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Introduction

Why write a fishing guide? The answers to that question tie in closely with the answers to another question—why fish? As with any sport, the purpose of fishing can be reduced to ludicrous simplicity. The goal, at least apparently, is to fool a pea-brained aquatic animal into biting a hook, whereupon the angler cranks the creature in with the help of line, reel, and rod. A definition of this sort is akin to describing the Statue of Liberty as a hunk of copper in a New York City harbor.

In truth, fishing may have as many meanings and purposes as it has participants. As beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so is fishing in the mind, heart, and soul of the angler. An abbreviated list of commonly pronounced reasons for fishing might include: fun, exercise, escape from the pressures of work, escape from the ugliness of city life, the beauty of fish domains, solitude and/or comradeship, relaxation, the chance to do something wholesome with one’s family, the chance to exercise one’s creativity, the joy of developing a skill, feeling at one with nature, obtaining food, inspiration, refreshment, celebration of seasons, and the challenge of catching fish.

Catching fish is not the only purpose of fishing, but it does contribute to the experience. Yet it is often observed that a small percentage of anglers catch most of the fish while the large majority catch few or none at all. Fishing guide Ray Hurley once observed, “Fishing must be a wonderful hobby, because so many people have so much fun doing it and yet are so terrible doing it.”

There is no such thing as a born angler; people do not come into this world with or without fishing genes. Instead, fishing is a learned skill. Anyone with a modest amount of physical ability and motivation can become a proficient angler. A guidebook such as this can be a valuable aid in the learning process.

Thus, to answer the opening question, Fishing Montana was written and published to meet a need for information and education. This book will help anglers be better at something they already enjoy!

Some guidebooks offer the reader the knowledge of one expert; this book cites more than sixty pros. And that is important with a subject as vast as Montana fishing. Not only is there a tremendous amount to know, but also a diversity of opinions helps the angler know there is often more than one answer to questions.

Rather than covering every mountain lake and stream, this book concentrates on Montana’s larger fisheries. The bulk of fishing in Montana occurs on the bigger rivers, lakes, and reservoirs, most of which are readily accessible. Fishing Montana also contains brief descriptions of the major alpine lake basins and their fisheries. Many of these lakes are remote wilderness tarns, reached only on foot or horseback.

Sooner or later, an angler who really cares about the quality of fishing becomes an advocate. Going to bat for a favorite fishery might mean testifying at a Fish, Wildlife, and Parks meeting, keeping a fisherman’s log, or joining an organization such as Trout Unlimited. The Montana Wildlife Federation and the local Rod and Gun clubs have also actively benefited Montana fishing. The professional fishery managers can’t do their job alone—they need public input and support. They also need better funding, which can only come when the fishing public pressures state legislators to allocate more money for research, acquisition of public fishing access, and adequate salaries.

Clearly, we in Montana are blessed with some of the best trout fishing in the nation. This is undoubtedly the result of many factors, but certainly one of the biggest is the high water quality which provides an outstanding habitat. Anglers often worry about such factors as fishing pressure, trash fish, regulations, or limits. But in the end, without good habitat, these questions are moot. Protect the habitat, and good fishing will follow.

Rumor has it that when concerned out-of-state anglers call a certain Montana tackle shop to ask how the fishing is, the sales clerks always respond with enthusiastic reports, even when the liars haven’t been catching anything. While this may seem an unfair policy, it has its point. As an old saying goes, “Fishin’ is always great—it’s the catchin’ that varies.” Here’s hoping you have great fishing and tight lines. —Mike Sample


THREATENED SPECIES

When this book was first written, many areas in Montana still had excellent fishing for large aggressive bull trout. Bull trout were common in rivers like the Flathead, Swan, and Blackfoot. Unfortunately, bull trout populations are on the decline and deserve special concern. In addition, bull trout are now a “threatened” species under the Endangered Species Act.

The bull trout is a large fish, attaining a length of up to 3 feet and a weight of up to 20 pounds. It is a separate species from the smaller coastal Dolly Varden. Many bull trout are migratory, traveling up to 150 miles through river systems to tributaries to spawn.

The bull trout has been designated threatened because of the restricted distribution of the large migratory form, threats to spawning habitat, competition from non-native species and danger of interbreeding with brook trout. Migratory bull trout for Flathead Lake once spawned in tributaries of all forks of the Flathead River and the Swan River, but Hungry Horse and Bigfork Dams now block about 50% of the original spawning habitat.

It is hard to target the exact reason for the decline of bull trout, especially in the Flathead River drainage, but most people would agree that it is a result of many factors, including the major dams blocking migration routes, siltation of spawning streams from increase development and logging, introduction of competing species such as lake trout, and heavy fishing pressure for the large trophy bulls. Many pictures of old-time fishermen show strings of 6- to 10-pound bull trout. It is hard to say that those fishermen didn’t play some role in the decline.

The nature of the predator precludes most catch and release practices. FWP realizes that a predatory fish attacks a lure aggressively, most often swallowing the fly or lure entirely, making it almost impossible to release the fish alive.

As a result, it is illegal to keep bull trout. It is also illegal to target bull trout. Please take care to release all bull trout and maybe someday the population will recover enough to allow widespread fishing again.




WHIRLING DISEASE

Montana’s wild and native trout are among the nation’s most precious natural resources. Whirling disease, a potentially fatal illness of trout and salmon, has been found in Montana. Unfortunately, fish parts used as bait can spread whirling disease. FWP urges anglers to avoid using anything other than worms and insects for bait. Harmless to humans, whirling disease is devastating to trout: it is a parasite that deforms their spinal cords, forcing them to swim in circles. Eventually, of course, they starve. FWP is currently working to solve the problem. We need your help to prevent its spread.

The tiny parasite that causes the trout illness can survive within live fish, dead fish, and in water and riverbed mud. It can even survive in dry mud.

Montana Fish, Wildlife, & Parks urges anglers to follow these DOs and DONTs:


DO remove all mud and aquatic plants from your vehicle, boat, anchor, trailer and axles, waders, boots, and fishing gear before departing the fishing access site or boat dock.

DO dry your boat and equipment between river trips.

DON’T transport fish from one body of water to another.

DON’T dispose of fish entrails, skeletal parts, or other by-products in any body of water.

DON’T collect or use minnows or sculpins for bait.

DON’T use parts of trout, salmon, or whitefish for bait.






RIVER AND FISHING ETIQUETTE

The following is a list of proper river and fishing practices compiled by the River Recreation Conflicts Group, Ethics and Education Committee.

Boaters:


	Be organized before you approach the launch area.

	Allow space between your boat and others when fishing.

	Watch for wading anglers and plan a path to avoid them and their fishing hole.

