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    To the memory of the western fly-fishing greats

    who now fish the other side of the divide:

    Joe Brooks, Dan Bailey, Roderick Haig-Brown,

    Charles E. Brooks, and Gary LaFontaine.
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    Ifirst met Jim McLennan forty-two years ago. I was selling welding equipment and his dad, Doug McLennan, was a good customer and good friend who ran Mechanics Supply in Edmonton, Alberta. Doug arranged to have his welding seminars for the staff on Sunday because there was no hunting in Alberta on Sunday, and that way he and I could hunt Friday and Saturday. He took me on some wonderful duck and sharptail grouse hunts. I had the added pleasure of staying in Doug and Eleanor McLennan’s home during my visits, and young Jim, age seven, talked to me about fly fishing. He didn’t catch the fly-fishing bug from his dad, as Doug’s interest was shooting and hunting. But young Jim sure had the bug at the ripe age of seven.

    Shortly after I acquired the Orvis Company in 1965 Jim started writing me about fly-fishing on the Bow River near Calgary and invited me to come out and fish with him. I wasn’t able to do it until the seventies and wow, what a trip it was. We caught a number of browns and rainbows, some of which exceeded twenty inches, during a magnificent Trico spinner-fall.

    Since that time I’ve had a number of occasions to fish with Jim, and I can assure you I’ve learned a great deal more from him than he has from me. He’s a keen and astute observer and has developed a number of unique techniques for taking trout. And above all, he understands that fly fishing for trout is supposed to be fun. He spends most of his time fishing with his wife, Lynda, and daughter, Deanna, both superb anglers who squeal with joy when a trout rises to their fly.

    I’ve just reviewed Jim’s chapter on spring creek fishing. This is my favorite kind of fishing, and as I write, I’m looking out on a beautiful spring creek in Wyoming. Jim is a wonderful writer and his description of spring creeks, which includes the delights, the frustrations, and the techniques that sometimes work, is the best I’ve ever read. You will enjoy this book.


    —Leigh H. Perkins                          

    CEO, the Orvis Company,           

    and author of A Sportsman’s Life
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    Like most, this book began as an idea that wouldn’t go away. And like all, this book had help with its birth. Near the beginning of the process Dave Hughes, probably the most prolific writer in the history of fly fishing, provided information, inspiration, and advice. From an idea, it became a query, sent to Judith Schnell at Stackpole, who seemed to think it might be possible to turn this pesky idea into a book. Through the rest of the process Judith and Amy Dimeler and the staff at Stackpole were polite, patient, and astute, answering e-mails and directing the book’s course wisely.

    Long-time friend Ross Purnell, of Fly Fisherman magazine, read and commented on parts of the manuscript dealing with tailwater trout streams. George Anderson, of Livingston, Montana, helped with some of the spring creek methods. I leaned heavily on Dave Hughes’s book Wet Flies for the information on that method of fishing.

    I also called on a number of fishing friends for information in the hatch charts—Ken Beatty, Chuck Echer, Gary Gould, Tyler Thomas, and Tim Wade.

    For help in other ways, thanks to Ken Kohut, Bob Scammell, Jim Gilson, Tim Tollet, and Leigh Perkins. Thanks to Glenn Smith, of Calgary, Alberta, the vise magician whose flies appear in the photographs. Big thanks to my wife, Lynda, for bringing coffee and breakfast on those long mornings in the basement and for sharing western trout streams with me for twenty-five years.
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    The first western fly fishers were probably homesteaders who put a fly rod in the trunk when they moved west to settle a new land. They wouldn’t have known what to expect, but what they found, along with dry air, plains grizzlies, and elk, was an astonishingly beautiful and harsh landscape. They quickly learned that the West is a place where Mother Nature’s grip is firm and compassionless. The extremes of winter weather and spring flooding were often more than just an inconvenience and occasionally extracted a toll in livestock, homes, and human lives.

    The former easterners would have met and been impressed by the strength and power of two forces birthed in the loins of the Rocky Mountains: the rivers and the wind. Those few fly fishers among the early homesteaders found new fish—cutthroats, rainbows, and giant bull trout—that may have helped them overcome melancholic memories of their favorites from back home.

    Just where, when, and for whom this first happened is open to speculation only, for fly fishing was surely a novelty during the early settling of the West. The earliest migrants had other things on their minds and precious little time for recreation.

    But later, in the early to mid-twentieth century, more people came west, seeking economic opportunity, and some of them liked to fly-fish. Western fly fishing began to grow and take on an identity. It developed more or less simultaneously on several fronts, and each area had its godfather figure. In Wyoming’s Jackson Hole country, curmudgeonly Bob Carmichael was the guru of the Snake River with its fine-spotted cutthroats, while Dan Bailey held forth from behind the counter of his soon-to-be-famous fly shop in Livingston, Montana.

    Casting clubs in San Francisco and Pasadena fueled interest in fly fishing on the West Coast, and farther north, on Canada’s Vancouver Island, Roderick Haig-Brown began his quest to articulate the ethics and esthetics of the sport.

    But perhaps the best perspective on western fly fishing at that time was provided, surprisingly, by an outdoor writer from New York named Ray Bergman. He wrote compelling stories of his experiences on western trout waters, particularly those inYellowstone Park, in the best-selling fishing book, Trout, first published in 1938.


