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To the memory of John T. Dorsey, a great fisherman, friend, and grandfather. Our annual family pilgrimages to the fabled Gunnison Country taught me to love and respect our beautiful trout streams. Thanks for all the memories.
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PREFACE 



Throughout the western United States, dozens of world-class tailwaters—streams that flow from the bottoms of deep reservoirs—support a rich and diversified aquatic life and are loaded with huge populations of hardfished trout. Each tailwater has its own character and nuances, for sure, but tailwaters also have many similarities: most are technically challenging and provide consistent, year-round fishing, and all can be unpredictable from time to time.


A few years ago, I wrote my first book A Fly-Fishing Guide to the South Platte River, sharing experiences and lessons learned on one of the greatest tailwaters in the western United States. The South Platte, and especially Cheesman Canyon, is my home water. Not only is it the best trout fishery within an hour’s drive of any major metropolitan area in America, it is one of the most technically challenging tailwater fisheries in the West. You’d be hard-pressed to find a better place to learn the basic fundamentals of catching selective trout.


Though I’ve fished Colorado streams my entire life, a big phase in my education as a trout angler didn’t begin until I started traveling outside the state to explore other noted tailwaters, such as the Bighorn, North Platte, San Juan, Colorado at Lees Ferry, Green, Shoshone, Wind, and Madison. I learned that many tricks of the trade that I applied on my home waters worked well on other tailwaters too, and I learned a lot of things from anglers on other rivers that I was able to take back home and put to good use.


It won’t take you long to figure out that I place special emphasis on western tailwaters. It is important to note, however, these strategies and techniques apply to all hard-fished rivers with selective trout—whether you’re fishing a western or eastern tailwater.


While I have fished eastern tailwaters, my experiences there have been limited compared to my time on the water throughout the Rocky Mountain region. I have spent thousands of hours on western trout streams pursuing some of the most hard-fished and selective trout in the country. While there are a few differences between western and eastern waters, you should be able to take a fly box stuffed with tiny midge and mayfly imitations and successfully master any number of tailwaters throughout the United States.


Traveling and fishing around the West reminds me how important it is to remain open-minded—because you can always learn a new trick by reading a book or magazine article or spending a day on the river with another angler. I have learned many valuable lessons from others—many of which I teach on a regular basis on guided trips and in schools and advanced nymphing clinics. Often the subtleties and simple refinements make the biggest breakthroughs in improving your skills.


I’m not an expert on every tailwater throughout the Rocky Mountain region. It takes someone who spends thousands of days on each watershed to become a true authority or expert on his or her drainage. That’s why I have called on regional experts from northern New Mexico, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana when researching this book. What you’ll find in these pages is an accumulation of many years of fishing with some of the best professionals in the world. The methodology and strategies you are about to read are time-tested and should help take your skills to the next level.


On all tailwaters—all trout rivers, for that matter—knowledge leads to success. In many ways, fly fishing is a problemsolving exercise. On a daily basis, the river does certain things, at certain times, for certain reasons. Your job as angler is to collect data, refine that information, and solve the “problem.” After that, you’ll be able to approach a trout stream with confidence and a clear-cut tactical approach. Having a plan and executing the plan are two important parts of fly fishing. The more you know about trout, the physical makeup of their underwater world, entomology, matching the hatch, and specific techniques required to catch them, the better an angler you’ll eventually become.


My primary goal in this book is to teach you everything I know about tailwaters. To that end, I’ve included chapters about what makes tailwaters tick, how to understand dams and their releases, and an in-depth look at trout and their environment. I cover the challenges of each season, reading the river, and refining technique. I’ve included a thorough discussion on observation, both surface and subsurface strategies, and a detailed orientation into entomology and matching the hatch, including all the fly patterns that have been effective for me over the years. In addition, I discuss tailwater equipment in detail, in the event you need to purchase or upgrade your gear.


Fishing all of the West’s great tailwaters is no easy task. It will take a serious commitment on your part. There are so many rivers, yet so little time. Think of your westward journey as a marathon, not a race. You’ll need to stop and smell the roses along the way. Trout country is a very special place—trout don’t live in ugly places. Along the way, you’ll make friends and life-long memories—and I hope you’ll learn a thing or two. If you do, my goal for this book will have been met.


Pat Dorsey


Parker, Colorado










CHAPTER 1 The Nature of Tailwaters



If it were not for concrete tucked between two towering canyon walls, angling meccas such as the Green, South Platte, Grey Reef, and Bighorn would not exist. Where humans have captured moving water in semiarid and arid climates, icy cold and nutrient-rich water flows forth from dams, providing some of the world’s best trout fishing. In many cases, the birth of a tailwater buries miles of existing trout stream under the massive reservoir. But these often mediocre fisheries have become great because of the cold, nutrient-rich releases flowing from below the dams.


Now, with icy cold, clean water, trout thrive where they didn’t live before. These transplants (mostly rainbows but also browns, cutthroats, and cuttbows) take to their new environment remarkably well. A 5- or 6-inch stocked fingerling rainbow will grow to 10–12 inches in its first year. A secondyear rainbow trout will measure 14–16 inches, and typically reach 18–20 inches by its third year. Fish over 20 inches are not uncommon, weighing 3 to 4 pounds. This is not a bad deal at all for a river that previously held only razorback suckers, carp, squawfish, and other warmwater species.