	Attempt to travel at a no-wake speed near floaters or wading anglers.

	Kayakers or canoeists “playing the river” should yield to boaters traveling by.

	Do not drag your anchor on streambeds.



Anglers:


	Don’t crowd other anglers—keep out of sight of others if possible.

	Let others enjoy good fishing spots too.

	Yield to boats when there in no other channel to navigate.

	Avoid using the streambed as a pathway.




Using This Guide

The narrative descriptions in this book highlight the experience of many Montana anglers and present a wealth of information about each river, lake, and reservoir.

Overview gives a brief description of each water telling you the type of fishery, where it is, and what the fishing is like.

Key species indicates which species are most commonly caught in the fishery.

Use gives you an idea of the amount of fishing pressure the area received and how that compares with other waters in the state. This information was compiled using angler pressure surveys from 1995.

Key flies and lures offers the suggestions of veteran fisherman for flies and lures for the fishery.

The fishing gives a detailed picture of the fishing experience at each water.

Strategies draws from many anglers to give you the right lures and techniques.

Tributaries provides additional information about smaller waters above the main river, which sometimes have even better fishing for small stream experiences. The names of these waters are in bold for quick look information on a particular stream.

Access includes information on public launch areas and public access points along the river, along with private areas open to the public for either rod fees or asking permission. Remember ask first to hunt or fish on private land.






MAPS

The maps in this book are meant only to help in planning a trip. Once you’re headed out to fish, we strongly recommend that you bring along a more detailed map. Montana Afloat, a Missoula company, publishes excellent maps for fishing or floating the state’s rivers. The maps are widely available in fly shops, sporting goods stores, and outdoor stores in Montana. The Montana Atlas & Gazetteer is a virtual necessity when navigating Montana’s highways and backroads. It is available in Montana stores or from DeLorme Mapping, P.O. Box 298, Yarmouth, Maine 04096; (800) 452-5931.


Vacation Planner


	Biggest Rainbows

	Kootenai River

	Biggest Lake Trout

	Flathead Lake

	Biggest Walleye

	Fort Peck Reservoir

	Biggest Fish

	Lower Missouri (Paddlefish)

	Challenging Fly Fishing (small flies and experienced big trout)

	Missouri River below Holter Dam

	Big Hole River

	Yellowstone River Tributary Spring Creeks

	Firehole River (Yellowstone National Park)

	Beaverhead River

	Madison River

	Exceptional Ice Fishing

	Georgetown Lake

	Canyon Ferry Lake

	Fort Peck Reservoir

	(Most lakes in Montana have good ice fishing in winter, but the above are some of the most popular.)

	Best Chance of Catching a State Record

	Fort Peck Reservoir

	Most Renowned Montana Rivers

	Madison

	Yellowstone

	Big Hole

	Bighorn

	Blackfoot

	Rock Creek

	Trolling from a Motorized Boat

	Canyon Ferry Reservoir

	Flathead Lake

	Fort Peck Reservoir

	Lake Koocanusa

	Lake Mary Ronan

	Bighorn Lake

	Clark Canyon Reservoir

	Deadmans Basin Reservoir

	Georgetown Lake

	
Hebgen Lake

	Hungry Horse Reservoir

	Tongue River Reservoir








CHOOSING AN OUTFITTER

Make sure your guide or outfitter is licensed with the state and has a permit to guide on the water you plan to float. To report illegal outfitter use call 1- 800-TIP-MONT.

For a complete list of fishing guides, contact the Montana Outfitters and Guides Association, Box 9070, Helena, MT 59604, or Fishing Outfitters Association of Montana (FOAM), Box 67, Gallatin Gateway, MT 59730. Also, Travel Montana puts out a yearly Vacation Planner which lists all outfitters, lodges, guides, and resorts. You can obtain a free copy by calling 1-800-VISIT-MT.










Major Montana River Fisheries


1 Beaverhead River

Overview: The Beaverhead River is among Montana’s premiere big-fish fisheries, supporting a phenomenal population of large trout in its upper reaches. Each year, the Beaverhead rewards skilled anglers with scores of browns and rainbow over 3 pounds and a few weighing over 10 pounds.

Beginning 20 miles south of Dillon at the outlet of Clark Canyon Reservoir, the Beaverhead River meanders for about 50 air miles to its junction with the Big Hole River north of Twin Bridges. The upper river, the 15-mile stretch between Barretts Diversion and Clark Canyon Dam, winds through a narrow valley with picturesque rock outcrops. The lower river runs through a large broad valley ringed by a series of small mountain ranges.


	
Key species: Rainbow, brown, cutthroat, grayling, and whitefish. Use: Ranks 31 Statewide for fishing pressure. Much of the floating pressure concentrates between Clark Canyon Dam and Dillon.

	
Key flies and lures: Flies—Girdle Bugs, Zonkers, Olive or Black Marabou Streamers, Olive Elk Hair Caddis, Blue Winged Olive, Hare’s Ear Nymph, Bead Head Pheasant Tail, Joe’s Hopper. Lures—Panther Martin, Rapala Bait—night crawlers.



The fishing: The reason for the Beaverhead’s excellent fishery is, in a word, habitat. The Beaverhead differs from the braided-channel, riffle-pool-run pattern of most larger western rivers; instead, the river meanders extensively in a single, smooth-surface channel. The swift current, undercut banks, and thick overhanging willows along the Beaverhead’s entire length provide protective overhead cover and the good holding water in which trout thrive.

Typical of most valley rivers draining alkaline western soils, the Beaverhead’s water is extremely rich in nutrients. Water flowing from the bottom of Clark Canyon Dam provides nearly constant water temperatures on the upper Beaverhead. This clear, cold water combined with the rich nutrient levels and excellent habitat creates perfect growing conditions for trout and the insects on which they feed. The river supports a variety of insect life, including caddis flies, crane flies, mayflies, midges, and a few small stoneflies.

The combination of habitat conditions on the Beaverhead translates into an abundance of fast-growing trout. According to Jerry Wells, a fisheries biologist, “Growth rates are tremendous on the upper river, some of the best in the state.” The more abundant brown trout average 2.5 to 3.5 pounds at 4 years of age and older. Rainbow in that age bracket average 4 to 6 pounds, gaining nearly a pound a year.

The upper Beaverhead also supports one of the best trout populations in Montana. Few rivers can match the 2,000 trout per mile of this remarkable


1 Beaverhead River
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stretch of river. This amounts to nearly 3,500 pounds of fish for every mile of river. Put another way, if you float the river at a normal speed, you will pass by a trout 18 inches or longer every 10 seconds.