    The first fly-fishing methods used in the West were the methods that worked in eastern North America. They worked in a general way in the West, and they still do, but the differences between eastern and western watersheds and between eastern and western trout are substantial, and the development of distinctively western approaches to fly fishing was inevitable. Those differences and those approaches are the subject of this book.

    As fishing pressure increases, western trout are becoming every bit as skeptical and selective as their eastern counterparts. Versatility is now the major prerequisite for consistent success on western streams. The skilled western fly fisher possesses the finely tuned finesse and hatch-matching abilities demanded by eastern streams, plus the casting, wading, and water-reading skills that western rivers require. Throw in an experimental, yet pragmatic, attitude and you have the type of angler that every western guide looks forward to taking out. The best of these fishermen are not only comfortable with everything from double streamer rigs and sinking-tip lines to midges and 7X tippets, but they know when to use each.

    Western trout streams are best characterized by the words abundant and diverse. I recently made a business trip through Montana and Wyoming. I kept track of the named trout streams that I crossed along the way. Beginning with the Sheep River a few blocks from my home in southern Alberta and concluding with the North Platte in Wyoming a few days later, I counted over 70 streams, ranging from rivers large and famous to creeks small and unknown. This number does not count those that I came near but didn’t cross, nor the ones I crossed but didn’t notice because I was dozing behind the wheel. I saw big freestone rivers, tailwaters, spring creeks, mountain brooks. I saw streams with dozens of anglers and streams that seemed abandoned by humans. The intent of this book is to identify and explain the methods required to fish the abundant and diverse trout streams of the West; to help experienced fly fishers who plan to, but have not yet fished there; and to help new fly fishers who live in the West.

    —Rock Creek, Montana,

    August 8, 2002           

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1
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    Western Trout (and Some Relatives)

    RAINBOW TROUT

    If you were to design the perfect fish for fly fishing, you might end up with a duplication of the rainbow trout. Rainbows possess all the practical and esthetic qualities we want in a sport fish. They live comfortably in streams and lakes and will go to the ocean if there’s one handy. They feed heavily on aquatic insects and are happy to do it at the surface of the water. They are beautiful, sleek creatures that, like European sportscars, look fast even when they’re parked. Add the fact that they can be reared quickly and easily in hatcheries, and it’s not hard to understand why rainbow trout are now favorites of anglers around the world.

    What anglers like best about them is their exceptional fighting ability. When hooked, rainbow trout are the uncontested champions of performance. No freshwater fish runs as far, jumps as high or as often. This was made clear to me for the umpteenth time when I fished a small western spring creek a number of years ago. Pale morning dun mayflies were on the water one cloudy, showery afternoon, and the fish were rising to them nicely. They were mostly cutthroats, and I had been having a pretty good day, catching some good-size fish when I did everything just right. At a spot where a gentle run ducked beneath a round, plump willow bush, several good fish were rising, quietly sipping the duns that drifted on the placid surface of the spring creek. I slipped gently into the water downstream of the willow and made a few casts to the nearest fish. After a while, it took my fly. It was an eighteen-inch cutthroat and it thrashed about a bit, but I was able to keep it from disturbing the other fish while I brought it to my net.

    The next fish was rising a bit farther back under the willow, and it took several tries to get the cast right. Finally the fly settled like a piece of lint on a billiard table and bobbed along until the head of a trout politely creased the surface to take it. I tightened up gently, congratulating myself for showing restraint and remembering to set the hook with my “6X strike.” When the fish felt the prick of the hook, it bolted upstream, ripping the fly line out of my hand. The reel stuttered, the handle stung my knuckles, and the tippet broke about the time the fish reached the shallow water beyond the willow. After breaking off, it jumped, going hard around the next corner, and as it left the water, I saw the pink stripe on its side that explained everything. This was not a bigger fish; it was a different fish—a rainbow, just doing its thing.

    Few fishermen get confused when rainbow trout are mentioned in a conversation. Other species of fish, especially Pacific salmon, have many localized names that can make it difficult to know just what is being discussed. A taxonomist might disagree, but to most anglers a rainbow is a rainbow is a rainbow, whether it lives in Alaska, Montana, New Zealand, or South America.

    Rainbow trout are native to North American waters draining the Pacific Ocean, from Alaska to northern Mexico. With a few exceptions, one being the Athabasca strain in Alberta, they are not native to waters draining the eastern slopes of the Rockies. In general, rainbow trout are spring spawners, though their longtime affiliation with fish hatcheries has allowed human tampering to the point where fall-spawning strains now exist.

    The rainbow has been the subject of a classic “lumper versus splitter” debate among taxonomists for decades. For many years it was believed there were two species—the oceangoing rainbow, called steelhead, and the non-migratory stay-at-home version, simply called rainbow. Then the lumpers took the lead, and for a time both migratory and nonmigratory rainbows were called Salmo gairdneri. It’s been a seesaw battle, though, and in the 1990s the splitters had their way and steelhead were removed from the rainbow trout list and assigned a new classification, called Oncorhynchus mykiss.

    The ease with which rainbow trout eggs and fry can be reared in hatch-eries and transported great distances is the reason they are the most common trout in the West today. In the early days, before the practice of non-native introductions was governed by sound biology and political correctness, fish planting was a “make it up as you go” proposition. Consequently, migratory and nonmigratory strains of rainbows were mixed, resulting in inconsistent success in establishing rainbows in new waters.

