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Sometimes to save a river,
you have to buy it.

Western Rivers Conservancy focuses on one thing: buying land along the West’s greatest streams. We do it 

for the sake of fish, for the benefit of wildlife and to improve angler access along our most treasured waters. 

Most of all, we do it for the river.  

One of those rivers is the Methow (above), which flows through Washington’s spectacular Methow Valley. 

WRC is working to protect habitat, open space and public access on two Methow Valley streams. These are 

among 25 active WRC projects on rivers around the West. Please support our e!orts at westernrivers.org.

Stephen Matera

Ellen Bishop









     5

www.cfbflyrods.com / service@cfbflyrods .com / 360-835-1420
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Soaring Eagle Lodge is nestled on the banks of the San Juan River 
in northwestern New Mexico. The river is world-renowned for 
year-round fly fishing. We offer the river’s premier classic, all suite 
lodging and meals prepared by culinary trained chefs. The lodge 
has a full service fly shop with all the top brands. Soaring Eagle 
Guides are full time professionals and the only guides with access 
to our exclusive private waters on the San Juan. Join us and see 
why our wonderful and loyal customers come back year after year.

505.632.3721  |  www.SoaringEagleLodge.net
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WHERE YOUR SENSE OF ADVENTURE 

MEETS YOUR TASTE FOR LUXURY.

8 7 7 . 4 2 2 . 9 4 0 2 B R O A D M O O R . C O M

Recently named an ORVIS-endorsed Fly Fishing Lodge, your private fishing retreat awaits. 

Just 75 minutes west of The Broadmoor and a short drive from Denver lies The Broadmoor 

Fly Fishing Camp. Here on a private, five-mile stretch of Colorado’s famed Tarryall River, Fly Fishing Camp. Here on a private, five-mile stretch of Colorado’s famed Tarryall River, 

you’ll find world-class fishing taught by experienced guides. Your all-inclusive escape you’ll find world-class fishing taught by experienced guides. Your all-inclusive escape 

features exceptional accommodations and dining. Along with access to off-the-river features exceptional accommodations and dining. Along with access to off-the-river 

adventures like horseback riding, hiking and spectacular wildlife watching. Plan your adventures like horseback riding, hiking and spectacular wildlife watching. Plan your 

private retreat today at broadmoor.com/flyfishingcamp.

1  L A K E  A V E N U E ,  C O L O R A D O  S P R I N G S ,  C O  8 0 9 0 61  L A K E  A V E N U E ,  C O L O R A D O  S P R I N G S ,  C O  8 0 9 0 6
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Terrestrial Beetles:  

Mother Nature’s Cleanup Crew/By Don Roberts

Fish Food

B
eetles are bigger than us. Collectively speaking, 
that is. When it comes to Coleoptera versus 
primates—namely, Homo sapiens—the amassed 
weight of all the beetles on earth far exceeds that 

of humanity, all 7.7 billion of us.
So if there are so many beetles, why don’t we see more 

of them (notwithstanding those outliers that somehow 
always manage to invade the garage, scuttling across the 
concrete like miniature black tanks)? 

Essentially, it boils down to a “trust me, they’re here” 
proposition. Although beetles, that ungainly group of 
insects that forms the order Coleoptera, occur in every conceivable habitat, from silt-filled crevices in coastal rocks to 
clumps of thyme on windswept mountainsides, they tend to operate on the down and low, dwelling for the most part 
in the shadows, in the dank underworld. Turn over a rock or a log or, well, a carcass, and you’ll find them. Beetles do 
everything—from predation to sanitation—and reside everywhere, from water, trees, and soil to algae and apartment 
complexes. The ectoparasitic beaver beetle (Platypsyllus castoris), for example, thrives in the pelts of beavers, gnawing 
a living from dead skin and sebaceous secretions.

One shudders to think what writhing Tim Burtonesque nightmare would ensue should every beetle on the planet 
suddenly and simultaneously reveal itself—think of the unveiling of the Oogie Boogie Man on a global scale. Of 
course, given their cryptic blend-in lifestyle, that’s not about to happen.

Ironically, there was a time when finding and capturing beetles turned into something of an art form. During the 
Victorian era, collecting and classifying beetles—trapping them in glass vials and pinning them to corkboards—rose 
to the level of ultimate pursuit among amateur entomologists. Many of these self-appointed naturalists, particularly 
those from wealthy families, were inexorably drawn to the darkly concealed bounty of the Amazon and other far-flung 
rain forests. Many did not return, having fallen victim to disease, parasites, cannibals, and epicurean anacondas. Early 
on, Charles Darwin drew inspiration from the inherent vastness and variety of Coleoptera, the largest of all orders, 
with (currently) some 400,000 recognized species and who knows how many yet to be discovered. As a young man 
attending Cambridge, Darwin often cut classes to collect beetles. He was known to resort to holding a live beetle in 
his mouth while both hands were otherwise occupied—with other bugs of course.