Sound good? Now consider the bad news. The habitat that makes such outstanding trout populations has its drawbacks for the angler. Fishing is exceedingly difficult because the river is so narrow and thick with willows. Steep drop-offs along the banks and a swift current make wading difficult on much of the river. The brushy banks limit access for the bank angler, making it difficult to get to a lot of fish.

Floating solves some of the problems but creates others. It allows the angler a better casting angle and room for backcasting. Floating also provides access to otherwise inaccessible waters. But the willows still present a problem to the floater trying to cast a fly tight to the bank. The Beaverhead willows claim many flies and lures. Some guides reportedly augment their supplies by retrieving flies and lures from the bushes.

The Beaverhead is also a tricky river in which to maneuver in a boat. The meandering, swift current puts a premium on oarsmanship. It’s easy to be swept into the bank, and at Hildreth’s Bridge, 2 miles below Clark Canyon Dam, it’s necessary to stop the boat and slowly guide it under the bridge. High profile drift boats don’t belong on this stretch of river. Inexperienced floaters would be wise to hire a guide the first time they attempt the Beaverhead.

Outfitters and guides from Dillon and Twin Bridges float various sections of the upper Beaverhead extensively. In fact, one of the biggest complaints about the river concerns the excessive number of boats on the upper reaches. Steve McMullin, a fisheries biologist, says, “This is only an aesthetic problem, not a biological problem. The trout population hasn’t been hurt by the pressure yet.” Many fishermen release their fish on the upper Beaverhead, and this may prove to be an important factor in maintaining such good populations in the face of the heavy fishing pressure.

Over the past few years, biologists have become concerned about a decline in yearling rainbow trout populations on the upper Beaverhead. McMullin notes, “There is no readily apparent answer or solution to this sudden decline, but it is a high priority research item.” Extensive creel surveys proposed for the river may provide some needed information. In the meantime, McMullin encourages anglers to release rainbow and keep only the more abundant 10-to 14-inch browns as a precautionary measure to help protect the rainbow fishery on the Beaverhead. For now, there is a daily limit of one rainbow. The lower Beaverhead receives very light fishing pressure compared to the upper river, earning it a rating as an untapped fishery resource. In fact, the lower Beaverhead has a much greater reputation as duck and goose hunting water than as a fishery. But there is good trout habitat throughout the length of the river. The thick willow banks and meandering flows persist on the lower river, although the current is slower than on the upper reaches.

The few fishermen that do use the lower river find much of it virtually wild and untouched by human activity. There is an abundance of wildlife along the
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Outstanding aquatic habitat such as the upper Beaverhead River makes Montana trout fishing the envy of the nation.



river, including owls, great blue herons, a variety of waterfowl, and whitetailed deer. The wild surroundings contribute to the angling experience on the lower river. If solitude is what you want, the lower Beaverhead is the place for you.

Rainbow disappear downstream from Dillon. Brown trout are the predominant species, averaging 12 to 14 inches. An occasional lunker exceeding 5 pounds is taken from these waters. Anglers generally do well on the lower Beaverhead, even though the trout populations are not as spectacular as those of the upper river.
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Cloudy, rainy weather during summer months often improves fishing success on the Beaverhead. AL TROTH PHOTO



The exceptional habitat found on the upper Beaverhead progressively declines below Barretts Dam. The beneficial effects of constant water conditions on insect and trout populations are lost rapidly. The waters of the lower river drop to near freezing in winter and can overheat in summer. Irrigation withdrawals below Dillon reduce flows and current, compounding the summer warming effect. The lower river has only about half as much good willow bank cover. Together, these conditions mean a smaller trout population because growing conditions are less than ideal.

The lower Beaverhead has another problem that has probably affected trout populations adversely. Water turbidity has become a major concern for anglers and fisheries biologists over the past few years. Spring runoff is only a short-term contributor. Erosive banks and return irrigation flows contribute silt to the river throughout the year but especially in the summer. The result is usually murky water, where visibility of less than six inches is not uncommon. Rarely is visibility better than a few feet. Long-time residents of Twin Bridges still remember when the Beaverhead’s water was clear as it ran through the town. In summertime, the Beaverhead is a phenomenal fishery, though it is very difficult to fish. Because of serious landowner-floater problems, anglers should be ultra-careful not to aggravate the situation. If anglers abuse their privileges, fishing certain sections may become impossible.

Strategies: It takes an experienced angler to be consistently successful on this river. The Beaverhead is without question one of the most difficult rivers in Montana to master.

With its excellent trout populations and large numbers of big fish, the Beaverhead River can provide exciting fishing for the determined angler. But the fish are wily and have all the advantages a river can offer—good bank cover, swift current, and an abundance of readily available food. With all the odds in favor of the trout, it takes skill and patience to outsmart them.

Fishing the Beaverhead requires techniques suited to its tough conditions. The foremost consideration is getting the fly to where the fish are. This means casting under willows and tight into the banks. It pays to be a gutsy caster on this river, but it can be expensive.

At one time, most of the fishing was done with large patterns, but things have changed. Fly selection requires small subsurface patterns in sizes 12 to 22, with 14 and 16 being the norm. Girdle Bugs, named for their rubber legs originally made from old girdles, are black-bodied, plain-looking flies. A size 14 or 16 Bead-Head Girdle bug can be quite effective.

According to A1 Troth, nationally renowned fly tier and resident expert on the Beaverhead, “Fast, accurate but short casts are very, very important on the Beaverhead, because you have so little time to adjust your line when floating.” With the boat moving quickly down a narrow, meandering river, the angler is rarely in perfect casting position and must learn to read the water rapidly. Troth also believes a good backhand cast is important in order to take advantage of both banks. Presentation of the fly is critical on the Beaverhead. Troth suggests that anglers “make the fly swim as slowly and deeply as possible” to be successful. He suggests stopping the boat and wade fishing.

A local favorite, the Zonker, is a silver-bodied fly with a rabbit hair strip down the back. Other good flies include black or olive Matukas and Marabou streamers.

Generally, the idea is to imitate the action of sculpins and other small fish. Lures can be effective at this and do work well on the Beaverhead within the limitations of such a narrow river. The Panther Martin and Rapala are reported to be especially good. Flies on spinning gear can also take fish.

Float-fishing is the best method of fishing the Beaverhead when there is plenty of water because it provides access to so much otherwise inaccessible water. The thick willow banks and deep, swift water make wading difficult in all but a few spots. The banks are mostly private land, further limiting good access to the river.

Bait fishing is predominately done from shore due to the need for slower water and more time to drift the bait in deep water. Limited bank access means few opportunities to find good fishing spots. Night crawlers are the most popular bait.

