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To Dick and Elmer, 
who took the time to take me fishing. 
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PREFACE



A Vast, Untapped Fishery

Give me trout, give me trout water, and I inherit the most beautiful country on earth.

I can think of no better reason to fish than to wander the pure and wild places where trout live. If sentiment alone can carry an angler over several thousand miles of wilderness trails, then this sentiment has carried me as I’ve fly-fished throughout the Rocky Mountain backcountry in search of trout that rarely, if ever, see humans.

Among the towering peaks, yawning canyons, and black-timbered slopes of the Rocky Mountain backcountry lies a vast fishery that few anglers have experienced and fewer still have explored. You could fish a lifetime and never see a fraction of this fishery or weary of its haunting beauty.

I speak of roadless westslope rivers where hefty native cutthroats still rise eagerly to hairwing dry flies—rivers like the South Fork of the Flathead in the Bob Marshall Wilderness of northern Montana and Big Creek in the Frank Church Wilderness of western Idaho. There is still superb, uncrowded angling on rivers in Yellowstone Park where roads, with their attendant hordes of tourists, don’t penetrate; you can drift a gnat on a 7X tippet to spooky rainbows in the glassy Bechler Meadows or float Green Drakes to throngs of migrating cutthroats in the Yellowstone headwaters far above Yellowstone Lake. East of Yellowstone in the rugged Beartooths of Montana, I know a brook trout lake that’s good for a couple dozen obscenely obese squaretails a day. South of Yellowstone the mighty Wind River Range of Wyoming straddles the Continental Divide for 100 miles and harbors an estimated seven hundred trout lakes, including the finest golden trout waters in the world; you can lace on your hiking boots and climb to shimmering tarns among the clouds to cast to outsize goldens that are every bit as powerful and elusive as they are dazzling. If you’d rather float than hike, you can raft the Middle Fork of the Salmon River in central Idaho and cast to chrome-bright cutts, soak in hot springs, and nap on white sandbars in the shade of towering ponderosa pines. If sliding on your butt while groping for handholds sounds exhilarating, you can scramble 2,800 feet straight down an eroded gully into the bowels of Colorado’s Black Canyon of the Gunnison and battle leaping rainbows that glint like molten silver against the ebony canyon walls. And these outstanding backcountry waters are but a few of those I’ve been fortunate enough to fish.

It’s ironic that in an era in which unspoiled trout fishing is at a premium and anglers drop considerable sums on guides, rod fees, and airfare to far-flung fishing meccas, a major American fishery open to free public use is being relatively ignored. Yet in the case of the Rocky Mountain backcountry fishery, it’s happening.

Much of this fishery is difficult to access. Unlike remote regions of Alaska or New Zealand, where well-heeled anglers can drop in by plane or chopper, much of the Rocky Mountain backcountry lies within designated wilderness areas and parks, where motorized equipment is prohibited. Access is primarily by foot or horse over steep, rocky terrain at high elevations, and anglers who tackle this spectacular country on their own need specialized gear, plus a measure of woodsmanship and ambition not required for roadside or fly-in angling. There’s no sugarcoating it—the logistics and physical demands of traveling and fishing much of this backcountry are considerable. But then anglers who are willing to work for their fish count this as a blessing, because they know it’s the inaccessibility of the backcountry that keeps the angling crowds at bay. My longest backpack fishing trips have spanned nearly two weeks and covered more than 140 miles of rugged terrain. Yet not all backcountry fishing is so demanding—I’ve also enjoyed solitary angling on dozens of worthwhile waters that are well within the range of an average hiker with just a few days to spend.

Many anglers avoid the backcountry because they’ve bought into the notion that high-country trout are invariably small. Angling writers who’ve never experienced the broad scope of this fishery often repeat the old refrain that at high elevations food is too scarce and the winters are too long for trout to grow much. It’s true that small trout abound in the backcountry and that stringers of pan-size fish can be caught at will from many wilderness waters. Yet the largest brook, rainbow, cutthroat, bull, and golden trout I’ve taken in the Rockies have all come from backcountry waters. And I know waters above 10,000 feet in elevation where mature trout average 20 inches and grow hog fat—-just like trout in the West’s most heralded spring creeks and tailwaters.

Many anglers also believe that backcountry trout are too gullible to challenge an accomplished fly fisher. They mistakenly assume that wariness and selectivity are qualities drummed into trout solely by heavy fishing pressure. But backcountry trout descended from generations of wild stock are often extremely wary of natural predators, shadows, vibrations, or anything that seems out of kilter in their crystalline environment. Selectivity by trout toward a specific food form is, likewise, a perfectly natural behavior that allows them to feed efficiently. In my experience backcountry trout—especially wild, trophy trout living in balance with their food supply—are often extremely wary and selective.

Still other fly fishers bypass the backcountry because they believe it’s primarily a stillwater fishery. This bias against fishing lakes is unfortunate, because the small, intimate lakes that abound in the backcountry are fascinating to explore and fish. Besides, the backcountry teems with restless, tumbling waters. Most lakes have substantial inlet and outlet streams, which attract trout like magnets during feeding and spawning periods. Many major rivers have headwaters in or flow partially through wilderness areas. And much of the backcountry is laced with sparkling creeks that are tailor-made for light fly rods and wandering souls.

And finally, many fly fishers overlook the backcountry because there’s a scarcity of reliable information about its fisheries. Whereas the forest service manages land, timber, and water in much of the backcountry, state wildlife agencies bear primary responsibility for managing fish. As a result, the forest service is rarely a dependable source of information on fish size, quantity, or distribution. A few state fisheries managers may be able and willing to point you toward promising waters, but many managers are new to their regions or have limited time and resources to commit to large backcountry fisheries; they actually rely on backcountry anglers for much of their information. Surprisingly, even fishing guides who work near the finest backcountry fishing in the West are often unfamiliar with local waters that can’t be easily accessed. Some outfitters can horsepack anglers to fine wilderness fishing, yet many outfitters cater primarily to hunters and don’t know the productivity of local waters or the particulars of fly-fishing them successfully. Most books and articles have dealt only superficially with the angling opportunities available in vast roadless areas.