Bob Saile’s explanation of tailwaters in his book Trout Country sums up their paradoxical nature best: “The San Juan is an aberration as far as trout rivers go. It flows blue-green, clear and cold out of the bottom of Navajo Reservoir and slides in a weaving pattern of channels, riffles and holes through what is essentially desert country. Red sandstone bluffs and ridges dotted with chaparral and juniper provide the backdrop, with willows and cottonwoods framing some of the flats. Where tepid, muddy water once flowed in unpredictable spurts and trickles, reservoir outflows ranging from 500 to 5000 cubic feet per second are released from the dam. The water temperature is an almost constant and shocking icy forty-two to forty-four degrees, regardless of the time of year.”
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The San Juan River benefited greatly from the construction of Navajo Dam. Prior to the completion of the dam, only warmwater species inhabited the river.
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Tailwater fisheries provide anglers with consistent, year-round fly fishing. Ron Kless ties on a tiny nymph as he prepares to fish the Taylor River below Taylor Park Dam.
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Each tailwater has its own character and set of challenges. Some tailwaters are small and expeditious, while others are large and untamed. You can float larger tailwaters in a drift boat or raft, and on some, such as Lees Ferry of the Colorado, anglers travel from place to place in jet or power boats to fish large gravel bars and midchannel shelves that would be otherwise unreachable for the walk-and-wade angler.





Tailwaters are managed by humans rather than by the forces of nature, and the day-to-day management of the dam has a profound impact on the stream below. Unfortunately, these rivers were never intended to be “managed” strictly as trout fisheries, but despite all odds, their conditions are so ideal most of the time that trout populations can’t help but prosper.


Unlike freestone streams, where the river and the fishing fluctuate according to Mother Nature’s whims (see sidebar, page 10), tailwaters are more or less predictable. Instead of the smorgasbord of hatches in a typical freestone stream, small midges and mayflies make up the bulk of a trout’s diet, and only a master of minutiae is consistently effective through the year, dead-drifting tiny nymphs and larvae with thin tippets in the clear currents. Though nymph fishing with small flies is generally the main game for most of the year, tailwaters present many great dry-fly-fishing opportunities, as well as the chance to catch large trout on streamers in the spring and fall.


Rather than considering it the tail end or outtake of a reservoir, I like to think of a tailwater as a new beginning. As the river exits the dam, it has a whole lot more going for it than it did before entering the reservoir.


ROLE OF THE RESERVOIR


The primary goal of any Western reservoir is to trap and hold running water. The water generally accrues from snowmelt and rainfall, which may travel hundreds of miles via feeder creeks and other tributaries before it enters the dammed main channel. The water is used for variety of purposes, including supplying major metropolitan areas with water for day-to-day living, urban expansion, building new highways, and watering lawns, gardens, parks, and golf courses. Other important uses include agricultural needs such as irrigating crops and pastureland, and watering cattle. Recreational activities such as boating, fishing, and other water sports also fill an important niche within the reservoir itself. In some cases, the stored water generates hydropower.


TAILWATER BENEFITS
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	Consistent, year-round fishing.


	Stable water temperatures.


	Winter warm, summer cool. Releases cool the water during the summer and warm it during the winter.


	Clear water even during runoff and hydroelectric functions.


	Nutrient-rich water promotes a weed-rich substrate with algae-covered rocks.


	Large populations of trout.


	Stable banks because of consistent flows.








SUMMER STAGNATION
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WINTER STRATIFICATION
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Large bodies of water undergo seasonal changes based on water temperatures. These processes are referred to as summer stagnation and winter stratification.





SPRING OVERTURN




[image: chap01_fig_007]

Spring overturn: Increased solar radiation causes ice-off. The wind promotes circulation, mixing warm air with the surface of the reservoir. Wind blowing across the reservoir pushes the surface water to the downwind side of the lake, pushing the water to the bottom of the lake; conversely, the bottom water rises to the surface. For a short period of time, the lake maintains a uniform temperature from top to bottom.





FALL OVERTURN
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Fall overturn: As the autumn season unfolds and outside temperatures cool (from less solar radiation), the epilimnion begins to reduce its depth, while the hypolimnion increases its thickness. The epilimnion is then dissolved, surface winds mix the lake, and the water is once again uniform from top to bottom. Cold air from the atmosphere cools the lake’s surface, and the dense water descends to the bottom of the reservoir, further promoting mixing of the lake.


Western reservoirs turn over twice a year—once in the spring and once in the fall.






In addition to water storage, the reservoir provides several key ingredients to the great trout fishing below, including ideal water temperatures year-round, stable flows, and clear, nutrient-rich waters.


Thermal Stratification


Deep lakes and reservoirs experience seasonal temperature fluctuations based on light penetration, wind, wave action, and air temperatures. During the summer, lakes and reservoirs stratify into three different layers according to their water temperature, a process called summer stagnation.


The upper layer of water is known as the epilimnion. The epilimnion is warmest layer; therefore, it is the lightest (least dense), so it stays toward the surface. Intense sunshine, coupled with warm winds, mixes with the surface currents, warming the upper layer quickly. The depth of the epilmnion increases between spring and summer. The thin middle layer, called the thermocline (metalimnion), is cooler (denser) than the epilimnion. This layer changes temperature quickly with depth. The bottom layer, the hypolimnion, is located in deepest part of the lake and is significantly cooler than the other two levels.


In autumn, air temperatures gradually get cooler and cooler. The southerly exposure of the sun is less intense, so the water gradually gets colder. The wind continues to mix the colder air with the epilimnion, causing it to equalize with the thermocline, and eventually with the hypolimnion. This results in what is referred to as fall turnover when, for a short period of time, the water temperature is uniform from top to bottom.


As air temperatures continue to drop, the upper layer continues to cool, becoming colder than the bottom layer of the lake. The water on top generally freezes or stays slightly above the freezing mark. The reservoir’s water is densest at 40 degrees F and consequently the surface water (which is colder than 40 degrees) is less dense, so it stays on top of the lake. As this cooling process takes place, the water expands, becoming lighter (less dense), often forming ice. The reservoir stratifies again, with the densest water (40 degrees F) near the bottom of the reservoir. This is often referred as winter stratification.


