River, Bighead River, Saugeen River, Maitland River


Secondary streams: Sauble River, Nine Mile River, Bayfield River


Ontario (Lake Erie)


Primary tributaries: Grand River, Big Creek


Secondary streams: Potter’s Creek, Normandy Creek, Fishers Creek, Young’s Creek, Nith River, Whiteman’s Creek, Big Otter Creek


Ontario (Lake Ontario)


Primary tributaries: Niagara River, Bronte River, Credit River, Rogue River, Humber River, Wilmot Creek, Ganaraska River


Secondary streams: Bowmanville Creek, Soper Creek, Highland Creek, Don River, Duffins Creek


Chinook Salmon


Hooking into a Chinook salmon (also called king salmon, because of their large size) with a fly rod is like dangling your fly off a bridge and hooking the back end of an eighteen-wheeler doing 65 mph down the highway. Few Great Lakes game-fish have the sheer size and strength of a fresh-run king salmon, or inflict such big-fish madness. A fresh-run Chinook is a prized trophy that truly tests your tackle and stamina.


Native to the Pacific, Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) were first stocked in Lakes Michigan, Huron, Erie, and Ontario in 1873. At first, naturally reproducing populations were unsuccessful, and by the 1960s and 1970s millions of Chinook salmon were being stocked in the Great Lakes—more than 6 million per year in Lake Michigan alone. The monumental runs of huge fish that resulted from these stocking efforts soon had fishery managers resorting to legitimizing snagging to harvest the fish before they died. To accomplish this, heavily weighted treble hooks, called Michigan stingers, and plugs with large trebles were cast and ripped through pools with heavy, surf-size spinning tackle. Snagging has since been banned.




[image: Chromer kings test every component of your tackle. ALAN CARTER PHOTO]




These large initial stockings provided an alewife predator and also supported a rapidly growing offshore sport fishery. But such overstocking of salmon led to a depletion of prey species that caused poor feeding conditions and correspondingly increased mortality levels among stressed populations. An outbreak of bacterial kidney disease (BKD; also known as salmon disease) in the late 1980s caused a severe decline in the Chinook population of Lake Michigan, and management agencies began to question previous stocking policies. BKD is an internal infection in salmonid species that was in the eggs first obtained from Pacific salmon and is thought to occur when fish don’t get enough to eat. In 1999, Lake Michigan management agencies reduced lakewide stocking of Chinook salmon to 4,400,000 fish in an effort to better balance these predator and prey populations. Lake Ontario management agencies have also reduced their Chinook stockings for the same reasons.
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Wild steelhead parr from Crooked Creek, Pennsylvania. In streams with limited habitat, parr may migrate to the lake

before smolting.
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Tiny nymphs work well in clear, cold water—perfect for

winter fly fishing.
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Michael Checchio calls it taking the pulse of the planet. Electric jolts thump the rod up and down as a steelhead

thrashes the surface on a small tributary stream in early fall. JAY NICHOLS PHOTO
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Female steelhead are called hens and have a shorter,

blunter head than a buck’s elongated snout and lower jaw.
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The Great Lakes and their tributaries were formed as glaciers retreated during the last Ice Age.
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Male steelhead, called bucks, darken as spawning time approaches, developing hooked lower jaws called kypes and a

nasty set of teeth. They can light up a stream bottom with their scarlet cheeks.
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Steelhead can make multiple spawning runs. Most sexually

mature females make their first run at three years of age.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_012.jpg
Fly fishing for steelhead has become a passion for many
anglers bordering Great Lakes states. Photographer Jack
Hanrahan gets ready to release a mint-bright early fall
steelhead on New York’s Cattaraugus Creek. KARL WEIXL-

MANN PHOTO
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A triumphant Robert Kinkoph raises his rod as the author tails a fish during ice-out.
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Fresh fall-run steelhead are at their peak of physical con-

ditioning, beauty, and power.
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Steelhead feed on baitfish before enterir