    Rainbows were also introduced to many waters already occupied by native cutthroats and bull trout. In some cases, this reduced the stocks or compromised the purity of the native fish. In other cases, rainbows may have accidentally saved the day by giving a stream a species hardier than the natives. In Alberta’s Bow River, the introduction of rainbows has been a huge blessing, simply because they are more capable than the native cutthroats and bulls of withstanding the pressures caused by the proximity of a major city.

    Throughout North America, the heritage of most non-native rainbows can be traced to California and Oregon. Both resident and migratory fish from rivers such as the Rogue and McCloud were used for transplantation as early as 1870. In 1874 fertile California rainbow trout eggs destined for New York State were packed in ice-chilled trays and placed in the bowels of a steamship. Their route was around South America, but the eggs survived, with the result that California rainbow trout reached the eastern United States nine years ahead of European brown trout. The expansion of their range continued, and today there are great rainbow trout fisheries around the world.

    In western North America, there are great, heavily spotted Alaskan rainbows in the Bristol Bay drainage. There are the silver bullets from British Columbia’s Babine and Alberta’s Bow. There are the Ph.D. rainbows of Idaho’s Silver Creek and Henry’s Fork. The Deschutes River in Oregon, Hat Creek and Fall River in California, the Roaring Fork in Colorado, the San Juan in New Mexico, and Arizona’s wide Colorado all are home to the glorious fish Ernest Schwiebert called “The Trout on the Flying Trapeze.”

    It’s hard to generalize about the type of water rainbow trout prefer. Most books tell us they like fast water, and there are plenty of fast-water rainbow streams, such as the Deschutes in Oregon and the middle Madison in Montana. But there are also first-rate rainbow waters that are very docile. Much of Fall River in California and the Harriman State Park (Railroad Ranch) section of the Henry’s Fork of the Snake are smooth and flat. Rainbows also thrive in many gentle spring creeks, so I guess the word we’re left with is adaptable. Rainbows make out well in a variety of habitats, as long as their needs for food, shelter from current, and safety from predators are met.

    As for the influence of weather on their behavior, rainbows sit somewhere between the sun-worshipping cutthroats and the nocturnal brown trout. Rainbows are often most active in low-light periods, but it’s not impossible to find them chowing down in the bright sun either. Here’s that word again—adaptable.

    A black cloud drifted over the trout-fishing horizon in 1994 with the discovery of whirling disease in Montana’s Madison River. A parasitic infection originally thought to exist only in hatcheries, whirling disease affects immature rainbow trout and can cause severe declines in rainbow populations in streams where conditions are conducive to the spread of the disease. Though its presence has not had the devastating affect that was originally feared, in the early twenty-first century a great deal of research is being done to seek a biological and/or management antidote to whirling disease.

    In writing this, I almost called rainbow trout “the Chevrolets of the fish world,” and if I had, my point would have been that these fish are common, reliable, and almost universally appreciated. But even though that’s all true, I’d still feel I was shortchanging them. Could the sport of fly fishing exist without rainbow trout daintily taking dry flies and then running hard for the ocean? It probably could, but it sure wouldn’t be the same.


    CUTTHROAT TROUT

    Though they’ve been here all along, fishing for cutthroats has become more popular and even somewhat fashionable in recent years. There are two reasons for this. First, cutthroats are a native species in the West, and anglers have recently begun to take greater interest in, and place more value on, native fish. Second, cutthroats respond especially well to catch-and-release regulations, because they are capable of surviving a number of catchings without apparent difficulty. So in many places, the fishing for cutthroats is improving as more streams are placed under no-kill or limited-kill angling regulations.

    It’s also become fashionable, I’m afraid, to consider cutthroats to be a little—well, a little thick, as in not the sharpest knives in the drawer and a little slow on the uptake (or maybe that should be a little quick on the uptake), because they’re usually pretty easy to catch. And while there’s no denying the fact that cutts are generally easier to catch than rainbows or browns, there are exceptions.

    Take, for example, the day I was fishing in southeastern British Columbia with a friend from Vermont. Tom works for a large fly-fishing company and previously earned his living by guiding anglers in his native Colorado. He knows about dumb cutthroats.

    We parked at the top of a hill on a bluebird August day and scrambled down a gravelly slope to a perfect cutthroat creek that gurgles through the spruce forest below. Right at the bottom of the hill is a beautiful clear pool, which on this particular afternoon was alive with big cutthroats chugging at the surface, scoffing juicy green drake mayflies that hopped and fluttered down the rocky run.

    We were so sure this was going to be a slam-dunk affair that we decided the gentlemanly thing would be to take turns on these gullible fish. Being a gracious host, I told Tom to go first. I think he said something like, “OK, but don’t worry, this won’t take long.”

    About the time the battery in my watch died, Tom decided it was my turn, even though he hadn’t caught a fish yet. I was still pretty cocky about things and figured I had a big advantage over some guy from Vermont, because I had fished this creek before and knew what these trout liked.

    We took turns, all right—trying every Green Drakish thing we could find in our vests, all with equally dismal results. Through it all, the fish fed merrily on, occasionally drowning one of our sorry artificials with the backwash of a rise, but never making the mistake we were waiting for. When we ran out of clever ideas, we looked at each other, shrugged our shoulders, and headed upstream. Dumb cutthroats indeed.