After spring ice-out, the surface of the reservoir will be 32 degrees, and the bottom of the reservoir will be in the 40-degree range. As the warmer water rises, and the colder (more dense) water sinks to the bottom, it brings up nutrients and other debris (from decomposed organic matter) that have settled on the bottom of the reservoir. Also, the oxygen-depleted (anoxic zone) water rises from its winter stratification.


Next, the epilimnion cools to the temperature of the hypolimnion, dissolving the thermocline. Surface winds and other currents mix the lake, resulting in spring turnover. Once again, the lake or reservoir becomes uniform from top-to-bottom for a short duration. Then the whole process begins anew, with the top layer being warmed by solar energy and warm winds causing the water to stratify again.


How does this impact the fishing on a tailwater? The seasonal changes in temperate zone reservoirs and lakes with bottom-release mechanisms provide the trout with cooler water temperatures during the summer and warmer water temperatures in the winter for several miles below the dam, a phenomenon that Ed Engle refers to as “winter warm and summer cool.” This makes the water temperatures more conducive to fish growth and feeding than in freestone rivers, providing a longer window of fly-fishing opportunities.


COLD WATER


Over the course of the year, the temperature variation in a tailwater is minimal compared to that in unregulated or freestone streams (see the Freestone Rivers sidebar later in this chapter) because of the constant source of cold water. The temperature of the water that flows from a dam is determined by the type of release and the depth of the reservoir, which I discuss in detail in chapter 2. On average, releases from deep bottom-release reservoirs can be as cold as 40 degrees, which provides cool water and prime trout conditions for many miles downstream. Closer to the dam, where the water is coldest, the food base is limited, but as the water warms farther from the dam, the aquatic life broadens. Because of this, it is common to have different trout growth rates between the dam and several miles downstream, based on water temperatures and diversification of aquatic life.
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Water temperatures on the lower Blue River are considerably warmer than those found below Dillon Dam. The flows below Dillon Dam are an icy 38 to 40 degrees most of the year. Farther downstream near Palmer Gulch (15 miles below the dam), the water temperatures average 55 to 60 degrees throughout the summer season, and growth rates are double or triple the growth rates of the fish near the dam.
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A high level of nutrients promotes a weed-rich stream bottom supporting a dense aquatic life including scuds, sow bugs, and midge larvae.
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Seasonal stratification produces a phenomenon referred to as “winter warm and summer cool.” This allows anglers to fish throughout the winter months in tailwater fisheries such as the Frying Pan below Ruedi Reservoir. JERRY VIGIL





As the water flows downstream, tributaries can enter, creating irregular flows, changes in clarity, and temperature fluctuations that alter the fishing conditions and can make the stream more like a freestone stream in character.


Nutrient-Rich Water


Reservoirs produce nutrient-rich water, which promotes a dense aquatic life, a weed-rich substrate, larger populations of trout, and ideal growth rates below the reservoir as compared to a typical unregulated stream. Scuds, sow bugs, midge larvae, and other high-protein foods thrive under these conditions. Trout that feed on them tend to grow rapidly and have rich, vibrant colors.


The nutrients are the end result of the sun penetrating the large surface area of the reservoir, promoting increased plant and animal life (photosynthesis), combined with decaying matter and other organic debris within the reservoir itself. The water being discharged from the reservoir has a much higher nutrient level than the stream that enters the lake above. Think of the nutrients as fertilizer for the fishery below.


Because of the enormous biomass and conditions conducive to trout growth, many of our Western tailwaters are labeled as blue ribbon or gold medal trout streams, with more than 60 pounds of trout per acre, with 12 trout per acre larger than 14 inches. These quality waters are not stocked in routine management unless there is an extreme die-off. Both from an aquatic biology standpoint and a fly fisher’s point of view, these fisheries are simply legendary. Special regulations—catch-and-release, flies and lures only, two fish over 16 inches, and barbless hooks—have been enforced to protect these areas.


CLEAR WATER


The crystal clear currents from the dam above allow sunlight to penetrate the shallow riffled areas, producing algae, moss-covered rocks, and a weed-rich environment for aquatic insect life to thrive. Photosynthesis gives our underwater world a boost by producing oxygen and other nutrients critical for all life forms. Larger leafed plants and wavy grass provide additional oxygen and hiding places for juvenile trout.


The reservoir acts as a sediment trap, collecting a wide range of debris and sediments that enters the river from tributaries and the main river channel. Spring runoff is often the main culprit when it comes sedimentation and off-colored water. To a lesser degree, heavy afternoon rain showers can discolor streams and cause problems with sediment. Heavily burned-out areas and sections of the river corridor that have been affected by beetle kill can cause huge problems with erosion and off-colored water. Both the Green and South Platte have had recent forest fires, and now have tremendous problems with sedimentation.


The amount of sediment can vary dramatically, however, depending on whether or not there is another dam above the reservoir. If there is another dam upstream from you, the fishery will be much more stable and less likely to be influenced by runoff, heavy sedimentation, and off-colored water. In any event, the sediment generally settles to the bottom of the reservoir before exiting the outflow gates. The clarity may vary depending on the size of the reservoir, and whether it is a top release or bottom release (see chapter 2 for more information on dam releases), but in most cases, high, roily water that enters the reservoir during spring runoff generally exits the reservoir gin clear.