This book is devoted to the Rocky Mountain backcountry fishery and to the ambitious fly fishers who want to tackle it—for a weekend, a week, a summer, or a lifetime of summers. It examines the superb fishing opportunities available in the backcountry and addresses the special skills, knowledge, and equipment required to fish it successfully. Any attempt to be truly comprehensive is doomed, for there are far more worthwhile waters scattered across the backcountry than anyone can possibly find and fish in a lifetime. There are—and I hope always will be—excellent waters waiting to be discovered or rediscovered by anglers willing to make the effort.

Part of my goal in writing this book is to shine light on a neglected fishery. In an era of shrinking natural bounty and growing private exploitation of publicly owned fish and wildlife, it’s crucial that this priceless public fishery be recognized, more effectively managed, and adequately protected for future anglers.

In truth, the Rocky Mountain backcountry supports a fishery that is more productive, challenging, and diverse than all but a handful of anglers realize—a fishery that in the hectic years ahead is bound to be discovered by an increasing number of fly fishers who seek the very best our sport has to offer: the chance to fish for wild trout in wild, unspoiled country.

Rich Osthoff

April 1998





Gear and Strategies





PART ONE

Traveling the Backcountry




CHAPTER 1



Travel Options

When I look back on nearly twenty summers of fishing remote waters throughout the Rockies, I recall scores of memorable fish. But my many carefree weeks of wandering through wonderful country shine just as brightly. Backcountry angling is a package deal: The fishing and the traveling go hand in hand. Fishing may be the focus of your trip, but traveling wild country will be much of your reward. Of course, in backcountry angling, just getting to the water is also much of the challenge. Whether you’re going to tackle the country on your own or hire an outfitter is a primary consideration.

The affordability and challenge of fishing the Rocky Mountain backcountry on my own have always appealed to me, and I can do so for about $500 a month, including fishing licenses and road expenses between treks. Fully outfitted and guided horseback trips cost around $1,000 per person per week. That’s a bargain compared with the price of guided trips to Alaska or more exotic locales. Still, a thrifty, self-guided angler can easily fish the Rockies for an entire summer on a grand.

Guided horseback trips are available to most backcountry waters in the Rockies, and some anglers haul their own stock from distant states. Horses can transport anglers beyond their comfortable hiking range, making a horse trip an attractive option for families and other groups with limited time or backpacking experience. But skilled anglers who are strong hikers will find advantages to hiking on their own.

A fit hiker can cruise mountain trails at better than 2 miles an hour—nearly as fast as a horse string. And even an average backpacker can negotiate dense timber, blowdowns, boulder fields, and steep slopes that no horse can handle. Reaching the very best highcountry lakes often requires some off-trail travel.

Horse outfitters tend to establish base camps on lakes that are accessible by trail and have firewood, spacious campsites, and grass for the stock. Clients who want to fish other waters must often take lengthy rides or day hikes from base camp. When I trek on my own to a remote lake that holds trophy trout, however, I take every edge I can get. I camp right on my target lake so I can watch for cruising or rising fish, even while I eat. In that magical last hour of daylight when big fish are on the prowl, I’m fishing rather than riding or hiking back to base camp. When bad weather blows in, I can pop out of the tent between icy downpours and fire a few casts, which might produce the biggest fish of my trip.

Because horses can pack a lot of stuff, they usually do. I’m talking heavy wall tents, cooking tarps, cots, Dutch ovens, and food-laden grub boxes that backpackers can only fantasize about. Much of this cargo translates into comfortable living and fine dining, but some of it translates into lost fishing time. On travel days, breaking down a horse camp and loading the animals can burn up an entire morning. A backpacker can break camp and hit the trail in fifteen minutes.

Outfitted trips are usually scheduled months in advance and lock you into fishing a specific area at a specific time—but high-altitude conditions vary widely from year to year. Self-guided anglers who can scrap one destination at the last minute and adopt another have a better chance of hitting hot fishing. I was set to fish near Mount St. Helens the year she blew, for instance; in this case the fishing sounded a little too hot, so I headed elsewhere. In the horrendous fire season of 1988, when Yellowstone and the surrounding forests were an inferno, I hiked and fished all of August in the greater Yellowstone area simply by going where the fires weren’t. On my last trip that summer, I hiked over a pass just beyond a closed fire zone and enjoyed the finest golden trout fishing of my life. And in 1992 spring runoff was over a month ahead of normal on the westslope cutthroat rivers of Idaho. So I pushed my departure date up to mid-June, before most people had scheduled their vacations, and enjoyed two weeks of superb fishing in solitude on the roadless sections of the St. Joe River and Kelly Creek. I plan and research my backcountry trips in advance, but as a trip approaches I follow snowpack, runoff, and fire conditions, and I’m always prepared to juggle dates or switch destinations.

Horse outfitters throughout the West cater primarily to hunters in fall and to a mixed clientele of families, sightseers, and casual anglers in summer. Llama outfitters also handle a mixed clientele. Experienced outfitters can generally deliver an enjoyable ride through scenic country, a comfortable camp, and good fishing for small to average trout. If you’re after exceptional fly angling, however, you want an outfitter experienced at guiding fly fishers on one of the premier backcountry waters. Such outfitters often advertise in fly-fishing magazines. Western fly shops may also be able to suggest qualified outfitters, and state guide associations publish listings of licensed guides and describe their services (state tourism departments usually have these listings).