Although the Beaverhead is not noted as a dry fly stream, there is some good action on top. Caddis flies provide the bulk of the surface fishing throughout the summer. Size 12 to 18 imitations will do the trick. Early summer mornings witness a good hatch of size 14 to 18 mayflies. A few small stoneflies, size 10 to 18, hatch in the riffles around midday in July and August. Small nymphs, hares ear nymph, are worth a try before and during a hatch in the widely spaced riffles along the Beaverhead.

The crane fly provides a unique hatch on the Beaverhead. Crane flies live in riffles in clean gravels. Crane fly larva are like juicy, pastel caterpillars. Hatching in late August and September, the adults resemble giant mosquitoes. Over an inch long with giant wings, they dance high on the water’s surface. Fish rise explosively to feed on these giant flies, even climbing the bushes to grab one. For best results, skate a well-hackled, slender-bodied, high-floating imitation on the water’s surface. Fish will often take the fly on their way down, so don’t be too quick to set the hook or you may pull the fly out from under the fish.

Salmon flies are not among the trout’s fare on the Beaverhead. Unlike most southwestern Montana rivers, the Beaverhead does not have the rocky substrate necessary to support this notable insect. The river bottom is too silty and lacks the high spring runoffs that normally cleanse river bottoms.

Fishing on the Beaverhead heats up with the water. Because the Beaverhead taps the cold waters from the depths of Clark Canyon, it takes warm summer air to heat the water sufficiently for fish to get active. Fishing stays good into the fall.

The best time of day to catch fish is when they’re feeding in the mornings and evenings. But midday on a cloudy day can prove highly productive. Midday can also be excellent for nymphing.

A problem that occasionally interferes with fishing on the upper Beaverhead is the irregular fluctuations in water flow from the dam in response to irrigation needs. While river flows rarely fall below minimum levels necessary for the fishery, due to excellent cooperation with the East Bench Irrigation District, sudden rises in flow can make the trout inaccessible to anglers. The current becomes too fast and deep to get a fly or lure to the fish. When water levels suddenly drop, the trout get spooked and rarely hit a fly or lure.

Fishing the lower Beaverhead generally requires the same skills and techniques as the upper river. However, because the character of the river changes below Barretts Dam, there are some differences worth noting.

The stretch from Barretts to Dillon provides the best conditions for bank anlgers. Reduced river flows and slower currents make wading possible in this stretch. The river flows through hay meadows with fewer willow banks, making bank access easier. Fishing is very good for good-sized browns and rainbow. Ask permission for access to private lands along here.

Float-fishing provides the best opportunity to explore the Beaverhead River downstream from Dillon. However, because the current is fairly slow unless the water is high, travel can be very slow. This end of the river is strictly brown trout fishing, so work the banks hard.

On the lower river, north of Dillon to Twin Bridges, water conditions often dictate angler success. Water turbidity presents the biggest problem because visibility becomes so poor. Fish can’t see the fly or lure unless it lands right in front of them. Dry fly fishing is only good when the water is relatively clear, with visibility at least a foot or better. When turbidity is high on the lower river, don’t even bother fishing it. Head for the river upstream from Dillon, where conditions are always much better.

When visibility is good, fishing can be excellent on the lower Beaverhead for 1- to 2-pound browns. There are bigger browns here, too, but they are tough to catch.

Weighted streamers, Girdle Bugs, and lures cast tight to the willow banks are the best methods for success. A few hatches provide occasional good dry fly fishing. Caddis hatch in the evenings all summer long, and crane flies hatch in the late summer, although in fewer numbers than on most upper sections. Late in the summer grasshopper imitations work well, especially in areas with grassy banks.

Bait fishing opportunities are better on the lower Beaverhead than the upper river. Slow current and occasional deep holes provide excellent conditions for drifting nightcrawlers and grasshoppers.

Water temperatures on the lower Beaverhead rise substantially during the summer due to lower flows and slow current. As a result, fishing quality declines during August. Trout get sluggish in the warm water and aren’t very active during the day. When the days are warm, it’s best to be out fishing in the early mornings or evenings when the water is a little cooler.


TRIBUTARIES

Red Rock River, the Beaverhead’s major tributary, has its headwaters in the Red Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge. Running through swamplands and a series of picturesque lakes, these waters provide one of the last trophy grayling fisheries in the state. Unfortunately, the upper lake is silting in, threatening the survival of this remnant native population.

There are some cutthroat in the Centennial Valley portion of the Red Rock, but fishing is not very good. Also, private land makes access difficult. The river has been altered and the banks overgrazed, causing a severe silting problem. Trout populations are depressed.

Below Lima Dam the river has little water most of the year, and fishing is poor. Despite some good hatches, whitefish seem to be the dominant fish in these waters.

As it picks up spring waters along its length, the last 15 miles of Red Rock is an excellent fishery. Rainbow and brown trout are abundant, with browns reaching 2 pounds plus. The fall brings good spawning runs of very large browns out of Clark Canyon Reservoir. Ted Turner owns most of this section of land and it is not too floatable.

The river meanders through a cottonwood bottom and has lots of deep holes and good bank cover. The water is never crystal clear, but it has good visibility. Small mayflies and caddis provide most of the surface action in midsummer. Wet flies and streamers achieve the best success, however.

The Red Rock River receives little fishing pressure because it is surrounded by private land. The ranches are huge in this area, so getting permission to fish from one landowner will provide access to a lot of river and a full day of fishing, but A1 Troth reports that access to this section is almost impossible because of private holdings.

Grasshopper Creek, another tributary, is still suffering from the effects of gold dredging in the early 1900s. The first big gold strike in Montana was in this creek near Bannack, Montana’s first territorial capital. Violations of heavy metal water quality laws have been fairly well cleaned up. If current conditions can be maintained, stream quality and its fishery should gradually improve. FWP is monitoring the stream and is already seeing some improvement. Trout populations are depressed below Bannack, but the stream still supports 10- to 15-inch brown trout in small numbers.

Fishing gets much better above Bannack. There is excellent trout water in this stretch, and it receives only light pressure. But because the surrounding land is all private, access is difficult.

The upper reaches of Grasshopper Creek have a good population of tiny brook trout. Access is provided through Forest Service land.

Poindexter Slough, just south of Dillon and running roughly parallel to the Beaverhead, is a spring-fed creek that supports a good population of 12- to 15-inch brown trout. Poindexter can provide some excellent fly fishing for the experienced angler, but it’s not easy fishing. Weed beds, willow banks, and extremely wary trout limit one’s success here, and an overabundance of large mosquitoes during the summer severely dampen the pleasures of fishing.