TURNOVER


In many cases, the releases from the dam may be off-colored for up to three weeks during the lake turnover process, which changes the way you’ll approach the river. Prior to the Hayman Fire, I never really noticed the impact of lake turnover on the South Platte in Cheesman Canyon. Maybe I wasn’t savvy enough to notice, but I don’t recall local experts talking about any significant changes during spring and fall turnover. Now, with a graveyard of sediment, decomposed granite, soot, and ash on the floor of Cheesman Reservoir (from the Hayman Fire) the lake now has a pronounced turnover. In recent years, the releases have been noticeably off-colored during the latter part of September and the first two weeks of October. The spring turnover begins toward the latter part of April and extends into the first part of May. It, too, changes the clarity substantially.


I’ve had varied results when the lake is turning over—some days I’ve caught a lot of fish and on others I could hardly get a strike. At this time, nymphing can be challenging, because you are continually cleaning moss and other debris from nymphing rigs. I fish dark streamers, leech patterns (rabbit fur and chamois leeches), and other brightly colored flies such as San Juan Worms, scuds, and egg patterns as attractor patterns, and trail a smaller midge or mayfly nymph behind them. The poor clarity makes sight-nymphing difficult.


Not all tailwaters will turn off-colored when the lake turns over, but if water temperatures shoot up from the 40s to the mid- to high 50s, it is probably pretty safe to assume the lake is mixing. Because of these escalating water temperatures, I have observed caddis, Yellow Sallies, and stoneflies hatching late in the fall. In Fly Fishing the Tailwaters (Stackpole 1991), Ed Engle notes: “In many cases the season’s highest water temperatures may be delayed well into the fall when the reservoir turns over.”
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Tailwater fisheries are known for their clear water. The dam and reservoir assist in settling out silt before the water exits the outflow gates. Rivers like the Bighorn are known for their exceptionally clear water.
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Seasonal turnover may change the river’s clarity for a two- to three-week period each spring and fall. This is a common occurrence on the San Juan River below Navajo Dam.
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Electroshocking surveys conducted by fish and wildlife agencies verify that there are several thousand trout per mile in many of our Western tailwater fisheries.





The trout will still feed in both selective and opportunistic phases when the lake turns over. If anything, their metabolism is increased, and they’ll really be on the feed. Despite the fact that the water is often off-colored, a trout’s eyesight is truly amazing! I have “pumped” (using a stomach pump) a fish and found it was filled with size 24 Baetis nymphs during the afternoon in Cheesman Canyon when the water looked like a glacial stream. During the same day, we had fish rising to large dry flies (Amy’s Ant) in riffled water. Don’t let the dirty water fool you: fishing can still be very good.


When a reservoir turns over, you’ll also notice an odor that smells like dead fish or rotten eggs from the hydrogen sulfide in the hypolimnion getting stirred up during the mixing process.


Stable Releases


In addition to the increased nutrients and kind temperatures, the stable releases are a critical factor in creating these abundant fisheries. On the South Platte River, there are five dams between the headwaters and where it enters the Denver metropolitan area. Below each reservoir is a tailwater fishery, which keeps the river stable throughout its entire journey.


I often ponder what the South Platte in Cheesman Canyon was like before the dam was built in 1905. As a freestone, it must have raged for several weeks during spring runoff, almost drying up in the late summer. Many anglers hike in and out of the “canyon” and never realize (or care) that a mighty freestone river once ripped through this scenic canyon. Evidence of erosion along the streambanks, and deep, swirling grooves in the Pike’s Peak granite prove that large quantities of water once surged through this fabled canyon. I’m sure that back then it wasn’t even remotely the fishery that it is today.


A traditional runoff is almost nonexistent in the South Platte watershed (with the exception of the Middle Fork of the South Platte River river that enters the first reservoir—Spinney Reservoir) because the dams store the water and moderate the flows. Because the flows are generally very stable, a strong network of rooted grasses, fern-type plants, trees, willows, and a wide range of other assorted ground foliage (poison ivy, weeds, wildflowers, etc.) provide bank stability and a place for adult aquatic insects to molt, mate, seek protection, and rest.


Scouring runoff flows tend to wash away part of the aquatic life. Aquatic insects such as midges, green drakes, and stoneflies, however, tend to cope moderately well under these higher fluctuating flows. The only problem is that huge populations of trout cannot survive if the aquatic life is only mediocre.


The hatches found on tailwaters are spectacular. Anglers will find trout rising to incredible hatches of midges, blue-winged olives, pale morning duns, Tricos, caddisflies, and Yellow Sally stoneflies throughout the course of the year. Because of this abundance of food coupled with prime water temperatures, many tailwaters have several thousand trout per mile, compared to substantially lower numbers found on unregulated trout streams.


While tailwater flows are generally closely managed, they still have a tendency to fluctuate during certain times of the year. The biggest fluctuations occur between May and September. River levels vary depending on incoming snowmelt, rainfall, downstream demand, or hydroelectric commitments. Even during higher flows, tailwaters are much more stable than a free-flowing or unregulated stream. While the flows may be high, they are generally clear and fishable. In fact, even when there is a flow increase on some tailwaters, scuds, aquatic worms, and midge larvae are frequently dislodged, providing for great fishing.
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Tailwaters remain fishable even during high flow regimes. Anglers fish the Blue River below Dillon Dam with flows exceeding 900 cubic feet per second (cfs) near Silverthorne.
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Managed flows help promote good bank stabilization with willows, trees, rooted grasses, ferns, and other assorted ground foliage. This provides places for adult aquatic insects to propagate, molt, seek protection, and rest.