Many fine backcountry fisheries are not served by outfitters who specialize in fly-fishing trips. If an outfitter isn’t going to double as a valuable fishing guide, a drop trip might be your best option. On such a trip, the outfitter hauls your party and gear into the wilderness, drops you off, and rides out with the stock. You camp and fish on your own. At the end of the trip, the outfitter rides back in to pick you up, or you walk out. A drop trip costs only a fraction of a fully outfitted and guided trip yet quickly puts you in very high or remote country. If you choose a drop trip, it’s your responsibility to research and select the waters you’ll fish.

Float angling is another option. Float anglers have some definite advantages over hikers: They’re on the water full-time, and they see the entire river, including heavily timbered areas and canyons tough for backpackers to access. An outfitted and guided river float is an excellent option for families or groups that include non-anglers. Everyone can thrill to the whitewater ride while the anglers get in plenty of fishing.

Outfitting is like every other business—there are both top-flight and fly-by-night operations. Before you hire an outfitter, ask specific questions about the gear and service he’ll provide. Know what you’re buying. And remember, money won’t buy everything. Even if you pay top dollar for a guided trip to excellent water, expect to work at the fishing. Often guides deliver their end of the deal, but clients lack the stamina or angling skill to fish effectively.

Wyoming requires nonresidents to hire a licensed guide in order to hunt big game in a classified wilderness. Fortunately, there’s no similar regulation in any state limiting the fishing rights of nonresidents. Except for Indian reservations, the Rocky Mountain backcountry is mostly federal land open to any angler who wants to tackle it on his own. I hope it will always be so. There’s something indescribably sweet about great wilderness fishing earned by your own toil and resourcefulness.


CHAPTER 2



Making a Group Trip Click

There are many good reasons to fish the backcountry with family or friends. Shared experiences and memories should be part of every sporting life. But a group trip that isn’t carefully planned can quickly disintegrate into a trip you’d rather forget.

I’ve met dozens of dispirited parties straggling along mountain trails. Some of those groups weren’t equipped to handle wet, cold weather, but many others were doomed from the start, because a gung-ho leader had chosen a route too difficult for some members of the party. Whenever a group is composed of hikers of widely varying ability, the route should be geared to the slowest hikers in the group. To push inexperienced hikers beyond their comfortable limits in rough country is to invite dissension. It’s also dangerous. Once fatigue sets in, coordination and concentration plummet and a simple misstep can put an entire party in a fix.

With kids, and even with adults who are seeing backcountry for the first time, there’s no need to push deep into wilderness. Hiking just a few miles beyond the trailhead is enough to excite the senses and convince everyone that they’re really roughing it. Just ease into the country, pitch a comfortable base camp, and save the bulk of your energy for fishing, day hiking, and playing. Kids in particular are more likely to connect with the outdoors if they’re allowed to explore at their own pace for at least part of the trip.

My own kids, Dale and Dana, are several years away from buckling on a backpack and hitting the trail with me, but on their baptismal trip I’ll show them some quiet corner of the backcountry that’s an easy hike. We’ll almost certainly be fishing for small brook trout or pan-size cutthroats, not big golden trout, but when it comes to fishing with kids, action beats size every time. On solo trips I blow by countless waters that are overpopulated with small fish, but these are precisely the waters that kids and inexperienced anglers enjoy the most and learn the most from.

I made my first backpack trip as a teenager with my dad and two younger brothers. We hiked only 20 miles into the Wind River Range, but we were in our own little corner of heaven catching 8-inch brook trout hand over fist from a meadow stream, and stringers of snaky cutthroats from a lake that I now routinely bypass without wetting a line. Just being in the mountains for the first time and fishing those sparkling waters whetted my appetite. Right after that trip I started college and worked straight through the summers. I didn’t get back to the mountains for four years, but the summer after I graduated I made a beeline for the Rockies and spent two months hiking alone in the Wind River Range. After that summer I was gut-hooked on fishing the backcountry.

A lot of very good backcountry angling can be reached by round-trip hikes of 20 to 40 miles. Given decent trails and a reasonable pace, most adolescents and adults in fair condition can handle trips of this length. For these middle-distance trips, I prefer to travel with no more than a few partners who are decent hikers, avid anglers, and enjoyable companions. With larger groups every meal and move becomes a major production. Also, big groups—like the scout troop that unwittingly pitched its camp almost on top of mine on the Flat Tops Plateau—shatter the tranquility for other wilderness users. Large groups that have several capable leaders should split into small groups for the benefit of everyone.

Long-distance trekking for trophy trout is, in my view, at most a two-person proposition, and partners should be virtual clones in hiking ability. Some of my favorite high lakes are over 30 tough miles from the nearest trailhead, and just reaching them takes two days of hard hiking. Even if the hiking goes according to schedule, I’m left with only three days for fishing on a weeklong trip. For those three precious, hard-earned days, I haunt the water and barely take time out from fishing to eat. Frankly, anglers who attack the sport at this level will have a tough time finding a truly compatible fishing partner and should consider going solo. 


CHAPTER 3



The Joy of Going Solo

Never travel alone—it’s a rule found on nearly every list of wilderness dos and don’ts. It’s also a rule I violate regularly. Since 1977 I’ve taken well over a hundred backcountry fishing trips throughout the Rockies, and roughly 80 percent were taken alone. At first I usually traveled alone because none of my buddies were willing to devote an entire summer to hiking and fishing. As I developed into an experienced backcountry angler, I began to prefer traveling solo much of the time. My log shows that of the fifty-nine backcountry trips I’ve made in the Rockies since 1986, two were with my brother Eric, and the rest were solo.

There are immense practical advantages to traveling alone if you’re comfortable doing it. All of the choices are yours. You hike at your own pace. When you’re feeling strong, you can step out and really cover some ground. If you want to hike until dark, bolt down a cold supper, and hit the trail again at first light, you just do it.

You plan your own route and go exactly where you please. If you elect to blow by a dozen inviting lakes to invest all of your fishing time in a specific one, you can. If a lake you’ve targeted doesn’t pan out, you’re free to explore in any direction you please without consulting a committee. If you choose to ration your food so you can stay in the backcountry an extra day and see a lake you’d otherwise miss, you just tighten your own belt. I did this on one trip and discovered a lake that yielded many of my biggest golden trout on return trips.