The roughly 25 miles of Ruby River below Ruby Dam resemble a small-scale version of the Beaverhead River. This river provides the same prospects and problems that characterize the lower Beaverhead. Thick willow banks make casting difficult. Fluctuating water levels and eroding banks make the water muddy until mid-summer. In wet years, such as 1982, large water releases from the reservoir in fall turn the river muddy again in September. But most years, the lower Ruby offers good fishing for 1- to 3-pound browns in the early spring and again in the fall when the water is clear and low.

The Ruby River recently garnered statewide attention for its history of lack of fishing access and angler-landowner conflicts in early 1997. After the real estate boom in Montana, a group of private landowners bought up all the land along the Ruby River, blocking most access points. This caused some strife among locals and access was limited to bridges where Montana’s Streamside Access Law mandated public access. Fortunately, the landowners bent over backwards in gestures of goodwill to the public to fix this problem. Between FWP, anglers, and many good gestures from landowners, by the late summer of 1997, FWP had several new fishing access sites on the Ruby. Remarkably, these were later vandalized. If you ever see vandalism at any public access or on superfluous private land site, call 1-800-TIP-MONT to report it.

Bill Phippin of FWP reports that all access sites will continue to be maintained and should offer excellent angling opportunities. With these changes in access, pressure has increased. Look for regulation changes in the future.

The Ruby drains into the Beaverhead 3 miles upstream from Twin Bridges. The lower reaches are also bounded by private land, so permission is required to fish on lands not accessed through public fishing access sites. Fee fishing has been instituted on some ranches.

Above Ruby Reservoir there is good fishing for 10- to 14-inch rainbow trout. It’s a small river at this end, and access is difficult until you get up into the Beaverhead National Forest lands. The upper Ruby is a good stream for beginners. Ruby Reservoir’s popularity is on the rise. After being almost totally drained, the fishery has recovered to produce 13-to 18-inch rainbows regularly.




ACCESS

Almost the entire length of the Beaverhead runs through private land. A number of bridges and public access sites provide access along the river, although there are still extensive stretches of relatively inaccessible river downstream from Dillon. You’ll need permission from landowners to get into many remote areas.

The farthest upstream access point is at the river’s source at the base of Clark Canyon Dam. Take Exit 44 on Interstate 15 to access this area. There is a public access and campground site here that is very popular during the summer. About 2 miles downstream, just off Interstate 15 from Exit 44 on the frontage road, is the High Bridge access. This spot is one of the most popular sites for launching float trips. Henneberry Bridge, also reached from the frontage road, has been rebuilt after a wash out, and FWP developed a fishing access site (FAS) here for boaters. Pipe Organ Bridge, named after a unique rock formation along the river, provides the final access from the frontage road before the river crosses under 1-15 again. This is a good take-out spot for floaters.
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Fishing from a boat gives anglers a better casting angle to the trout hiding under the willows. AL TROTH PHOTO



East of the highway downstream from Pipe Organ, FWP maintains Grasshopper FAS across from the mouth of Grasshopper Creek. Use the Grasshopper Loop Exit 52 from 1–15. The Bureau of Reclamation maintains a good fishing access site at Barretts Diversion Dam. There is also a picnic area and small campground here. Boats must be taken out of the water here and walked around the diversion. Towards Dillon, FWP has another fishing access site at Poindexter Slough. It’s an easy walk to the Beaverhead from here. Many local floaters enjoy the “Tash-to-trash” section of the Beaverhead, putting in at the Tash Ranch Bridge downstream from Poindexter Slough and running down to the road to the city dump west of Dillon. Floaters also use the dump road as a putin to continue downstream of Dillon. At the north end of Dillon, Highway 91 crosses the river via Selway Bridge, where there is limited access to the river.

Downstream from Dillon access is more limited and float times tend to be longer. Low water can further prolong an outing on this reach of river. The Beaverhead Rock, just off Highway 41 about halfway between Dillon and Twin Bridges, is owned by FWP and provides the last public access until the highway bridge in Twin Bridges. Two bridges, about 7 miles in either direction from the Beaverhead Rock, cross the river, but you should ask landowner permission for access.

Available access sites are generally adequate for float fishermen willing to put in a long day on the river. Bank fishermen, however, must seek permission from landowners along much of the river’s length, particularly to gain access to more remote reaches. FWP is currently interested in acquiring new access sites between Dillon and Beaverhead Rock to help remedy this situation. Please ask permission where necessary and be considerate of the private landowner’s property and rights.






2 Big Hole River

Overview: “If you were going to make trout streams, the Big Hole is what you would use for the model.” So says George Grant, a veteran fisherman of the Big Hole for more than fifty years. He may be prejudiced, but thousands of anglers share his opinion.

The free-flowing, “blue-ribbon” Big Hole River flows 150 miles through one of Montana’s most scenic valleys to join with the Beaverhead River. Along the way, the rich, diverse waters foster bountiful aquatic life, including river otters, grayling, salmon flies, and trophy trout.

Two controversies cloud an otherwise bright picture of Grant’s ideal trout stream. First, in dry years, irrigation diversions almost completely drain the lower river, resulting in substantial fish mortality. Second, heavy fishing pressure, especially during the salmon fly hatch, may be reducing the population of big rainbow, although populations thus far show no negative signs of fishing pressure. The biggest negative effect of heavy fishing may be reduced quality of fishing experience not reduced quality of fishing.


Key species: Rainbow trout, brown trout, brook trout, arctic grayling, and mountain whitefish.

Use: Heavy, heaviest between Divide and Melrose. The section from Divide Creek to the confluence with the Jefferson Ranks 17th statewide for angler pressure.

Key flies and lures: Flies—Sofa Pillow, Fluttering Stone, Elk Hair Caddis, hoppers, Matuka Sculpins, Wright’s Royal, Bitch Creek Nymphs. Lures—hammered brass, Thomas Cyclone, Rapala, and Mepps. Bait—worms, and hellgrammites.



The fishing: Prior to 1910, when high water washed in rainbow stock from a private pond, the Big Hole contained native cutthroat, eastern brook, and grayling. In the succeeding 20 years, rainbow up to 19 pounds rewarded anglers.

Brown trout were planted in the lower Big Hole in the 1930s. The remnants of a dam at Divide blocked the browns, locally known as Loch Levens, from ascending into the upper river until another high runoff removed the barrier in 1966. Today, browns are common upstream to Fishtrap Creek and a few individuals roam as far as Wisdom. Divide no longer marks a dramatic division of two separate fisheries.

Brookies, cutthroat, and grayling still survive in the upper reaches of the Big Hole. An eagle soaring high over the upper watercourse would see innumerable creeks from the Bitterroot and Pioneer Mountains mingle in the immense upper valley, or “Big Hole,” as it was known to trappers and Nez Perce Indians.