Noted entomologist Richard Jones, author of the book Beetles, makes no bones regarding the scientific significance 
of Coleoptera. He wryly observes, “If an alien civilization arrived on Earth and, with limited time and limited resources, 

wanted to understand how life here operates, 
all it need do is to study beetles and dismiss 
everything else as a sampling error. Beetles 
are, without any doubt, the most important 
organism on the planet.”

Despite the scientific community’s 
esteem for the critters, beetles get a bum 
rap because so many of their species are 
phytophagous (plant eaters). To ardent 
gardeners and agriculturists, it sometimes 
seems that there’s a voracious beetle (usually 
their larvae) lying in wait, greedy mandibles 
agape, ready to devour the crop, whatever the 
crop may be, from fruits, nuts, grains, and 
vegetables to Aunt Jenny’s lilies. True, there 
are plenty of bad hombres—the boll weevil, 
bark beetle, potato bug, and, the scourge of 
the West, the mountain pine beetle spring 

A
LL

 P
H

O
T
O

S
 B

Y
 H

E
N

R
Y
 R

A
M

S
A

Y





16   JULY/AUGUST 2019 • www.matchthehatch.com

We are destroying what we are trying to protectA fi lm about the high cost of hatcheries, 

fi sh farms and human arrogance.

Coming April 2019

The road to extinction is paved with good intentions

      PATAGONIA PRESENTS A LIARS & THIEVES! PRODUCTION 

 A FILM BY JOSH “BONES” MURPHY MUSIC BY WILLIAM RYAN FRITCH EDITED BY COLLIN KRINER DIRECTORS OF PHOTOGRAPHY AUGUST THURMER DEVIN WHETSTONE 

EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS YVON CHOUINARD  ALEX LOWTHER MONIKA McCLURE JOSH NIELSEN PRODUCED BY LAURA WAGNER DYLAN TOMINE JOSH “BONES” MURPHY 

WRITTEN BY COLLIN KRINER JOSH “BONES” MURPHY DIRECTED BY JOSH “BONES” MURPHY
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Amber Lake, WA 
By David Paul Williams

D 
ude, is that a rattlesnake?”

The shout drew my at-
tention to the wake angling 

directly toward me as I sat low in 
the water in my float tube on Amber 
Lake. It was late spring, and the warm 
weather had stirred creatures, includ-
ing a mature western rattlesnake out 
for a swim. I got out of the way, be-
cause that reptile can swim as fast as I 
can fin. Off the water later that night, 
I spotted a large, dark, roundish shape 
in the ramp gravel and my heart rate 
spiked. False alarm. It was just a turtle 
laying her eggs.

That was my introduction to 
Amber Lake, a selective-gear-governed 
rainbow and cutthroat fishery about 
12 miles southwest of Cheney. Either 
91 or 117 acres, depending on the 
source, Amber has an interesting past. 
White settlers, including the five Cal-
vert brothers, arrived 150 years ago. 
The area soon became known as Cal-
vert Crossing. The Spokane, Portland 
& Seattle Railway began service along 
the north side of the lake in 1908, and 
businesses, including a hotel and post 
office, followed. The hotel became 
part of a resort, complete with barn 
dances. Amber got its name when the 
Calvert postmaster determined mail 
was being confused with a town bear-
ing a similar-sounding name, so in 
1910 he swapped Calvert for Amber, 
the name of his favorite tea, and in 
1913 the lake was likewise renamed.

The post office closed in 1974, 
the railroad ceased service in 1979, 
and soon the resort closed as well. 
In 1952, the Washington Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 
poisoned the lake, eliminating its 
nonnative carp and spiny-rayed fish, 
and turned it into a trout fishery. Two 
more poisonings followed to get rid 
of illegally stocked species; WDFW 
now stocks 5,000 to 7,500 rainbow 
fry and 1,000 westslope cutthroat fry 
each spring. The lake is open to fishing 
from March 1 to November 30, with 
a limit of one trout over 18 inches. 

“

The Best Boots We’ve Ever Made. The Last Boots You’ll Ever Buy.