When you travel alone, you’re free to indulge your own hiking and fishing style, even if it’s a tad antisocial. For instance, I often carry dinner in my vest so I can fish right through the prime evening hours without returning to camp to eat. And when I’m alone, I usually dispense with the evening campfire routine. Summer days in the Rockies have sixteen hours of daylight, and after going hard all day I like to hit the hay at dark so I’m ready to roll at sunup.

And when it comes to the fishing, there are definite advantages to chasing trophy trout alone. High-altitude lakes with exceptionally big trout often have very low fish densities, and the best fishing tends to be concentrated in narrow zones. Fishing alone simply gives you more undisturbed cracks at the best water. That may sound selfish, but it’s really just sensible. Think about it—you wouldn’t bust your tail locating and patterning a big whitetail buck, and then invite a couple of buddies to sit close to your stand where they might spook or intercept him. Well, big trout are as shy and elusive as big bucks—too much commotion puts them on their guard or puts them down entirely.

Ultimately, though, hiking and fishing alone offer much more than practical advantages. Consider the things you go to wilderness to find—independence, self-sufficiency, release from daily routines, the quiet to hear yourself think (or not think), the opportunity to see and absorb wild country. All of these experiences are enhanced by traveling alone.

For me, hiking alone fosters a heightened awareness of my surroundings—just as hiking in grizzly country does. When the big bears are about, their presence colors my perspective, and whether or not I see bears, I look at the land differently. Hiking alone is like that—there’s an edge to it that alters how I perceive the country. When I travel alone, the sky is bigger, the peaks are bolder, and the wind howls more forlornly. And much of the time I like it like that.

Of course, backpacking alone in remote country requires constant vigilance. If you mess up and get hurt, there’s nobody around to bail you out. But I’ve never believed that hiking alone is inherently more dangerous than hiking with a group. On the contrary, groups typically include inexperienced or reckless members who are far more likely to encounter serious trouble than a single, skilled hiker is.

The more you travel alone, the more comfortable you’ll become doing it. If you travel alone often enough, you’ll come to appreciate that it’s a uniquely rewarding way to go. 


CHAPTER 4



The Extended Summer

Fishing the backcountry can be very time-consuming. Just hiking to and from remote water can chew up the better part of a week. Exploring a single large mountain range with hundreds of lakes and streams can take a lifetime of two-week vacations. To fish extensively throughout the Rocky Mountain backcountry requires a hefty investment of time.

From 1976 to the present I’ve fished this backcountry for one to three months nearly every summer; I’ve missed just three years. In my travels and my many talks on fishing the backcountry, I’m frequently asked how I find the time. The question misses the mark. I don’t find the time, I make the time.

For a decade after college, I was single and life was simple. I fished all summer, every summer—that was just a given. October through June I sold outdoor sporting goods for a couple of bucks an hour over minimum wage. I did it well enough that my employers usually granted me summer leaves rather than lose me altogether. After I was married, at age thirty-two, I continued to hike and fish extensively. My wife, Dawn, tolerated having a fishing bum for a husband remarkably well, but as I worked my way upward in pay and responsibility, my employers became less flexible. When I was denied unpaid leave one summer, I walked away from my job as head copywriter for a major outdoor sporting catalog. That didn’t win me points with many people.

The next few years—as our two young children reach school age and I become firmly established in my self-employment ventures—won’t be the peak of my backcountry fishing career, but I do look forward to hitting the trail again for some extended summers. Of course, everyone has his responsibilities and priorities; still, if you can free up a good chunk of summer to hike and fish, do it. The rewards and practical advantages are many.

When you have several weeks, you can start with shorter shakedown cruises. A couple of three- to five-day trips of 20 to 40 miles will toughen you and get you acclimated to hiking at high altitudes. Once you’ve found your legs and wind, you can tackle the long, tough trips that you couldn’t handle comfortably on a two-week vacation. Regardless of your physical condition going in, hiking for an entire summer will leave you leaner and meaner.

An extended summer affords you the leisure to truly explore. When you have only a week to fish, you tend to go where the fishing is a known quantity—probably a place you’ve already been. But if you’ll be taking several hikes, you can gamble a couple of them on exploring new country. If the fishing turns out to be a bust on one trip, you’ll make up for it on the others. Over time those exploratory trips will be the ones that turn up hot new waters and expand your backcountry knowledge. Many of my favorite high lakes I initially stumbled upon while exploring. Some are waters I’ve never read or heard a remarkable word about in my extensive research, and I wouldn’t have found them any other way.

Anglers on short vacations must basically choose between the backcountry and the famous roadside waters of the West. On an extended trip, you can fish both. I often recuperate between backcountry trips by treating myself to a few days of fishing on one of the West’s premier roadside rivers. Compared with the rigors of backpacking, camping and fishing out of a car is a life of luxury—you can sleep with a real pillow and eat peaches out of 16-ounce cans. Fishing for sophisticated trout on catch-and-release rivers will unquestionably make you a better angler. I’ve gotten to know rivers, including the Madison, the upper Missouri, the Green, and the San Juan quite well by fishing them repeatedly for short stints between backpacking trips. I can camp cheaply along all of these rivers and fish them effectively on foot, without a guide. Over the years I’ve found ways to escape the brunt of the crowds even during the summer tourist season. When I’ve seen enough of other anglers, I’m ready to hit the backcountry again.

Hiking and fishing for a week or two is a nice vacation. But fishing the backcountry for a couple of months is a grand adventure of your own design. Being a fishing bum for the summer might sound as easy as falling out of bed, but creating a big void of free time and then milking it for all it’s worth is a challenge. I know anglers who set out to fish the backcountry for a summer but quit after a couple of weeks and haven’t tried it again.