    If there’s a point to all this, it might be that not all cutts are pushovers, and even those that start out easy get tougher as they encounter more anglers. In the old days, when somebody said the cutthroats were getting fussy, he meant you had to go all the way down to a #14 Royal Wulff to fool them. In lightly fished backcountry streams, you can still do well with standard attractor patterns, but by late summer on the most popular rivers, the fish are generally underwhelmed by #8 Stimulators and clumsy, rubber-legged foam flies (or fancy Green Drake Emergers). One of the side effects of no-kill regulations is that the fish get tougher to catch, and hard-fished cutthroats get as tough as any. I know I’m convinced, and I now wince whenever somebody refers to cutthroats as dumb, gullible, or easy.

    Cutthroats are native to watersheds draining both slopes of the Rocky Mountains in headwater streams of the Saskatchewan, Columbia, Missouri, Colorado, Arkansas, Platte Rivers, and the Rio Grande. The three best wild cutthroat river systems today are the Snake in Wyoming, the Yellowstone in Yellowstone Park, and the Elk in southeastern British Columbia. Each system has a different strain of native cutthroats. In the Snake and Yellowstone, the fish are named after the rivers—Snake River cutthroats and Yellowstone cutthroats—and in the Elk system, the fish are the westslope strain. Though the subspecies are different, cutthroats are cutthroats, and they all are found in the same exquisite high-country settings, in postcard streams that run clean, cold, and clear. And, they all exhibit the quality that most endears them to fly rodders: a willingness to feed on the surface.

    Rainbows and browns become candidates for dry flies when they are drawn to feed at the surface by a heavy hatch of natural insects. Cutthroats are different. They live in cold streams where the hatches are sparse, and as a result, they have learned to be opportunistic. Through the summer, they will often come to a dry fly, hatch or no hatch.

    Because of this wonderful trait, cutthroats are perfect fish for newcomers to fly fishing—especially children. Many western anglers have cut their teeth on little creeks full of small but eager cutthroats. These great fish provide what psychologists call positive reinforcement and what dry-fly anglers call red-letter days.

    The best time of year to fish for cutthroats is the second half of the summer, when the weather and water are warmest. Unlike brown trout, and to a certain degree rainbows, cutthroats are most active on the afternoons of bright, sunny days. I’ve never heard an explanation for this, except that all life in a cold creek takes a while to warm up and get going. On cutthroat streams, it’s often a good plan to fish with nymphs or streamers until early afternoon, and then switch to drys after the water has warmed up a bit.

    One similarity between cutthroats and brown trout is their preference to lie near debris in the stream. Undercut banks, logjams, and deadfalls are prime places to find both fish. On big, rocky rivers, cutthroats also lie along current seams on the insides of big corners. They seem to have a preference for currents of medium speed. I seldom catch them in either the quickest or the slowest water in the stream.

    Because they are both true trout that spawn in the spring, cutthroats and rainbows hybridize easily, producing offspring that are fertile. Over time, rainbows come to dominate this game, eventually taking over the stream. Mother Nature’s plan was to keep these two fish separate, but as is often the case, man thought he had a better idea and made many introductions of rainbows into native cutthroat waters, with the result that many former cutthroat fisheries are now rainbow fisheries. The best cutthroat streams today are those where rainbows have never been introduced, or where the cutthroats are isolated from rainbows by natural barriers like waterfalls. In Yellowstone National Park, cutthroats are the only trout species living above two large sets of falls on the Yellowstone River.

    While the Yellowstone, Snake River, and westslope strains are the most common cutthroats, there are a number of additional subspecies, including the Gila and Apache strains, whose native range extends as far south as New Mexico and Arizona. A relative from the north and west is the sea-run cutthroat of British Columbia, Washington, and Oregon. This is one of the fish immortalized by Roderick Haig-Brown in A River Never Sleeps. It is pursued by anglers where the coastal rivers meet the ocean. Sea-run cutthroats are favorites of anglers who fish minnow patterns near beaches and rocky points within sight of Vancouver’s and Seattle’s office buildings and elsewhere along the northern Pacific coast.

    One of the reasons I hunt and fish is because doing so allows me to occasionally experience brief, fleeting contacts with perfection. These come in varied and surprising ways, but none better than the sight of a peach-and-rose-hued cutthroat turning up from the bottom and sliding gracefully toward a dry fly.

    BROWN TROUT

    One of my best fishing trips was a visit to Yellowstone Park with my wife and daughter a number of years ago. I wanted my daughter to see and experience some of the things that gave me fond memories from my teenage years. So we visited the geological wonders like Old Faithful and the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, and the piscatorial wonders, too, like the Madison, Firehole, and Gibbon Rivers. Along the way, we spent a few days with our friend Leigh Perkins at his home in Wyoming. Leigh’s house is about thirty feet from one of the juiciest spring creeks I’ve ever seen.

    During trout talk over dinner one night, Leigh mentioned that the biologists who study the creek find a surprising number of brown trout in it, even though the majority of the fish anglers catch are Snake River cutthroats. “They told me there’re some big browns in the pool right in front of the house,” Leigh said.

    It was a temptation I couldn’t resist. After dinner, when it was good and dark, I cut back my dry-fly leader and tied on the biggest Clouser Minnow I could find in my box. I walked out the door and started casting, taking care not to break the dining room window with a backcast. The fly sailed out into the gloom, landed with a splat, and settled. I waited a few seconds, and then began a stripping retrieve. About three casts into the proceedings, something mugged the Clouser out in the deepest, darkest part of the pool. A few minutes later Leigh was there, after-dinner drink in hand, while Lynda and Deanna leaned into the flashlight beam that illuminated a four-or five-pound brown trout. “I’ll be damned,” Leigh said. “I thought I’d caught every fish in this pool twice. But I’ve never seen this guy before.”