FREESTONE RIVERS


Unlike tailwaters, which are regulated by humans, freestone rivers are free-flowing or uncontrolled rivers. In Colorado, well-known freestone streams include the Arkansas, Eagle, upper Gunnison, Clear Creek, Roaring Fork, Animas, and Rio Grande. Arkansas River guide Greg Felt of Salida, Colorado sums up a freestone river best. “Fishing freestones means meeting nature on her own terms . . . flows, water temperatures, water quality . . . The diversity of food sources coupled with an often steeper gradient and a prevalence of pocketwater means that fish are less focused in specific holes or runs and more apt to be distributed throughout the river corridor and feeding on a variety of bugs. The fish in a freestone are frequently less selective, but are also more impacted by the presence of humans, putting stealth, presentation, and drift at a higher priority than specific fly pattern.”


Freestone rivers keep you on your toes at all times, because you are constantly reacting to unpredictable conditions. Some days you can do no wrong; other days, you’d swear there wasn’t a fish in the entire river. While you can fish tailwaters year-round, freestone rivers have a much more limited window. Many freeze in the winter, and for several weeks during the ideal growth period for trout (May through August) the river is high and unfishable because of spring runoff—Mother Nature’s way of “spring cleaning” by flushing away insect-choking sediments and dislodging large clumps of aquatic weeds, moss beds, and other vegetation that may jam up the trout’s living quarters. During these higher flows, the fish hunker down and hold tight to the edges of the stream, trying to battle the high, roily water. At this time, survival is a trout’s main goal.


Snowpack has a tremendous impact on a freestone river’s overall condition and flow throughout the entire year. In lean years, runoff will peak quickly (mid- to late May), leaving low flows that can be problematic during the latter part of July, August, and September. With the low water volume, the water temperatures rise quickly. Summer drought can severely impact river levels on a freestone river. Unlike a tailwater, there is no “backup source” to help assist with summer flows when the natural flows are low. And when Mother Nature blankets the Rockies with heavy snowfall, our freestone streams may run high and roily until the middle part of July.


Unregulated rivers do not have anywhere near the stable aquatic life that tailwaters have. Why? Because the flows constantly bounce up and down, wreaking havoc with the aquatic life and causing stress to the trout. During part of the ideal growing season (May through July), flows are often high and roily from runoff. The trout are hunkered on the bottom, or tucked tight to the bank underneath willows, or in other soft-flowing spots, just trying to survive the high, muddy water. Temperatures are consistently inconsistent. As result of these fluctuations, the trout populations are not nearly as impressive as those found below a dam.
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Unregulated rivers, commonly called freestones, like the upper Gunnison River, are much less predictable than tailwaters. Water clarity and temperatures will vary dramatically compared to a classic tailwater.
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The best fishing on a freestone river is early spring, late summer, or autumn. In Colorado, from May through Father’s Day (June 15), most freestones are high and off-colored, making fishing conditions difficult at best. During spring runoff, anglers typically concentrate their efforts on fishing tailwater fisheries, which have stable flows.





Unregulated streams often turn muddy during a substantial flow increase. Their streambanks are considerably less stable compared to those of a tailwater. Fluctuating flows stir up sediments and erode the soil along the river’s edge. Flow increases can be a result of spring runoff, or a heavy afternoon rain shower, causing tributaries that enter the main river corridor to rise quickly. These scouring currents can turn a clear river muddy in minutes. In many cases, unregulated waters remain unfishable for several days to several weeks under these circumstances.


While the typical freestone still boasts fair to good populations of midges, blue-winged olives, pale morning duns, caddis, red quills, green drakes, and stoneflies, they are not as dense as insects commonly found on tailwater fisheries.


Sometimes the classifications are not so cut and dried. Many tailwaters, such as the Williams Fork and the lower Blue River, resemble classic freestone streams. But the last time I checked, their releases were from deep, ice-cold, bottom-release reservoirs.


The Williams Fork reminds me of a miniature version of the Gunnison River, which is a noted Western freestone river. The Williams Fork is lined with towering stands of cottonwoods, dense walls of willows, and the occasional blue spruce. Beavers have gnawed down trees and built dams. The gradient of the stream channel is severe, producing swift riffles, runs, and highly productive pocketwater. It looks and feels like a freestone. But the fact of the matter is this: you’ll need to approach the Williams Fork like a classic tailwater fishery if you plan on being successful.


The Blue River, on the other hand, is a classic tail - water fishery, but the savvy angler will approach the lower Blue like a conventional freestone river. Dead-drifting large stonefly patterns, caddisfly larvae, crane flies, and Green Drake Nymphs will catch a lot of trout. This section is a pocketwater paradise! Pale morning duns, caddisflies, stoneflies, green drakes, and red quills offer explosive dry-fly fishing during the post-runoff period.
















CHAPTER 2 Understanding Dams and Releases



To completely understand a tailwater fishery, it makes sense to start at the source—the dam. Dams come in all sizes and configurations, and their purposes vary, from water storage, day-to-day metropolitan demands, irrigation needs, flood control, environmental factors (such as increasing flows to flush away harmful sediments), making room for incoming snowmelt, and hydroelectricity.


In many cases, the dams and the river below are nothing more than a water storage system and a conduit to move water to urban areas. The South Platte is a prime example: along the river’s entire length, the South Platte creates a series of major metropolitan water storage facilities for the Denver Water Board and the City of Aurora.


These government agencies are faced with an ongoing dilemma: trying to meet the demands of senior water-rights holders, outdoor enthusiasts, fly fishers, and the three-million-plus people who have trickled into the Denver metropolitan area demanding their fair share of “liquid gold” for day-to-day living. Aside from the trout taking the brunt of the punishment, and attorneys and politicians making lucrative careers out of litigating who gets water and when, things aren’t all bad. Below each reservoir there is a tailwater fishery that wasn’t there before, and while conditions are not always ideal, the trout have adapted over time to adjust to these everchanging conditions.
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Releases in our tailwater fisheries are dependent on many variables, including water storage, day-to day metropolitan needs, irrigation, flood control, and hydroelectricity. The Green River’s water level below Flaming Gorge is affected by downstream demand and hydroelectric commitments.
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The Spinney Mountain Ranch section of the South Platte imitates a spring creek in almost every way, with the exception of fluctuating flows from the dam above.