When you dream and scheme of a summer in the mountains, you envision endless blue skies wafting over postcard-perfect country, and fish that are built like footballs. But over the long haul, you’re going to pay the piper for every peak moment. En route to those 5-pound golden trout, you’ll endure lung-busting climbs of better than a mile in elevation, feet beaten to a pulp by rocky terrain, swarms of biting bugs, and every climatic extreme from sweltering heat to stinging sleet. When the fish turn out to be built more like snakes than footballs and a storm front pins you in a tent that’s no larger than a coffin for a couple of interminable days, self-doubt has a way of welling up. At some point the country and the weather are going to grind you down and strip away your romanticized notions, and your dream summer is going to become a gut check. You’re going to find out whether chucking that job, or that relationship, or whatever to go fishing was such a bright idea. You’re going to find out whether you have any real affinity for living in wild country for long stints.

If you hike and fish for an entire summer, there’s a good chance you’ll do it alone. It’s just tough to find a truly compatible partner who’s willing to make such a major investment of time. In our hectic world, many people may yearn for a little solitude, but very few actually thrive on long periods of isolation. Being completely alone in big country is intimidating. A week of this kind of solitude is going to satiate most people. To come off an exhausting trip, resupply, and head right back into the mountains alone, again and again, all summer long, takes drive and a little practice.

Going into a summer, I like to plan an itinerary of six to eight trips. Nothing is set in stone, but having a game plan helps me maintain momentum and use my summer efficiently. I do the groundwork for each backcountry trip before I leave home: I research the fisheries, gather maps, and plan my routes. This way, when I come off a trip, tired and sore, the homework for my next journey is already done. I can enjoy a short break, restock my pack, and be ready to ramble.

Rather than spend a whole summer in one region, I like to bounce around. Over a summer I often hit several states and fish everything from gaping river canyons to headwater rivers and lakes above timberline. The variety pulls me through the season in anticipation of that next trip in different and fascinating country.

At some point every successful summer takes on a momentum of its own. Whatever its tribulations, toward the end a summer of fishing the backcountry never seems long enough. Hiking into September lets you savor summer right to its bittersweet end. The biting bugs vanish. The tourists clear out. And by then you’re as tough as nails. Just when you start to believe you could drift across the mountains forever, though, the days grow shorter, the aspens light up, and there’s ice in your water bottle each morning. One afternoon you find yourself hiking head-down into sheets of wind-driven snowflakes the size of half dollars, and in a palpable instant the summer is over.

Even after it is over, a summer of fishing the backcountry stays with you. There are nearly twenty such summers tucked away in my mind, and each stands out distinctly for the country I covered and the fish I caught. They all came with trade-offs, but there are very few things I would trade a single one of those summers for.


CHAPTER 5



Backpacking Gear for Anglers

To reach out and explore the remote mountains where fast fishing is the rule requires faith in both your abilities and your equipment. When bad weather blows in, good gear allows you to ride it through in relative comfort. Assembling a dependable backpacking outfit means knowing the demands that will be placed on each item, and then selecting gear equal to the task. This chapter is not a complete discussion of backpacking gear; it’s simply intended to point you in the right direction as you select major gear items.

BACKPACKS

Backcountry anglers should be able to tote 40-to 60-pound loads efficiently over distances. The key word here is efficiently. Many packs have a large capacity, but not all packs allow you to walk in a natural and efficient manner.

Two types of large-capacity packs dominate the market—internal-frames and external-frames. Internal-frame packs are streamlined, close fitting, and somewhat flexible, making them popular with mountain climbers and expedition skiers, who must snug the pack close to the body for control and balance during difficult maneuvers. Despite some very sophisticated harness and suspension systems, though, internal-frame packs bear much of the load on the shoulders. Over long distances, supporting the load with the shoulders tightens the upper body, impedes arm swing, and pitches the torso forward, upsetting the natural, relaxed rhythm of walking. Once you’re forced out of your natural stride, your efficiency plummets and fatigue quickly sets in.

External-frame packs have visible frames, usually constructed of welded aluminum tubing. The frame serves as a rigid skeleton that transfers the load to the hips. When properly adjusted, the weight of an external-frame pack is suspended almost entirely from the hip belt; the shoulder straps simply prevent the pack from tipping backward. With the load settled squarely on your hips, you’re free to walk in a natural, upright manner. Over a long hike with a heavy load, you can maintain a relaxed posture and efficient stride. I feel that external-frame packs are clearly the best choice for all hiking that does not include technical climbing.

External-frame packs have other advantages. A nylon-mesh back band stretched over the pack frame keeps the pack bag off your back so that air circulates freely and objects within the pack don’t dig into you. Most external-frames can be fitted with a top bar—a horizontal frame extension that’s handy for lashing on bulky items like a float tube, waders, or a wet tent. A top bar also acts as a power handle for swinging a heavy pack onto your back.

Considering that a pack is shouldered a couple dozen times a day, it’s worth learning to do smoothly, yet I see hikers who actually sit down to buckle into the harness, and then stagger to their feet. To get into a heavy pack properly, begin by facing the frame. If you’re right-handed, grip the middle of the top bar with your left hand (palm down) and the top of what will be the right shoulder strap with your right hand (palm up). (Left-handers should reverse all these directions.) As you lift and swing the pack toward your right shoulder, maintain both handholds and simply flex your right elbow and shoot it through the shoulder strap. In one smooth motion, you’re into the right shoulder strap and the pack is up and under control. Now reach up and grab the top bar with your right hand while you thread your left arm back through the left shoulder strap, just like getting into a coat sleeve. You’re into both shoulder straps. To transfer the weight to your hips, shrug your shoulders as you cinch the hip belt. As you relax, the load will settle onto your hips.

A good external-frame pack has an adjustable suspension system. The hip belt and shoulder straps can be raised or lowered, and the back band can be adjusted to conform to your back contours. To fine-tune a pack, load it, carry it, and play with the adjustments until it rides comfortably.