    The fact that this fish was unknown to the man who fishes the stream every day would be portrayed by scientists as an example of the nocturnal tendencies of brown trout. But such pragmatism makes for dull fishing stories, and the outdoor press gives us a different spin. The fishing magazines tell us that brown trout are smart, elusive, and difficult to catch. Sometimes they use the word wily. They tell us that this is because browns have been fished over for hundreds of years in their native Europe, where they gained a several-century head start on our native fish in the business of outwitting anglers.

    It is true that brown trout are a hardy, adaptable species, capable of withstanding heavier angling pressure and lower-quality water than other trout. These qualities allow brown trout to thrive in circumstances in which native trout cannot. Like the white-tailed deer, the brown trout lives unnoticed at the very threshold of civilization. And also like whitetails, brown trout have attained near-mystical status among those who pursue them. In truth, this sacred regard for brown trout is a little hard to explain. Browns don’t fight as well as rainbows, and they aren’t as pretty as some other trout. Still, there’s something special about a brown trout. Maybe it’s those outdoor magazines again. They have convinced us that when we catch a brown—especially a big one—we can be sure we’ve done something miraculous. And everybody likes to think they’ve beaten the odds and achieved the near impossible.

    So maybe we like to catch brown trout simply because we don’t catch them as often as other trout. That might just be human nature. And it doesn’t hurt that brown trout have the ability to get big just about anyplace they live, with huge specimens periodically materializing from surprisingly small streams.

    Brown trout are one of the mainstays of North American fly fishing today, but their star ascended slowly. When they were first brought to the Catskill streams of New York from the Black Forest of Germany in 1883, browns were perceived as a threat to the stocks of native brook trout that were dearly loved by the fly fishers of the day.

    The brown trout used in early North American plantings are thought to have been of two strains, the Von Behr strain from Germany and the Loch Leven from Scotland. Today, after a century of mixing and matching, the two are generally indistinguishable, though you still occasionally hear an old-timer refer to a beautiful, red-spotted specimen as a “German brown.”

    It sounds strange when you say it out loud, but people sometimes develop relationships with brown trout. These are usually people who spend a lot of time on the same small streams. They might have a cabin or house near the creek, and they fish the same water so often that they come to know the habits and lies of individual fish. The first time I encountered this was with my friend Bob Scammell, who has a cabin on a good brown trout stream. We were supposed to be fishing together, but in reality Bob was guiding me, which seems to give him as much pleasure as fishing himself. He took me to a slow, deep bend and pointed at the far bank. “The fish is under the dead spruce branch,” he said. “Not the green branch, and not the stump.” When I finally made the right cast, a fish appeared at my fly. And when I landed the fish, Bob looked knowingly at it and said, “This one is called ‘The Shark.’ He’s wintered well.” In the years since, I’ve been introduced to trout—all browns—named Cedric, Walter, the Tree Hole Trout, and Hooper. All this is possible because browns in small streams are home-bodies. They live where they live until somebody or something eats them or chases them out. It’s a wonderful trait in a fish.

    Some of the best western brown trout rivers are the Beaverhead, Big-horn, and Madison in Montana; the Bow in Alberta; the Provo in Utah; the Owens in California; and the Cowichan on British Columbia’s Vancouver Island. Brown trout often share these waters with rainbows or cutthroats (or with steelhead and salmon in the Cowichan), and it’s possible to have good fishing for the other species when the browns are pouting and don’t want to play. Many of the West’s biggest browns are caught in autumn when they move from lakes and reservoirs into the rivers in preparation for spawning. Streamer fishing for big browns is an October tradition on rivers like the Madison above Hebgen Lake in Yellowstone Park.

    The fundamental strategies for finding brown trout are to fish late in the evening and on overcast days, when the fish are most likely to be feeding. When the weather is too nice, concentrate on parts of the stream where direct sunlight doesn’t hit the water. Brown trout favor cover and like to lie along undercut banks or beneath overhanging trees and bushes. Most books will tell you that brown trout prefer slightly slower water than other trout, and though I’ve caught them there, I’ve also caught enough of them in rough-and-tumble pocket water that I tend to disregard that generality. They are where they are.

    In the late nineties, I traveled to British Columbia’s Cowichan River to film a winter steelhead-fishing episode of the TV series Iron Blue Fly Fishing. Understand that trying to catch a steelhead is a lonely and daunting task under the best of conditions, but when the camera is rolling, the director is drumming his fingers nervously, and time and money are evaporating with each steelheadless moment, you begin to feel some pressure. It’s a little like sitting under the bright light in the small room with the snarly police seargent—with your waders on. At lunch the second day, I sought relief from the stress and wandered down the river to a good run pointed out to me by the guide and guest on this episode, Joe Saysell. I fished carefully, trying to get a big egg fly to dead drift through the heart of the run. After a few casts, the line stopped drifting. I struck hard and hung on as a fish made a determined track for the middle of the river. I yelled, and the cameraman came stumbling down the bank, trying to run and fire up the machinery at the same time. We filmed the rest of the fight, which was solid, if a little unspectacular, but after a few minutes I began to get a funny feeling about things. It turned out that the fish was a brown trout—a very good brown trout, but still, a brown trout, which meant it wasn’t a steel-head. And we were on a steelhead river, supposedly making a TV show about steelhead fishing. It was the first and last time I’ve been disappointed by a twenty-inch brown, but it confirmed once again the fact that brown trout are where you find them.