2 Big Hole River
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Phil Wright, a former fly fishing guide who operated out of Wise River, thinks the alkaline chemical balance in the upper basin benefits the rich aquatic life of the river. He backs up his argument by pointing out that Kentucky thoroughbred owners once shipped hay from the Big Hole because of its high nutritional value.

Grayling in the upper Big Hole represent one of the last important river-dwelling populations in the lower forty-eight states. This brightly colored fish, with its generous dorsal fin, does not compete well against some introduced species. Once found throughout the Big Hole, the grayling now hold out principally in the stretch from Jackson to Wisdom and in some tributaries. Fishing for grayling is catch-and-release only throughout the Big Hole.

The native cutthroat did not compete well either and now make up an insignificant percentage of the fish population. Brookies, on the other hand, thrive above Ralston, with “lots of fair-sized fish in tributary streams up to 500 brookies per 1,000 feet of stream,” says Dick Oswald, fisheries biologist for the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP). Oswald says the brookies could stand more harvesting and that they provide a relatively easy catch.

From Ralston downstream for several miles, the rainbow rule has shocked a few big rainbow up to 8 pounds, but Jerry Wells, a fisheries biologist, fears they won’t be found there much longer because they are “very vulnerable” out in the riffles. The banks in this section have been heavily grazed for decades and offer little cover.

The meandering, relatively flat water of the upper river picks up speed and changes character near the settlement of Wise River. Boulders now punctuate the cobble streambed as the river enters a series of canyons. The canyons mark a transition zone: the number of browns increases in these waters, while the number of rainbow drops progressively. Rainbow are still the dominant fish all the way to Melrose, however. Demonstrating the drop in altitude here, cottonwoods increasingly provide streambank cover along with the willows from this point on.

From Melrose to the mouth of the Big Hole, the river returns to a meandering pattern, throwing its current first one way against the thick brushy bank, then sweeping to the other side. Long riffles and pools characterize this last 30 miles of the river. The Big Hole frequently braids into two channels here. The jungle growth on the banks grants superb cover for the dominant brown trout.

On an August evening in 1935, the late Butte fisherman Charlie Cook floated a number 8 Dr. Mummy beneath the overhanging willows near Melrose. He knew this water harbored some large trout and therefore “was on edge and alert when I felt a heavy strike.” Cook fought the fish up and down a long pool and successfully turned the fish’s runs without losing the last few loops of line on his reel. His arm was tiring at the wrist, but with the help of his companion, the fish was finally netted. Fourteen hours later, the “beautiful specimen of the Loch Leven variety” still weighed 11.25 pounds.

Cook’s account appeared in Field and Stream, which awarded him first place in a national contest. As George Grant says in his book, Big Hole River Memories, the fish was “undoubtedly one of the largest brown trout ever taken from the Big Hole on an artificial fly.”
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The Big Hole—definitely one of the most beautiful, undammed rivers left. AL TROTH PHOTO



Jerry Wells, a fisheries biologist, reports that he still finds a rare brown of that size when electrofishing from Divide to the mouth. The chances of catching a 3-pound brown, though, are fairly good. Of over two thousand fish examined in a creel census, the average size was an impressive 14 inches. Oswald adds that above Divide there are still respectable numbers of browns in the 5-pound range and up, including a 15-pounder. He also notes reports of a 16-pound brown below Glen and a goliath 20.5-pounder pulled from the river below Melrose.

Nevertheless, long-time anglers and river guides worry about the Big Hole’s big fish. Tony Schoonen, a guide for many years on the Big Hole, says, “Certainly, there are lots of fish, but not as much size to them.” Grant, who may have fished flies in the Big Hole more days than anyone, reports, “From my own experience, the average size of the trout is diminishing. The fishing of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s was far superior to what it is today.”

Wright describes hatchery fish as “three-year fish,” because they grow rapidly the first three years, then slow down sharply as they achieve sexual maturity. Hatcheries discourage other genetic strains of fish, some of which mature late, perhaps not for five or six years. Some of these strains eventually grow to great size because they convert food to growth instead of reproductive energy. Wright’s reasoning follows that killing the lunkers will soon deprive the fish population of the best genetic strains, leaving only fish of smaller size. “You can’t kill the goose that lays the golden egg,” he warns.

Wright, Grant, and Schoonen need only point to the Madison River and Rock Creek as examples. The mortality of large fish was so high in those two fisheries that the average size of trout caught declined sharply until the crisis was recognized and FWP instituted regulations reversing the trend.

At least for the brown trout, no crisis now exists on the Big Hole, in the opinion of Wells and Oswald. Oswald stands by his records showing the continued presence of decent numbers of lunker browns, as noted above. He also cites a number of factors that would account for any apparent decline in the population of larger fish: fishing pressure has increased; stream flow has decreased on average in recent years, a situation made worse now that many ranchers continue irrigating into October; and the number of browns per mile has gone up. Fish biologists are fond of pointing out that as fish density increases, size tends to decrease because a stream can support only a given amount of biomass. Oswald notes that FWP ceased stocking the Big Hole in 1974, allowing the wild strains to better compete for food and space, but that these same fish tend to grow more slowly than hatchery strains.

On the plus side, the annual mortality of older browns currently runs forty to fifty percent, which is much less than it is on the Madison. “It’s the rainbow that are getting annihilated,” Wells reports.

“We don’t want to wait for a crisis to happen,” say some anglers and guides. And they don’t want to lose the rainbow. One fisherman at a Trout Unlimited meeting in Butte added, “I don’t know what those rainbow were made of, but they were really something.” Another pointed out that 12-inch trout abound in numerous rivers, but only a few rivers can support trophy fish.

The outgrowth of this debate is that some of the Big Hole is managed for larger trout. Under trophy fishery management, anglers can keep the better-tasting, smaller fish, but should carefully return most larger fish.

Will anglers be willing to bring home a photograph instead of a braggingsized fish? Perhaps the question should be this: when a fish attains such a great size, why not save it to reproduce and to thrill several anglers instead of just one?

On another front, the Big Hole drainage, lush though it usually is, periodically suffers drought just as much of the rest of Montana does. During dry years, ranchers whose livelihoods depend on the Big Hole to irrigate their hay fields and pastures drain much of the river’s water. The toughest time usually comes about mid-August. “They nearly dried it up two or three years that I’ve seen,” says Schoonen.

Jerry Wells, in his study of the Big Hole between Melrose and Divide, found that the controlling factor for the fish population was the level of flow. “Without sufficient flow, we found fewer numbers of fish. They’re simply gone from the population.”