Most external-frame packs have two large main compartments and several side pockets. I pack food in the bottom main compartment and carry bulky equipment, including my tent, clothing, cooking gear, and fishing vest, in the top main compartment. I strap my sleeping bag to the frame below the pack bag. Small items are carried in side pockets for easy access. Some pack bags have ski tunnels behind the side pockets, which also carry fly-rod tubes very nicely. I like a pack bag that offers top access to the main compartment. Camp Trails makes an extendable top-loading bag that completely blocks rain, even when the pack is loaded beyond normal capacity.

Carry a new pack on a few shakedown cruises to look for potential problems. For instance, with the hip belt unbuckled, could the buckle slip completely off the belt strap and be lost? If so, double over and sew the end of the strap to create a lip that the buckle can’t bypass. As a pack ages, it should be checked for wear before each trip. Particularly watch for failure where the hip belt connects to the frame—this connection bears the full weight of the load and is susceptible to wear. If stitching, grommets, or belt tabs are tearing loose, replace the hip belt. I typically go through two hip belts during the life of a pack, so I buy a spare one when I purchase the pack. Most pack bags are attached to the frame by metal pins secured with wire split-rings. I wrap each ring with electrical tape so it can’t snag on brush or clothing and pull out.

Pack bags are primarily made in dark colors—probably because these hide dirt better. Unfortunately, dark packs also absorb sunlight and heat the pack contents. Given a choice, select a pack in a neutral color. Camo is probably the most readily available neutral pack color in external-frames. Mark a camo pack carefully when you drop it to scout for fish or routes; I once laid a camo pack on the ground while I scouted for a way off a ridge, and I had a tough time finding it again. Prolonged exposure to sunlight weakens pack fabrics and waterproof coatings; in camp I use a light-colored pack cover to shield it from sun and rain.

TENTS

Backpacking tents vary widely in design, yet all good ones meet certain criteria: They’re lightweight and easy to erect; they shed precipitation while allowing most respiration vapor to escape; they’re self-supporting and stable in the wind.

If you hike alone, a bivy shelter is an attractive option. These are little more than erect sleeping bag covers. At first glance they appear very confining, but because you spend most of your time in a tent lying down, the lack of sitting-up room in a bivy is not a great drawback. Bivy tents are more quickly pitched than any other kind of tent. They hug the ground, so even above timberline they can be pitched in the lee of a rock or other windbreak. Best of all, solo bivies weigh under 3 pounds and pack smaller than a loaf of bread. For most of my solo hiking, I carry a bivy. My favorite is roomy enough at the head that I can prop myself on my elbows to read. This bivy also has a full-length screen on top, and on clear mountain nights, or in arid canyons, I roll back the waterproof fly to reveal the stars or admit a breeze.

Dome tents have captured a large share of the two- and three-person tent market. On the plus side, they’re roomy and extremely stable in wind. On the minus, they’re relatively heavy and complex to pitch, and they collect more moisture under the fly than other designs.

The standard in two-person backpacking tents has long been the double-ended A-frame design with ridgepole (typified by the Eureka Timberline series). This simple design is quickly pitched, ventilates well, and is fairly light. Some tents are a basic A-frame with a center hoop added to expand and stabilize the sidewalls. This design retains the simplicity, lightness, and breathability of the A-frame yet approaches a dome tent in stability and roominess. My favorite two-person tent is a compact, expedition-grade model built on the A-frame with center hoop design. At just over 5 pounds, it sleeps two adults, yet it’s light enough to carry on solo trips when I want more room than a bivy provides.

Beyond the common tent designs, there are some truly innovative options. If you’re willing to spend top dollar and research the market, you can take your pick of well-built, lightweight tents. A good rule of thumb is to allow about 3 pounds of tent per person. Groups are better off carrying several small tents than one big model. Small tents handle wind better, and small, level tent sites are much easier to find than large ones.

Among tents with similar designs, you’ll see substantial price differences. High-grade anodized aluminum poles drive up the price of a backpacking tent by around $100 but are much lighter than fiberglass poles and much stronger than cheap metal poles. An expedition-grade tent with top-notch poles, materials, and reinforcements at all stress points costs more initially but will be a bargain in the long run. When the jet stream howls across the peaks, you’ll be glad you didn’t skimp on your tent.

Nearly all poles are now shock-corded to speed assembly. Shock-corded pole sections are also less likely to be misplaced, but it pays to deliberately count and bag your tent poles each time you break camp. If a tent comes with soft, wire stakes, replace them with hardened aluminum stakes that are light and resistant to bending.

Tent fabrics are waterproofed before they’re stitched. Unless seams were taped by the manufacturer, though, you need to seal them to plug the holes created by stitching. Seam sealants are prone to drying and peeling; they last longer when applied to inside surfaces.

After extended use, even an expedition-grade tent fly will begin to leak rain through the fabric. Spraying a weathered fly liberally with silicone waterproofing solution will boost water repellency greatly for several weeks.

Many hikers pitch their tents on plastic ground cloths to protect the bottom from dirt, moisture, and abrasion, but I’ve never bothered with ground tarps and I’ve never seen significant damage to my tent floors.

In the early morning tents are typically wet from rain or dew. On travel days, when I break camp early, I roll a wet tent loosely and lash it to the top bar of my pack. At my first sunny rest stop, I dry the tent and pack it away.

BOOTS

When I was in college, in the mid-1970s, waffle stompers were the rage in campus footwear. Students were tromping to class in big-time mountaineering boots that had heavy leather uppers, stiff steel shanks, and thick lug soles. Breaking in a pair of these babies was a long-term commitment. I plunked down $200 of busboy earnings for some boots that were still stiff as boards after a winter of everyday wear. I finally got tired of abusing my feet and dumped the boots on a buddy for $25. I think he wore them for drinking beer on Friday nights.