Anglers All, Littleton, CO

Idaho Angler, Boise, ID

TRR Outfi tters, Boise, ID

Lost River Outfi tters, Ketchum, ID

Silver Creek Outfi tters, Ketchum, ID

The Caddis Fly Angling Shop, Eugene, OR

Deschutes Angler, Maupin, OR

The Portland Fly Shop, Portland, OR

Madison River Fishing Company, Ennis, MT

North 40 Outfi tters, Great Falls, MT

Western Rivers Flyfi sher, SLC, UT

Avid Angler, Lake Forest Park, WA

Emerald Water Anglers, Seattle, WA

Platte River Fly Shop, Casper, WY

Fly Shop of the Bighorns, Sheridan, WY

Designed by Patagonia and handcrafted by Danner in the USA, these are the fi nest wading boots pos-

sible. Durable, comfortable and fi eld-tested in the most demanding environments, these boots were 

born to fi sh and made to last. Aluminum bar, sticky Vibram® rubber and felt sole options available.

© 2019 Patagonia, Inc.
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Internal combustion engines are not allowed.
Amber sits in a long, narrow cleft in the Colum-

bia Basin Basalt Group, ringed by a few houses and 
farms. The north end is deep—25 or more feet—
while the south end is shallow and filled with weeds. 
Amenities are few. The parking area and port-a-potty 
also serve hikers, bikers, and horseback riders using 
the Columbia Plateau Trail, which follows the old 
railroad bed. An asphalt road winds down to the wa-
ter, where small trailered boats, tubes, and pontoons 
can launch. The launch area was improved in 2016 
through the joint efforts of the Spokane Fly Fish-
ers, Inland Empire Fly Fishing Club, and WDFW. 
The lake gets surprisingly modest pressure given its 
proximity to Cheney and Spokane.

Primary food sources for trout include Chirono-
mids, damselflies, water boatmen, mayflies, and even some caddisflies. Fishing techniques vary with the angler and 

water temperature. Some early-season fly fishers dangle Chironomids 25 
feet down, while others opt for balanced leeches a few feet under a bobber. 
Marabou damselfly nymphs, small early in the season and trending progres-
sively larger until the adults hatch in summer, are good choices, especially 
for anglers who prefer actively retrieving flies. The south end of the lake 
offers an interesting and sometimes frustrating challenge when the fish 
feed in and around the weeds. A successful cast resulting in a hooked fish 
frequently also results in a weed-wrapped leader with the fish long gone. 
One fish food completely ignored by the reports is the crayfish that come 
out at night. Amber Lake is a great spot to spend a few hours or a day.
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Blackfoot River, MT
By Michael Hamilton

Y 
ou probably need a darn good reason to fly fish in western Montana in 
early August. The thermometer reaches triple digits. The blazing sun 
is unforgiving. The moon is waxing. Water temperatures hover in the 

upper 60s. Fish hunker down in deep pools after being pressured for several 
months. So what reason could I possibly have to challenge these suboptimal 
conditions? It just landed on my shirt. “So that’s what a spruce moth looks 
like,” I blurt out. Blackfoot Outfitters guide KynsLee Scott smiles and says, 
“The hatch is about to begin.” 

My watch reads 10:30 a.m.  
The western spruce budworm (Choristoneura freemani), aka spruce 

moth, is slowly be-
ing recognized as a 
big-league player in 
the majors of fly fish-
ing. Many Montana 
rivers, including the 
Madison, Big Hole, 
Gallatin, Bitterroot, 
Rock Creek, and 
Blackfoot, experi-
ence a late-July–ear-
ly-August hatch. The 
spruce budworm cuts 

a wide swath through the forests of 
the Rockies, from Arizona and New 
Mexico northward into Colorado, 
Utah, Wyoming, Idaho, Oregon, 
Washington, British Columbia, and 
Alberta. 

Unfortunately the moth, in its lar-
val stage, is the destroyer of hundreds 
of thousands of acres of forest. In their 
report about the insect for Forest Insect 
& Disease Leaflet 53 (U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture Forest Service), 
David G. Fellin and Jerald E. Dewey 
write, “The western spruce budworm 
... is the most widely distributed and 
destructive defoliator of coniferous 
forests in Western North America.” 
Forest entomologist Amy Gannon, 
pest management specialist with the 
Montana Department of Natural 
Resources and Conservation, Forestry 
Division, explains that these parasitic 
insects complete one life cycle, from P
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egg to adult, in 12 months: “In spring, when the larvae leave their silken-like 
sleeping bags nestled in treetops, they will eat conifer needles, bore into buds, 
and devour new foliage. They keep eating until they pupate into adults in late 
July and early August. Once airborne, the moths will mate and deposit their 
eggs, guaranteeing another cycle, then die after seven to 10 days.”