    You can often do well with browns when the water is slightly off-color. I don’t mean water that is muddy, but water that is stained a little from spring runoff or a recent rain. The fish are often more active when the water has two to three feet of visibility than when it is completely clear. I think the dark water accomplishes the same thing as a dark sky—it keeps the sun off the fish and makes them a little less shy and a bit more willing to move about and feed.

    Several years ago a friend from Pennsylvania fished the Bow River with me during a hot spell in August. The bright and sunny weather continued through the first few days, and while Jim caught plenty of big rainbows, the knowledge that there were brown trout around began to eat at him. He wanted a big brown. He asked me what he could do to get one, and I told him to work on changing the weather. He took my suggestion (or somebody did), and his last day was cold, drizzly, and windy. Fishing the same water with the same flies and methods as we had all week, he caught four big browns the final afternoon. And they all appeared from out of nowhere, just the way the magazines said they could.

    I may have inadvertently made the case here that brown trout are ordinary fish with some distinct behavior tendencies. The scientific side of my brain may even agree with this. But the side of my brain that stores memories and yearns for the unreachable—the side I fish with—does not. There is indeed something special about brown trout. They induce a deep craving in me to understand what’s going on under the water. And on those rare occasions when I catch a hook-jawed dragon with golden sides and ruby spots, I feel as if I’ve performed an honorable bit of magic by reaching into the heart of the stream and pulling out something I wasn’t even sure existed.


    BULL TROUT

    In the old days, the recipe for catching a bull trout went something like this: Step 1. Find a live mouse. Step 2. Tie a fishhook to the mouse. Step 3. Put the mouse on a small piece of wood. Step 4. Set the piece of wood adrift in a deep, eerie pool of a western trout stream. Step 5. Pull Mickey off his raft when it reaches the deepest part of the pool. Step 6. Well, I think you get the picture. This method doesn’t pass the political correctness sniff test today, and I’ve never seen it featured on a fishing TV show, but it does provide insight into the character of the bull trout.

    It’s easy to ascribe noble and mystical qualities to bull trout—how they’re a true symbol of wilderness, the canary in the mine of trout streams, a throwback to another era. And while bulls no doubt deserve most of these lofty attributes, I see them in a somewhat simpler light. My admiration stems from an appreciation for the bull trout’s simple, honest creed, its all-encompassing mission in life, which is to kill and eat things. They are the top link in the predatory chain of trout streams draining the Rocky Mountains, and as such, they aren’t choosy about what they kill and eat. They take what comes along.

    Perhaps the bull trout’s most attractive characteristic to a sport fisher is its ability to grow big, even in small water. A two-footer is a big trout in a stream, but not a particularly big bull trout. In some of the more remote areas of British Columbia and Alaska, a bull must be bigger than fifteen pounds to be noteworthy. These are the only resident stream trout we have that warrant quantification in feet and pounds.

    The bull trout’s natural range includes most western drainages from southern Alaska to California along both sides of the Rocky Mountains. They are members of the char family, along with eastern brook trout, lake trout, and Dolly Varden trout. At one time Dolly Vardens and bull trout were considered the same species, but in the 1980s it was determined that bulls are distinct from Dollies, which only occur naturally west of the Continental Divide and usually spend part of their lives in the Pacific Ocean.

    Though they can and do take up full-time residence in smaller streams, in many cases bull trout spend spring and summer in the larger main stem rivers and move into smaller tributaries in August before spawning in September. The best fishing is in the big rivers in midsummer or in the tributary streams shortly after the fish move into them. As spawning approaches, they become more difficult to catch.

    Bull trout are pale olive in color, with a few pastel salmon pink spots as highlights. Like brook trout, bulls have white leading edges on their pectoral, pelvic, and anal fins, and anglers sometimes confuse small bulls with brookies. The bulls’ identification badge is the absence of black markings on their dorsal fins. Like gawky teenage boys, immature bull trout often have large heads and skinny bodies. But when they mature, they begin to put on weight. Most bulls over two feet long are heavy-bodied and perfectly proportioned, both fierce and handsome, in the manner of a raptor.

    As the grand poobahs of our streams, adult bull trout have few natural enemies and view themselves as more predator than predatee. However, their aggressive nature and lifestyle of killing and eating make them vulnerable to the same kind of treatment at the hands of human predators. They are especially susceptible to big spoons and live bait of the smelly variety. This trait didn’t deplete the bull trout’s numbers excessively in the first half of the twentieth century, because many of the places they lived were simply too difficult for people to get into. But these days it’s easy to penetrate the wild places where bull trout live, thanks to mountain bikes, quads, ATVs, and the opening up of the backcountry by the tourism, mining, logging, and oil industries. When you combine the bull trout’s susceptibility to angling with the increase in wilderness accessibility, and throw in the fact that bulls don’t spawn until they are five or six years old, you have a recipe for eradication—which is just what happened through much of their range in the last sixty or seventy years. Currently there are some western states where not only are bull trout protected from harvest, but angling for them is not allowed. In other areas, such as Alberta, angling for bull trout is allowed, but all bulls caught must be released.