Today backpackers can choose anything from heavy-duty mountaineering boots to ultralight day hikers that are little more than high-top running shoes. For general backpacking I shy away from both extremes. Heavy mountaineering boots are generally too stiff for comfortable hiking, and ultralight hiking boots don’t provide enough protection or support. I like medium-weight hiking boots with soles that flex naturally right out of the box. Uppers will break in with wear, but boots with rigid shanks will remain stiff in the soles.

Some medium-weight hiking boots have all-leather uppers, but combination leather-nylon uppers have become more common. Leather-nylon uppers are light and break in quickly, but cactus spines whistle through nylon panels, and nylon can’t be sealed with waterproofing waxes. Most good hiking boots now have built-in waterproof, breathable membranes and are totally waterproof when new, but in my experience, waterproof membranes fail from stress long before the boots wear out. Once that happens, all-leather boots can still be waterproofed with wax. Until boots need supplemental waterproofing, go easy on the waxing. Too much wax, especially with natural fats and oils, degrades leather and stitching.

Buy boots that are a bit wide. When backpacking, your feet spread more than normal and will swell significantly over a long day. Thoroughly break in boots before a trip. If your boots are already comfortably broken in, you should still walk in them before a trip to condition your feet.

I wear a single sock rather than a layered-sock system. I like synthetic socks with good moisture-wicking properties and reinforced toes and heels. When I rotate socks, I rinse and thoroughly dry the soiled pair in case I need them later in the trip. I pack four pairs for a weeklong trip.

I carry lightweight sandals and wear them for traction and protection on stream crossings and for limited wet wading. I also wear sandals around camp while my boots are drying or just to give my feet some air.

SLEEPING BAGS AND PADS

In the high country, cold, wet weather can strike at any time. But if you pack a good sleeping bag and keep it dry, you can handle bad weather comfortably, even if you’re pinned in your tent for a couple of days.

The warmest, lightest bags have goose down insulation. Even the best synthetic insulations don’t equal goose down for loft, warmth-to-weight ratio, and compressibility. A well-designed goose down bag rated to 15 degrees Fahrenheit weighs under 2½ pounds, stuffs compactly, and is tough to beat for June through September in the high Rockies.

A common knock on goose down is that it loses insulating ability when wet. To that I reply, “Don’t get it wet.” A waterproof stuff sack protects the bag while you hike, and a watertight tent protects it while you camp. In summer, when you get frequent opportunities to dry body-generated moisture from a bag, there’s really no excuse for having a wet bag.

Don’t confuse prime goose down with inferior waterfowl insulations that contain coarse feathers. Goose down is rated by cubic inches of loft per ounce, and high-quality down bags state the “fill power” of the down utilized. Good bags contain down with a loft of 550 cubic inches per ounce or higher.

Since down is a loose fill rather than a batting, it’s prone to shifting. High-quality down bags are built with sophisticated baffle systems to keep the fill evenly distributed and eliminate cold spots. Shaking a down bag after removing it from a stuff sack helps fluff and distribute the down. For long-term storage, a down bag should be hung or loosely folded rather than compressed.

As down becomes soiled, the plumes mat and lose insulating efficiency. Down bags should be washed as needed using warm water, a delicate cycle, and a mild detergent formulated specifically for down. I run the bag through an extra rinse cycle to remove all soap residue. Down bags should be tumbled dry on very low heat or air-dried. Sleeping bare inside a bag when you’re working hard and not bathing daily will quickly soil it. To keep a bag clean over an entire summer, I sleep in a clean T-shirt and very light polypropylene long-john bottoms. A good down bag is expensive initially, but with care it will perform well over a decade of frequent use.

Tapered bags are more efficient insulators than rectangular bags, so they dominate the hiking market. Mummy bags are restrictive, though. Most nights I use my bag as a blanket and toss a T-shirt over my head. It has to be cold before I zip the bag, and it has to be really cold before I cinch the hood over my head in true mummy fashion.

A sleeping pad cushions and insulates you from the ground. Closed-cell foam pads are light, inexpensive, and good insulators, but self-inflating sleeping pads such as the Therm-A-Rest are infinitely more comfortable. This brand has an open-cell foam core and an airtight nylon shell. When inflated, the backpacking model is only an inch thick, yet it supports an adult completely off the ground, hip bones and all. A three-quarter-length pad weighs about a pound and rolls compactly for travel.

To round out my sleeping gear, I carry a small, homemade pillow—a block of open-cell foam stuffed into the bottom of an old khaki pant leg, which I can remove for washing.

I pack my sleeping pad, bag, pillow, and rain suit in a single waterproof stuff sack, which I strap to my pack frame below the pack bag. To do this, I roll the pad, insert it in the stuff sack, and bush it out to create a center cavity; there I stuff my bag, my pillow, and finally my rain suit. If it starts raining on the trail, I can grab my suit without opening my pack. If it’s raining as I make camp, I throw the stuff sack into my tent and unpack my bedding inside.

RAINWEAR

High mountains create their own weather—much of it bad. Rain, sleet, snow, and gale-force winds can strike at any time. Even a bluebird day can quickly sour. Many times I’ve departed camp under sunny skies to explore surrounding waters, only to see the weather swiftly deteriorate. Now I seldom wander even a few hundred yards from camp without stashing my rain suit in my fishing vest. As long as I have this suit, I can weather a storm in relative comfort, even if I’m caught several miles from camp.

Waterproof, breathable rainwear has captured much of the hiking market. Most breathable rainwear uses a microporous membrane sandwiched between various materials—often a sheer nylon lining and a polyester-cotton shell. Microporous membranes allow water vapor to escape yet prevent water drops from entering, protecting you from perspiration buildup and external moisture.