The management of the reservoir hinges on many factors. First and foremost, the primary purpose of the reservoir is to collect snowmelt to be used to supply arid and semiarid areas during the hot and dry summer months. As spring unfolds, the water board or the Bureau of Reclamation is faced with making an educated guess whether or not they’ll need to hold water back to fill the reservoir, or release water to make room for the incoming snowpack. In most cases, the water managers will err on the conservative side to ensure a full reservoir. In their eyes, a full reservoir is a good reservoir, and water flowing over the spillway is a bonus. Improper management—resulting in low flows or high flows—caused by miscalculating incoming water and reservoir levels often produces unfavorable conditions and poor fishing below the dam. But in most cases, the storage and movement of water take precedence over the trout’s living quarters.


A few Western reservoirs are operated predominantly to generate hydroelectricity. While these reservoirs are less common in the West than those tailwaters found in East (Arkansas, Missouri, Georgia, Virginia, North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee), they do account for some excellent fishing in areas such as the Colorado River below Glen Canyon Dam (Lees Ferry).


Some Western reservoirs are multifaceted: they store water and provide electricity to the grid as an added bonus. Examples include the San Juan River below Navajo Dam, the Bighorn below Yellowtail Dam, the North Platte at Grey Reef, and the Green River below Flaming Gorge Dam. These fisheries tend to fluctuate less compared to traditional reservoirs that operate solely for generating power. As a general rule, tailwater fisheries that fluctuate less have much more stable conditions. Tailwaters that fluctuate several feet on a daily basis are less likely to have stable streambanks, a weed-rich stream bottom, a diversified population of aquatic insects, and self-sustaining populations of trout.
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The day-to-day management of the dam has a major impact on the tailwater below. River levels may vary depending on incoming water, downstream demand, and hydroelectricity.
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Strontia Springs Reservoir is a bottom-release dam that produces a beautiful tailwater, which flows through Waterton Canyon just south of the Denver metropolitan area.
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Bottom-release tailwaters allow trout fisheries in arid areas such as the Colorado River in Arizona and the San Juan River in northern New Mexico. What had previously been a warm, off-colored, slow-moving native squawfish stream now boasts large populations of rainbow trout thriving in the cold, clear water. After the construction of the dam, temperatures plummeted to the low to mid-40s. This cold water, coupled with the nutrients from the lake above, created the perfect environment for trout to thrive.





If the dam is constructed on the base of a lush valley floor, anglers can expect to find classic meandering meadow stream conditions with riffles, runs, pools, oxbows, midchannel shelves, gravel bars, and undercut banks more reminiscent of Montana’s renowned spring creeks. The weed-rich stream channel is a hotbed for aquatic insects to thrive, supporting excellent trout populations. Provided that there are no cattle grazing, bank stabilization and erosion improve over time because of the absence of fluctuating flows during spring runoff.


Because of the valley terrain, the reservoir is generally not as deep as one that might be placed in the heart of a majestic canyon. The level at which the water is released (see the section on releases later in this chapter) will dramatically impact the density of hatches, the overall activity of the fish, and their growth rates.


Dams that are nestled between two gigantic canyon walls typically create fisheries comprised of faster riffles, runs, pools, and highly productive pocketwater. For the most part, the stream channel is devoid of any large quantities of fine sediment and silt because the faster currents continually scour the streambed. The lack of extreme runoff in the canyon allows ponderosa pine, blue spruce, fir, cottonwood, aspen, and other trees, as well as grass, ferns, poison ivy, and other assorted ground foliage, to secure a good root system and for aquatic vegetation to take hold.


RELEASES AND THEIR IMPACTS


Western reservoirs incorporate a wide range of strategies for releasing water into the river system. These include releases that occur from the bottom of the reservoir, topwater releases, or a combination of both, in which mixing towers take water from different levels of the lake, integrating them before the water exits from the outflow gates. Let’s take a closer look at each, exploring the trade-offs and compromises in fishing quality that are associated with the different types of release mechanisms.


Bottom-Release Dams


On a bottom-release dam, the outflow gates are near the base of the dam, and ice-cold water gushes from the deepest part of the reservoir. Generally, the first several hundred yards below a bottom-release reservoir is closed to fishing as a safety precaution because of life-threatening currents, undertows, and flow fluctuations. Since September 11, 2001, the reins have been tightened dramatically on the no-fishing zones. Many of the off-limits boundaries have been extended farther downstream in an effort to protect against any possible terrorist threat. For instance, the upper parking facility on the San Juan has been closed, which makes for difficult access in the upper reaches below the dam. There has been an increased alertness around Flaming Gorge Dam too—several law enforcement officials are continuously monitoring the area for any suspicious activity.


Temperatures vary greatly from one bottom-release tailwater to another. In theory, the deeper the lake, the colder the water. Deeper reservoirs (250-400 feet deep) like Navajo (on the San Juan River) or Dillon (on the Blue River) will release ice-cold water (typically in the low 40s) into the tailwater below. In the first mile below the dam, anglers rarely see water temperatures rising above the 42-degree mark, except for short periods when the lake turns over. The cold water affects the diversity of the aquatic life, the insect hatches, and the feeding behavior of the trout. As a result of these cold water temperatures, anglers will be required to fish with small (#20-24) midge and mayfly patterns the majority of the time. In most cases, this means nymph fishing to trout holding deep in the river.