    In the early days, bull trout were considered second- or third-rate game fish, especially by snobby fly fishers. The bull trout’s receptiveness to big lures and liver-baited treble hooks was thought to make it less sporting than other species. In truth, this was an angling version of the sour grapes story. Fly fishers couldn’t figure out how to catch bull trout, so they decided they weren’t worth fishing for. But things are changing. We have learned that bull trout will take streamer flies that imitate the small fish they eat, and in places where their numbers are recovering and where angling is allowed, they have undergone a serious upgrade in status. They have become the darlings of the outdoor press, and for some anglers, catching a bull trout is like getting an autograph from a movie star.

    Most anglers still focus on the rainbows, cutthroats, and grayling that usually share the streams with the bulls, but in some places, like the Elk system in southern British Columbia, there is a growing number of hardcore bull trout hunters wandering the streambeds these days. You’ll recognize them because they carry 8- and 9-weight fly rods rigged with sinking-tip lines. If you can get one of these guys to let you look in his fly box, you’ll see rows of pink, yellow, and orange lead-eyed streamers up to 6 inches long. This might seem like overkill, but a #2/0 streamer is not too large for a fish that’s willing to take a bite out of a ten-inch cutthroat.

    Bull trout are often large enough that they can be spotted in the deep pools, and some fishermen routinely climb high banks above such places to scout for bulls before fishing. There’s also the unintentional method of locating a bull trout, which my daughter and I witnessed a couple of years ago. We were fishing a small “kids’ creek” for cutthroats, and I was doing my angling-mentor routine, spouting off about reading water, matching hatches, fancy casting, and anything else I thought would impress a twelve-year-old. As a demonstration of the relevance of all this, I cast my dry fly up beside a fallen log. “There should be a fish right about . . . there,” I said smugly as a little blip appeared at the fly. The twelve-inch cutthroat raced around the pool for a moment, and then made an unexpected beeline straight toward us. When he got about a yard from our feet, it became apparent that we were the least of Mr. Cutthroat’s worries. A two-and-a-half-foot long bull trout was after him, charging and snapping, and disinclined to give up on a good chance at an easy lunch. When the bull bumped into our feet during one of his charges, Deanna and I both involuntarily stepped back out of the water. The experience rattled both of us a little. The bull didn’t get the cutthroat, but it was a graphic example of the predator-prey relationship. After it was all over and the bull trout had disappeared back under his log, Deanna looked up at me with eyes like hub-caps and said, “What the heck was that?” On the whole, I think she was more impressed with the bull trout’s ferocity than with her father’s clever demonstration that started the whole episode.

    Bull trout need one of two things to survive these days: isolation from people or regulations restricting their harvest. As the former declines, the latter become more critical. In many parts of the West where there is neither, bull trout are either extremely rare or, simply and sadly, gone.

    Today’s recipe for catching a bull trout is a little different: Step 1. First hook a small trout, grayling or whitefish. Step 2. Watch closely behind that fish as you bring it in. Step 3. When a big green ghost materializes from the deep and tries to steal your fish, release the little guy, tie on a big streamer, and swim it around the pool like a little fish with a problem. Step 4. Hang on tight.


    EASTERN BROOK TROUT

    Eastern brook trout are native to the northeastern quarter of North America, east of the Mississippi from Hudson Bay to South Carolina. They were the fish that charmed early sportfishers in dainty hemlock-lined streams of New York’s Adirondack Mountains and Pennsylvania’s Poconos prior to the American Revolution. They satisfied the immigrant fly fishers who had left their beloved brown trout behind in the chalkstreams of the British Isles. Ironically, a century later, when browns and rainbows were introduced to the streams of the northeastern United States, they were viewed as interlopers that threatened to displace the native brook trout. The early American fly fishers had become fiercely loyal to both their new land and the trout that lived there.

    Since then, brook trout have been transplanted widely throughout North America, and some western waters, particularly lakes like British Columbia’s Fortress Lake and Idaho’s Henry’s Lake, provide exceptional fishing for big brook trout.

    In large measure, however, the introduction of brook trout to western waters is now viewed as a mistake. Most of the streams to which brook trout were introduced originally held native cutthroats, rainbows, or bull trout. Brook trout spawn at an earlier age and do so more successfully than the native western fish, and this allows them to outcompete the natives and eventually dominate the streams. The result is frequently an overabundance of stunted brook trout and serious decline or even elimination of the native fish. Brook trout have been identified as an obstacle to the recovery of native bull trout and cutthroat populations in parts of the West.

    Perhaps the best example of this is in my home province of Alberta. There are brook trout in many of our small mountain streams and beaver ponds, invariably waters that once held good numbers of native cutthroats and bull trout. In many of these places, brook trout are now exempt from the catch-and-release regulations that apply to other species, and anglers are encouraged to harvest them to make room for the natives. On one stream, from 1999 through 2001, anglers were allowed to fish but only if they killed every brook trout they caught. This was done as an experiment to determine if brook trout numbers could be adequately reduced by angling.

    Early indications are that the experiment is working; that is, that the population of brook trout has decreased and the population of natives has increased. The question, though, is whether these results can be sustained while there are still brook trout in the stream.

    There are some colliding ideals here. It’s a little hard to explain this project to people who are under the impression that modern fly fishing is a low-impact, nonconsumptive, ecologically sound, compassionate, and politically correct sport. And even though there is scientific justification for the project, some people see the “ethnic cleansing” of the dainty and beautiful brook trout as a little like putting out a contract on the Easter Bunny.