I’ve owned two high-tech breathable rain suits, but in recent years I’ve returned to well-made polyurethane-coated nylon rainwear. Coated rainwear keeps me absolutely dry even if I’m fishing in driving rain. When hiking in light rain, I vent my coated raincoat by leaving the zipper open and fastening just a couple of the chest snaps. Coated rainwear built with a single layer of nylon fabric is lighter, absorbs less water, and dries faster than most multilayer breathable rainwear. It’s much less expensive, too.

In the high country, a rain suit often does double duty as a windbreaker. Layering a raincoat over a down vest or fleece jacket keeps you snug in the coldest mountain weather you’re likely to encounter from June through September. When fishing on blustery evenings, I often wear my rain pants to stem heat loss from my legs. Rain suits for angling should be in camo or neutral tones.

HATS

I once spent a week roaming the Wind River Range with a T-shirt wrapped around my head turban-style, after a gust of wind plucked my hat from my head as I was crossing a rushing creek. I didn’t fully appreciate the protection that a hat afforded me until then.

A hiking and fishing hat should protect your face, your ears, and the back of your neck from the powerful high-altitude sun. It should have a sturdy brim to shield your eyes from driving rain and to block glare when you’re fishing directly into a low sun. A hat also affords protection against biting insects, especially deerflies, which are fond of biting balding humans, like me, squarely atop the head.

For a while I wore a felt hat with a circular brim, but it vented poorly while I was hiking, and I don’t like using a chin strap in the wind. Eventually I switched to a saltwater-flats-style fishing cap with an extended bill and a rear flap that shades my neck and ears. Functionally, this cap is pretty close to perfect—it’s built of breathable, fast-drying cotton-poly cloth, and the adjustable headband cinches in the wind. In a driving rain, I pull my raincoat hood right over the cap, and the extended brim shields my face. Lately I’ve been fishing in a baseball-style cap that I’ve modified to perform like my flats cap by sewing in a lightweight flap that drops to cover my neck and ears. For street wear, or for photos, I tuck the flap up inside the cap. I also sewed a safety cord tipped with an alligator clip to the back of my cap and clip it to my shirt collar so I’ll never lose another one.

CLOTHING

High-country anglers must handle a variety of fast-changing weather conditions with only a few pounds of clothing. Garments must perform well when used alone or layered with other clothing.

For comfort and breathability, I like cotton T-shirts. I fish and hike in long-sleeved T-shirts. With the sleeves pushed up, they’re as cool as short-sleeved shirts; with the sleeves down, they protect my arms from sun, wind, and bugs. On hot days I wet the sleeves for a cooling effect. On an extended trip I rotate two T-shirts. When one gets sweaty, I rinse and dry it so it’s ready for reuse. For sleeping I pack a separate short-sleeved T-shirt. Some hikers like lightweight polypropylene underwear shirts for general wear, but I find them too warm for summer hiking, and when you’re sweating, polypropylene gets ripe in a hurry.

When it’s too cool or breezy for just a T-shirt, I add a lightweight, long-sleeved flannel shirt. Shirts should have snaps rather than buttons, which tend to snag on pack straps. When it’s cold, I add a fleece jacket with a stand-up collar. If it’s cold and windy, I add my raincoat as a windbreaker.

For hiking I stick to loose-fitting cotton or cotton-polyester pants. They’re lightweight, breathable, fast drying, and nonbinding. Blue jeans fail miserably in all performance categories except durability. I sleep in lightweight polypropylene long-john bottoms. In cold or wet weather, I often wear the polypropylene bottoms under my rain pants. I rarely hike in shorts, although I do pack running shorts for swimming and limited wet wading and for catching a little sun around camp. For weeklong trips I take two pairs of hiking pants. Cotton and poplin pants are both prone to splitting, so I reinforce the crotch and seat seams with high-strength thread.

A bandanna serves as a towel, washrag, and pot holder. It keeps the sun and bugs off my neck and cools me in blistering heat. And I’ve landed some of my biggest backcountry trout with a bandanna wrapped around my palm for a secure grip on the tail.

MISCELLANEOUS GEAR

As a rule of thumb, if you don’t use a piece of equipment almost daily, you don’t need it. A first-aid kit is the exception. Other than that, purge your pack of gadgets. You’ll cut weight and keep your pack organized.

One nonessential I always carry, however, is a book. I usually read myself to sleep, and when bad weather hits, a good book is a welcome companion. For reading in my tent, I wear a headband that holds a small flashlight. It puts light right on the pages and frees my hands for unwrapping root beer barrels.


CHAPTER 6



Eating Simply in the Backcountry

I like to eat as much as the next person, but I trek into the mountains primarily to fish, not to eat, so my eating is tailored around my fishing. In fact, I’ve developed an alternative style of eating in the backcountry—one that affords me total flexibility and increased fishing time.

My approach to eating in the backcountry has changed over the years. Early in my hiking career, I dined on freeze-dried chicken cacciatore, noodles-in-a-cup, herbal tea, and all the trendy stuff that backpackers eat. But I never became a fan of freeze-dried dinners. They’re expensive and consist mainly of processed rice or noodles with a heavy dose of seasoning. For a fraction of the cost, you can get the same nutrition from macaroni, egg noodles, ramen, or white rice, all of which are readily available, even in the small general stores scattered around the West.

And when you get right down to it, instant rice and noodles provide marginal nutrition anyway, especially over an extended summer. Whole-wheat breads and crackers are more nutritious and require no cooking. Once that light went on in my head, my approach to eating in the backcountry changed radically. Since I rarely cooked breakfast or lunch anyway, I concluded that it was foolish to carry several pounds of cooking-related gear just to heat a dinner that was primarily rice or noodles. After a few summers of backpacking, I made a rash decision that I’ve never regretted—I got rid of my stove and a host of cooking-related items, including fuel bottles, pots, frying pan, spatula, cooking oil, fish batter, dish soap, and dish pad. I began eating whole-wheat bread or crackers with canned fish or meat as my dinner entrée.
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