Reservoirs less than 200 feet deep tend to have warmer releases, which promotes better hatches and makes it easier to find more feeding trout. Spinney Mountain Ranch (on the South Platte) is an excellent example. The reservoir is not as deep as Cheesman Reservoir. Water temperatures reach the mid- to high 50s (and many times the mid-60s) throughout the summer, creating excellent caddis and Yellow Sally hatches.


In most tailwaters, water temperatures are usually in the high 30s to low 40s throughout the winter and spring, and in the mid- to high 50s throughout the summer and autumn. It’s rare to find a bottom-release tailwater with huge temperature extremes unless some of the water is coming over the spillway, during a seasonal turnover (see page 4), or in a severe drought that causes low lake levels.


Spilling Reservoirs


When the reservoir fills, and there is no downstream demand (because of excessive rain, above-average snowpack, flooding, or other reasons), the extra water flows over the spillway, which can be good or bad for fly fishing, depending on the time of the year.
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Some of the best fishing of the year in Cheesman Canyon occurs when the reservoir is spilling. Warmer water temperatures, coupled with ice-cold water from the base of the dam, produce scouring flows that dislodge some of the larger food organisms such as stoneflies, aquatic worms, crane flies, and scuds. CHARLIE MEYERS





A spilling reservoir almost guarantees that there will be better than average flows for the remainder of the summer season, which produces ideal conditions for the trout to prosper. The aquatic bug life thrives because the river’s substrate is completely immersed in water, dramatically increasing the surface area for insects to propagate. Mother Nature takes the reins, making the flow adjustments. The flow might rise slowly after a steady afternoon rain shower, causing tributaries and the main river corridor to swell above the lake. The flows below the dam rise accordingly. These adjustments are gradual (an extra inch or two coming over the spillway) as opposed to fluctuating several hundred cubic feet per second (cfs) in a 24-hour period when adjustments are made by dam managers opening the bottom-flow gates.


The reservoir may spill for a few days to a few months, depending on snowpack, runoff, and daily precipitation. When the warm surface water of the reservoir mixes and warms the several hundred feet of cool water from the bottom of the reservoir, water temperatures can climb into the mid-50s or 60s. The result is better hatches and overall better feeding opportunities for the fish on crane flies, stoneflies, aquatic worms, and scuds—until the flows drop and all the water is drawn from the bottom of the reservoir. When this occurs, the fish go into shock for a short period of time, and fishing can be tough until the trout get reacclimated to the colder waters.


But if little water is being released from the bottom of the lake, and only warm surface water is spilling over the top, water temperatures can quickly rise to the high 60s, having detrimental impacts on both the aquatic insect life and the trout. If these conditions do exist, please voluntarily refrain from fishing until the water temperatures drop back into the mid-60s. Catching fish when the water is too warm can stress them unduly and impair their chances of survival.


Flow Fluctuations on Water Storage Tailwaters


Water flow fluctuations can make or break your day of fishing. In most cases (with the exception of hydroelectric dams), a change in flow dramatically changes the fishing conditions, and generally for the worse.


At other times, small flow increases on tailwaters such as the Williams Fork or South Platte dislodge midge larvae and create a small feeding frenzy. During these phases, I usually fish a pale olive midge larva and have enjoyed tremendous success.


There is no doubt that fisheries with stable flows, such as the San Juan River, fish better on a day-to-day basis compared to rivers like the South Platte River that fluctuate daily. I have been in the middle of an incredible Trico hatch on the South Platte River when the flow was increased—and the river shut off like someone threw a switch. The city of Aurora could care less that you were stalking a 20-inch rising rainbow that was feeding relentlessly on spentwing mayflies.


Keeping an eye on water conditions is very important from a wading safety standpoint as well as the overall fishing conditions. While these changes are not as dramatic as those found below reservoirs that generate power, anglers must be aware of changing conditions. Flow increases can put the fish down for a short period because the clarity changes from all the free-floating debris kicked up due to the increase in volume. This is exactly the opposite of a hydroelectric fishery because the trout tend to go “on the feed” when the flow is increased. I learned a long time ago from a seasoned South Platte veteran—the late Dave Miller—to put a small rock along the streambank at the edge of the water to keep an eye on water levels.


It is very easy to keep an eye on water levels this way: If the rock is submerged, the flow has increased, and if there is exposed sand between the water line and the rock there has been a decreased flow. One trick that I use is to pay close attention to the streambank. Little bubbles will appear on the sand just as the river is beginning its initial rise, before you start to see floating debris such as moss, branches, and pine needles. Watch the edge of the stream closely as you move from hole to hole.


Flow increases generally shut the fish down for a while, and in some cases ruin fishing for the entire day. During a flow increase, your best bet is to fish imitations of larger food organisms such as crane flies and stoneflies, and San Juan Worms, or dead-drift dark-colored streamers.


To detect a decrease in flow, watch the rocks along the edge of the stream and look for a noticeable darkened line (not a normal wave or splash line) that indicates a dropping water level. If given the choice, I’ll take a decrease in flow rather than an increase.


TOP-RELEASE DAMS


Many dams throughout the West release their water into the river below via a top-release spilling basin or spillway. Although they are less common than other dam types, they generally have good to excellent trout populations for several miles below the dam.


Colorado’s Elevenmile Canyon (on the South Platte near the town of Lake George) is an excellent example of a Western top-release dam. The 2-mile stretch between the dam and Springer Gulch is a “model” Western tailwater, supporting a self-sustaining rainbow population of 3,500 fish per mile. Catch-and-release regulations help protect this fine fishery in its upper reaches. This stretch is an aquatic biologist’s dream.