    Brook trout are members of the char family, which also includes bull trout and lake trout, and like all char, brookies spawn in the fall. Their sporting qualities would be comparable to brown trout, except that they rarely if ever jump when hooked. Their fighting style is more George Foreman than Muhammad Ali—strong, persistent, effective, but not flashy. Small brook trout are generally easy to catch, but the late western fly-fishing guru Charles E. Brooks considered large brook trout as difficult to fool as big browns.

    Even in view of their recently tarnished reputation, I can’t deny the fact that I like brook trout. They somehow still seem correct in the small, pristine mountain creeks and beaver ponds where I most often find them. In these places the brookies rarely get big, and consequently they don’t get the attention that other species might. Many people, though, consider them the prettiest of all trout, and I hope there will always be a place in our sport, even in the West, for small creeks full of small brook trout, where small kids can catch them.

    MOUNTAIN WHITEFISH

    Whitefish are the blue-collar, hard-hat residents of our western watersheds. There may be more whitefish than trout living in our streams, and there may be more whitefish caught than trout, but whitefish still don’t get much press coverage. You don’t see their images on computer screen savers, and eloquent outdoor writers never wax poetic on their virtues. Not that I’m some kind of champion of whitefish either, mind you. I’d rather catch a trout than a whitefish, but I’d sure rather catch a whitefish than nothing. And there have been plenty of times when I’ve caught whitefish only and was glad to have them. Perhaps their status, or lack of it, is best summarized by the angling regulations for Montana, wherein you’ll find that the limit on whitefish is one hundred per day.

    Mountain whitefish are relatives of trout but are not trout. They are native to western watersheds on both sides of the Rockies. They feed on the same things as trout and are prime candidates for well-presented nymphs. Whitefish feed on the surface at times, though not as readily as trout. And that might be a good thing, for when they are rising, whitefish can be maddeningly hard to fool, thereupon morphing into yet another piscatorial sour grape.

    Their fighting qualities are likewise underrated; they don’t run very far and they don’t jump at all, but their strength is impressive, and they make good use of current by turning their bodies perpendicular to it and daring the angler to bring them in. Often they seem to do their most vigorous fighting after they’re in your net or your hands.

    Whitefish are perhaps most numerous in the larger western rivers and are not generally hard to locate. Stand on a high bank above a freestone stream and watch for movement on the bottom or fish a nymph in the riffly water, and you’ll probably find them. They move from the big rivers into tributaries to spawn in September. When the spawning migration peaks, there can be so many whitefish crammed into a pool that the entire bottom of the stream appears to be gently writhing.

    It’s hard to say which western streams are the best whitefish rivers. The Madison? The Missouri? The Deschutes? Getting this information is a little like asking which store in Las Vegas has the best selection of Bibles. It’s not that the question doesn’t have an answer; it’s just that nobody’s trying very hard to find it.


    ARCTIC GRAYLING

    Most western fly fishers have not caught a grayling, and because of that, they’re missing something. Of all western coldwater fish, grayling best symbolize two things once thought to be fundamental to the heart of fly fishing—wilderness and wildness. Arctic grayling are not sophisticated, not particularly strong, and not the least bit selective. They are beautiful and fragile-looking, and are probably the easiest fish to catch on a fly. An outdoor writer friend once called arctic grayling “the eager ones,” and it’s a phrase I wish I had thought of.

    Catching a grayling is not difficult, and doing so is not evidence of particular angling prowess. Catching one is instead evidence of the faithful existence of true wilderness, something sadly missing from much of the modern fly-fishing experience. Grayling live in places where the summer passes in the blink of an eye and darkness rules much of the year. They are soulmates of the caribou, scratching out an existence in the harshest of circumstances, thriving in streams where the tracks in the sandbars were more likely made by wolves or grizzlies than by fishermen.

    Grayling are distinguished by their large, sail-like dorsal fins, which are most impressive in males, and by their overall iridescent purplish cast. They have large scales and small mouths. Grayling are gregarious fish, and when you find a feeding school, stand back. No fish, not even cutthroats, come close to the eagerness with which feeding grayling take dry flies. It seems possible at times, and maybe it is, to catch and release every grayling in the pool. This is where the mythical hundred-fish day becomes a possibility. Grayling are good jumpers, but they don’t run much and they seem to run out of gas quickly. Even in the far north, a two-pounder is a big one.

    In my experience, grayling appear never to have been taught the basic drag-free drift concept of dry-fly fishing. This was pointed out to me by a guide on the Fond du Lac River in northern Saskatchewan. It was mainly a pike trip, but we were trying to catch a couple of grayling for a shore lunch. I did my spring creek bit, trying to get a perfect natural drift with my dry fly. When I had made three casts without success, the guide, J. B. Bigeye, said, “No, no, no, not like that. Like this,” whereupon he took my rod, made a cast across stream, and held the rod still while the current straightened out the line. The fly started water-skiing, and a grayling popped up from below and inhaled it. J. B. made a second cast, caught a second grayling, and we had our lunch.

    Native to Montana and Michigan as well as the north, grayling are today found in good numbers only in waters draining into the Arctic Ocean. In the backcountry of Alaska and the Yukon, as well as in northern British Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan, schools of grayling still glide over the gravel bars in great numbers. Northern fly-in fishing lodges list grayling in their brochures as one of the fish available to guests, but they are usually described in small print, below the bigger attractions of lake trout, northern pike, and walleye. Grayling deserve better.
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