And where they go is not entirely clear. Wells wonders whether anglers don’t take a greater number of fish because their hiding places are so exposed in low water. Add to this the stresses of less living space and the low oxygen content in warm water. The result is higher mortality. “It takes a long time to come back from a low water year, “testifies Schoonen. “We need to have water adjudicated for trout.”

A possible solution is to have one or several off-stream reservoirs to hold some of the spring runoff until it’s needed later in the summer. But ideal sites are difficult to find, and who would fund such a project?

Another solution lies in allocating some water for use in the stream to benefit the fishery. FWP is currently pursuing several methods of maintaining such “instream flow” on Montana’s rivers, either through obtaining a legal water right, or by leasing water from other, willing, water users.

Streambank stability is another concern associated with irrigation diversions. Schoonen maintains that he finds the big trout where the streambanks have been stable for long periods of time. Conversely, stretches where the streambed has been gouged and the river’s current changed by wing dams have been shown repeatedly by studies to be poor water for trout.

“I hate to say it, but bulldozers are the worst thing that ever happened to the Big Hole,” said the late Fran Johnson, whose fishing shop served anglers in the Butte area for many years. Ranchers used the dozers to divert water from the river for irrigation.

“But,” points out Wells, “there has been incredible improvement compared to the way things were years ago, when guys just took their cats out in the stream and tore it apart.” The Streambed Preservation Act requires a permit before anyone can physically alter the bed or banks of a stream, and this has encouraged more responsible action. Under the auspices of the River Restoration Act and the Big Hole River Foundation, FWP has also pursued funding for special projects to replace the bull-dozed diversions with more efficient—and less disruptive—channel alterations on the Big Hole.

In the conversation of anglers, one other problem surfaces: is the Big Hole being loved to death? Except at peak runoff, the Big Hole is a small river, yet it receives tremendous fishing pressure. In recent years, FWP has estimated that as many as 66,000 fisherman spent days on the Big Hole.

Grant thinks that the Big Hole just can’t handle these numbers, especially with the Madison regulated now. So many boats and anglers have taken some of the fun out of fishing the river, Schoonen admits. “A lot of the old-timers have given up on it.”

The greatest influx of anglers coincides with the famous salmon fly hatch. Wells remembers when seventy boats passed one point on the river in one day. In such a flotilla, a social problem develops. Johnson thinks, or at least hopes, that problems will be self-regulating; many boats will keep the fish from biting; fewer bites will keep the number of floaters down.

Anglers take about thirty percent of the year’s catch during the three-week salmon fly hatch in June. For anglers preferring more solitude, the river is less crowded prior to the hatch, a favorite time for Wells who notes that the trout are really active then. Some of the crowd departs right after the hatch, but perhaps the best time for prime fishing with little company is mid-September to mid-October. A bonus of autumn is the golden beauty along this blue-ribbon stream.
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Like the nearby Beaverhead, the Big Hole attracts anglers in search of trophy trout, especially during the late-]une, early summer salmon fly hatch.



Strategies: Throughout most of the Big Hole, in late summer, an angler can stand in the middle of the river and reach either bank with proficient casting. Anglers like this size of river. The river is not so large that it intimidates, yet it’s large enough to support trophy fish.

But don’t stand in midstream during the spring runoff, at least not without concrete shoes and steel girders to keep from being swept down into the Jefferson River. The Big Hole swells in May and stays that way until mid-July. Especially in the lower reaches, the river is up into the willow thickets, making it almost impossible to fish extensively from the banks. Most anglers float in inflatable boats.

Happily, the Big Hole rarely gets so muddy that it is unfishable. The water, the color of strong tea, allows visibility of a foot or two. In such conditions, anglers should work bait in the eddies and along the banks. Johnson suggests nightcrawlers and hellgrammites. Grant doesn’t fish with bait, but if he did, salmon fly nymphs would be his choice. All of these work throughout the season, not only during runoff.

The Big Hole does not lend itself to lure fishing. A few anglers skilled in the use of hardware do reasonably well, but guides such as Schoonen generally steer spin anglers to the Jefferson, where their chances will be better. For those who still want to try lures, Thomas Cyclones, hammered brass, Mepps, and Rapalas are good bets.

The Big Hole is one Montana river where fly fishers comprise the majority of anglers. Because the river is small and rarely reaches depths of 6 feet, the water is naturally more suited to fly fishing. Fly rods sprout like weeds during the salmon fly hatch. Depending on the weather, the 2-inch bugs commence crawling out of the river and up the banks and willows in the Twin Bridges area about June 10. In a normal year, the hatch progresses upriver several miles each day and peters out near Ralston about the first of July. However, as Schoonen points out, the game does not always go according to plan. Hard frosts may snuff out the hatch completely. Or a hot spell may bring out the hatch the length of the river in just four or five days, instead of three weeks.

“The salmon fly hatch is one of the world’s greatest crap shoots,” says Phil Wright. “When you hit it right, it’s tremendously exciting. But it can be a complete bust.” Wright thinks the hatch is vastly overrated, but it is a dramatic event. “The water is high, and you’re just bombing down the river,” he says.

“Your chances of catching any salmon fly hatch just right aren’t very good,” Wells explains, “unless you’re there ten days. But even then, you might hit it hot for only twenty minutes.” Wells recommends fishing just before the hatch.

Undeniably, most large trout are caught during the hatch. As Grant explains it, the big fish follow the nymphs to the river’s edges and then wait near the surface for the clumsy insects to fall in from the willows. When the conditions are right, anglers using sofa pillows, fluttering stoneflies, and squirrel tails find exciting surface action.
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Besides scenery and trophy trout, the Big Hole offers good family fun.



The salmon fly hatch is not, of course, the only hatch of consequence. Several species of smaller stoneflies hatch through mid-summer. In addition, caddis in tremendous clouds hatch throughout the summer. Grant explains that the Big Hole does not have many mayflies because larva are eaten by the stonefly nymphs.

The choice of which flies to buy and use often troubles neophyte fly fishers. However, Wright advises that “the perfect fly presented imperfectly will not catch fish, while an imperfect fly presented perfectly will take fish.” He also believes matching the hatch works occasionally, but generally the angler is after more of an impressionistic effect, especially when water is high and fast.

A well-stocked fly fishers, in Wright’s mind, would have elk hair caddis, Henryvilles, a hopper imitation, Matuka sculpins, his Wright’s Royal, and some sort of big Marabou streamer. For the salmon fly hatch, he likes both a high floater and a low floater imitation plus, for the nymph, something “big, black, and ugly,” such as the Bitch Creek fly.