As a general rule, top-release dams have much less impact (with regard to being “controlled” fisheries) on the river below, and have considerably warmer water temperatures than bottom-release tailwaters. In theory, top-release reservoirs operate on a “full pool” premise. (“Full pool” refers to the lake always being full, as opposed to the typical reservoir that fills and then slowly loses its water as the runoff and rainfall decrease, and the demand increases.) The primary goal is to collect and store snowmelt and rainfall, allowing the excess to simply flow over the concrete raceway. The reservoir stays full, and the excess flows over the spillway. The water levels can vary greatly depending on runoff, rainfall, and drought. This means you could have several inches to several feet of water spilling over the spillway.


In 2002, Evergreen Lake, which has a top-release dam and is fed by Bear Creek, nearly dried up. As a result of the dry conditions, only a few cfs made it over the spillway, resulting in dangerously low water, high temperatures, and a large fish kill below Evergreen Lake.


As you might imagine, runoff will be much more substantial from a top-release dam than a bottom-release dam. Once runoff has subsided, Mother Nature manages the flows, and the flow increases and decreases are usually minimal compared with bottom-release dams. Flows from bottom-release dams can rise and fall several hundred cfs in a 24-hour period, whereas flow increases from top-release dams are gradual, unless heavy rains substantially raise flows.
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Flows fluctuate greatly on tailwaters that store water for irrigation needs. Keep an eye on water levels at all times. Look at high-water lines and plan accordingly to prevent any unforeseen problems. On tailwaters with large fluctuations, consider wearing a small, inflatable personal floatation device (PFD) for emergencies.
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Many dams throughout the Rocky Mountain West release water from the surface of the reservoir. Olympus Dam is a top-release dam below Lake Estes that forms the tailwater on the lower Big Thompson River.
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Colorado’s Elevenmile Canyon flows beneath a top-release dam. It is speculated that the absence of whirling disease is a result of the top-release configuration of the dam.





In the case of Elevenmile Dam, the Denver Water Board can release water from the bottom if the need arises. In 2002, when severe drought and the Hayman Fire taxed water levels in the South Platte drainage, a substantial amount of water was “moved” downstream to replenish Cheesman Reservoir. Unfortunately this meant that reservoir levels were below the spillway level; therefore, water was released from below. Water was then moved from Antero Reservoir, draining it, to refill Elevenmile Reservoir.


The absence of whirling disease in Elevenmile Canyon is surprising, and it’s suspected that this horrible parasite does not live here because of the top-release design of the dam. Dave Leinweber, local guide and owner of Angler’s Covey in Colorado Springs, says: “I believe the sole explanation that Elevenmile Reservoir escaped the curse of whirling disease is because it is a 100 percent top-release dam. This despite the fact that the reservoir contains extensive numbers of whirling disease spores.” Through intensive research, the Colorado Division of Wildlife has discovered that whirling disease spores are nonbuoyant, which suggests that these spores are concentrated on the bottom of Elevenmile Reservoir. The spores are unable to escape via the top outflow and enter the South Platte River.


During the early season, higher water temperatures from a top-release dam produce increased trout activity and better hatches from the warmer water. In addition, the oxygen content is much higher below a surface-release dam, and there are better growth rates from the warmer water and more diversified aquatic insect life.


The biggest disadvantage to top-release dams is higher water temperatures, which may approach the high 60s to low 70s between mid-June and the latter part of August. Please refrain from fishing if the water temperature exceeds 67 degrees. In addition, during drier times, or droughts, the fishery below dam often becomes a trickle, stressing the aquatic life and trout.


A diversion dam is another form of top-release dam, typically used to divert water for irrigation purposes, for filling ponds or lakes, or for other water needs such as metropolitan consumption. In theory, streams below diversion dams are not true tailwaters, but these dams do change the river system by warming the water, increasing oxygen levels, and creating some additional structure and river habitat.


There is a generally a run or pool below the diversion dam that houses several nice trout. The riffle-run configuration above the diversion dam is the least complex. Cover the water methodically, showing your flies to as many trout as possible. Both long-line and short-line nymphing tactics are effective in these areas.


Fishing below diversion dams presents great challenges because getting a good drift is difficult with the severe reverse currents and swirly undertows. Opportunistic trout will hug tight to the stream bottom, where the current is at a minimum, but will frequently rise to the surface to eat a dry fly swirling in a reverse current, or chase a large forage item. Heavily weighted streamers, large bushy attractors, and dry/dropper rigs perform best here. I’ll typically keep all the fly line off the water and just allow the dry fly to float on the surface. Let it float around for a while—the chances are good you’ll entice a large trout to rise from the bottom of the river. The key is to use something that makes it worth their while to expend the energy required for them to move several feet.


Diversion dams vary in size dramatically. Marston Diversion in Waterton Canyon (on the South Platte below Strontia Springs Reservoir) is quite large compared to many of the other small concrete or wooden barriers that cross the river to form irrigation head gates.


Marston Diversion creates a lake that is several hundred yards long. This water is funneled into an underground pipeline to Marston Lake, which is controlled by the Denver Water Board for metropolitan consumption. Anglers will find excellent fishing above the lake, and the quarter-mile stretch mile stretch below the diversion dam is some of the most productive water in the lower reaches of Waterton Canyon.
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An angler works a nice run above Marston Diversion in Waterton Canyon. Flows are higher above the diversion before water is diverted to Marston Lake for the Denver metropolitan area.





DAMS WITH MIXING TOWERS


Some dams can mix water from various levels of the reservoir system, producing ideal water temperatures year-round. The Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) or other governing water agency can manipulate water temperatures—if they wish to do so—by drawing water from different levels of the lake, depending on the time of year, stratification, and reservoir temperatures.
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