Tony Schoonen takes a somewhat different tack. He finds Royal Wulffs and Joe’s Hoppers useful, but doesn’t think much of matching the hatch. If the trout are feeding, Schoonen reasons, they rarely pass up a hellgrammite or minnow imitation. He cautions not to use too big a fly, though.

George Grant recommends the water above Wise River to the angler who wants to fish exclusively dry. On the lower river, most anglers who take big trout are nymph anglers. The typical riffle-pool combination has an open side with a rocky beach; the other side will be overgrown with willows and slightly undercut. Grant stands on the open side casting across or quartering upstream. The idea, he advises, is to keep the nymph drifting without imparting motion to it for as long as you can along the undercut area. Trout may hit it either when it shows up in their window or as it arcs across the stream on the drag.

In the more broken water of the canyon section, the trout’s food factories are in the riffles. The pools serve generally just as resting areas. When the trout are feeding, they move up into the fast, foamy water. “Look for the dead spots. Watch the bubbles and see where they slow down,” advises Wright.“One needs to develop the sense of current speed, of where a trout can hold.”

What time of day is best? Ask four experts, and you’ll end up fishing from daybreak to sundown. Johnson prefers summer fishing in the morning and evening. When the real hot spells come, the angler should be on the stream at first light. Schoonen maintains that the most consistent time is about 10:00 am to 2:00 pm—“God’s time, not the funny time,” he says, in reference to daylight saving time. Wells likes the “gentleman’s hours” from 8:00 am to 10:00 pm.

Grant thinks the angler who is really serious about catching fish starts at daybreak, but he considers mid-day to be better suited for leisurely enjoying the river than for fishing.

Grant also feels certain that there are days when the finest angler in the world couldn’t catch a fish on the Big Hole. “That darn Big Hole,” Schoonen agrees, “when it shuts off, you can’t catch them on flies or lures anywhere on that river.” He feels a full moon and an east wind make a very tough combination for the fishing. “That east wind just kills the fishing nine times out of ten.”
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Boulder-studded runs like this one on the Big Hole have excellent pocket water where trout like to hang out. AL TROTH PHOTO



One last note on the heavy pressure the Big Hole receives: George Grant and Tony Schoonen would like to see some special regulations on the Big Hole to maintain the quality of the fishing experience. Grant suggests non-floating or wade-only days on certain sections of the river, especially during low water times when there is not much room for boats to get around wade-anglers. However, the actual fish populations do not appear to be suffering, according to Dick Oswald at FWP. The fish are still there, but it is harder to catch them.


TRIBUTARIES

The Big Hole has countless small creeks flowing into it in the upper basin, but only a handful below the mouth of the Wise River. Fishing at the mouths of these little tributaries is often productive, and some of the larger creeks provide terrific fishing for unsophisticated, pan-sized trout miles from the main river. For young anglers with short attention spans, these creeks might be just the ticket.

Prior to 1927, the Wise River enjoyed a reputation as a fine fishing stream, but in that year the Pattengail Reservoir had a disastrous washout. The streambed has not yet recovered from the gouging of that flood. Dewatering due to irrigation withdrawals doesn’t help it much, either.

Still, a side trip up the Wise River makes a scenic and cool retreat from the mid-summer heat, and the fishing can be lively for rainbow and brookies.




ACCESS

Considering that the Big Hole flows through private land almost its entire length, the river is astonishingly accessible.

To gain access to the confusing myriad of springlets, brooks, forks, and branches of the Big Hole between Jackson and Wisdom (and above), explore the ranch roads off the highway and inquire locally. Families with youngsters will love the fast action the throngs of brookies provide here even when the rest of the river is skunking the pros. Be sure to ask permission before fishing from this private land.

Downstream from Wisdom, the river brushes Montana Highway 43, granting the first point of casual access to the main river. The road then moves away for a couple of miles before coming back at a bridge that provides a commanding view of two big bends of gentle water. Some of the land on either side of the bridge is public, even though it is fenced.

Three developed accesses follow, each with an appreciable amount of river frontage. Fishtrap Creek, Sawlog, and Sportsmen’s Park all receive heavy use. Downstream from Deep Creek and the highway from Anaconda, MT 43 again crosses the river. A nearby dirt road gives access to the other side of the river for a couple of miles. You can no longer access the river at Dickie Bridge. The new Bryant Creek Bridge is an important access because you can turn off the highway and access the river from the east side. Halfway between Bryant Creek and Wise River is a boat launch just off the right of way.

The next access (aside from one spot where the river briefly bends over to the highway shoulder) comes just after the little town of Wise River, when a gravel road off the highway quickly bridges the river on its way to Jerry Creek. The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) maintains an access site here, and there is also easy access from the highway for the next 6 or so miles downstream for wading or bank fishing. FWP has two new access sites—one at Dewey, about 5 miles downstream from Jerry Creek, and another just upstream from the Butte water intake dam.

Below the remnants of the old Divide Bridge and another BLM access, the highway and river part company. The next access is off of U.S. Highway 91, south of the town of Divide. A gravel road leads to Maiden Rock Bridge, which has an FWP boat launch. The bridge itself is private, but by walking either up or down the railroad tracks a short distance, the wading angler can reach some eminently fishable sections of river.

Another road (not to be confused with the road to Maiden Rock Bridge) leaves Melrose, immediately crosses the river, and winds up and down to the Maiden Rock Fishing Access. Bank anglers will like this spot, especially upstream.

There is a large campground and boat launch at Melrose Bridge (Salmon Fly Access). You can also access the river via Lower Maiden Rock Access about 7 miles upstream from Melrose.


[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]
The deep holes of the Big Hole produce trout in the 10–20 pound range—for those anglers good enough to catch them. AL TROTH PHOTO



Following that is a quick succession of three more bridges each with good access, (the last at Glen), and some more casual access via the railroad tracks between Melrose and Glen. There is some walk-in access just downstream from Glen and the Notch Bottom access some 5 miles downstream. From Glen, one can travel a cantankerous old ranch road almost all the way to Twin Bridges. At times this road strays far from the river, but anglers who drive on will find a couple of places where the river brushes the roadside and Pennington Bridge with its FWP access site (boat launching can be difficult here). Just outside Twin Bridges, FWP has a fishing access site at the High Road.

As the access comes a little harder between Glen and Twin Bridges, fewer anglers venture to try this section of classic brown trout water. Those who do generally find the fishing worth the extra effort. Floating makes good sense through this section.

As numerous as all these developed and informal accesses are, still more numerous are the cooperative landowners who will grant anglers access if they ask permission. However, only respect and careful consideration for landowners and private property can keep it that way. For additional information on floating the Big Hole, pick up a copy of Montana Afloat # 8, the Big Hole River.
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