Looking downstream, over a boulder-strewn section of the Blackfoot 
River, we begin to see splashy rises. 
Simultaneously, armadas of mottled 
orange/brown winged creatures 
about the size of a quarter flutter 
in dense waves from the trees. “See 
how they occasionally dip into the 
river. They look like small butter-
flies,” Scott exclaims. For the next 
three hours, 14- to 16-inch trout, 
mostly rainbows, attack a size 14 
imitation that I had tied based on a 
Bob Jacklin pattern. Scott says the 
most consistent imitation closely 
resembles an adult Elk Hair Caddis, 
tied with a blond or grayish wing, 
in sizes 12 through 16. She recom-
mends using a 4- or 5-weight rod 
and a 9-foot leader with 4X tippet.

“I like to anchor up on rising 
fish rather than run and gun,” she 

explains. Her strategy is spot on. At 
the height of the hatch, we stop, cast, 
mend, watch for a take, then move 
downstream. As the hatch dwindles, 
we still have unanswered questions.
Why do the moths land in the riffles 
and tailouts? Are they laying eggs? 
“Because they lay eggs in the conifers, 
maybe they are drawn to light, espe-
cially intensely bright, reflective sur-
faces of a river,” speculates Gannon.

Theories aside, consider moving 
the spruce moth hatch to the top of 
your list. No waders, little pressure, 
thousands of bugs on the water, 
and fat, hungry trout eager to rise. 
For guided trips, contact Blackfoot 
Outfitters, (406) 452-7411, www.
blackfootriver.com.

Trillium Lake, OR 
By Gary Weber

G
eologists characterize Mount Hood as a potentially active volcano, although its last major event occurred in 
1781. The odds of another eruption are relatively slim, about a 3 to 7 percent chance in the next 30 years. 
Still, Mount Hood is considered the Oregon volcano most likely to erupt. Fortunately, that’s not enough 

of a threat to discourage fly anglers from visiting Trillium Lake—at least, it shouldn’t be, even though the shallow, 
trout-filled impoundment sits just 7.5 miles from the mountain.

Situated on the south slope of the iconic 11,239-foot-tall stratovolcano 
(called Wy’east by the Multnomah Tribe), Trillium Lake rests in a swampy 
meadow; it covers about 65 acres and averages barely 7 feet deep, with a 
maximum depth of around 20 feet. The lake, named for the wildflower that 
is particularly abundant in the area, was created in 1960 when the Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) dammed the headwaters of Mud 
Creek, a tributary to the neighboring Salmon River. Local historians contend 
the water body was formed to provide additional eye candy for tourists gaz-
ing out the picture windows of Mount Hood’s historic Timberline Lodge. 
Part of the historic Barlow Road, a major component of the Oregon Trail, 
was covered when the lake was created. 

Often clearly reflecting imposing and majestic Mount Hood on its placid 
surface, and flanked by towering ridges of old-growth conifers, Trillium Lake 
boasts an unrivaled setting—not to mention consistently productive fly 
angling—that makes it a popular escape for Portlanders, especially because 
the lake is only about an hour away. The ODFW maintains a vigorous 
stocking program at Trillium Lake, annually releasing over 10,000 legal- 
and trophy-size rainbow trout in addition to more than 10,000 rainbow 
fingerlings. Anglers can expect to catch lots of fish ranging between 6 and P
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Woods Lake and Woods Creek, CA 
By Don Vachini

T
he predawn sun was barely a glow as I glimpsed the glasslike 
surface of Woods Lake. Set amid smooth granite and surrounded 
by pine, fir, and alder forest, the lake had a serene, backcountry 

feel to it—and, thankfully, a few rise forms.
Located at the end of a signed spur road 2 miles off California State 

Route 88 near Carson Pass, this 16-acre gem rests at 8,200 feet in El 
Dorado National Forest along the border of the Mokelumne Wilderness. 
Snowmelt from the hunched shoulders of 9,585-foot Elephants Back 
and nearby 10,381-foot Round Top feeds both Winnemucca and Round 
Top Lakes, and their escaping creeks provide sustenance to Woods Lake, 
nearly a mile below. From here, outflowing Woods Creek tumbles down-
hill less than a mile to enter Caples Lake, a large storage impoundment.

Woods Lake provides enough aquatic and terrestrial-born food for 
its rainbow and brook trout to reach about 10 inches. The California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife augments these populations with mod-
est stockings of 10- to 12-inch rainbows. Occasional holdover rainbows 
grow even larger. The brookies, fewer in number, are self-sustaining, 
having washed down from Winnemucca Lake.

That crisp July morning, my son, Matt, and I followed the well-
worn trail surrounding the shoreline, gaining easy access to a variety 
of trout-holding structure. Bypassing the shallow, funneled outlet, we 
hiked toward the sounds of water cascading off the jagged, rocky cliff 

face. From above the most prominent inlet, we watched a half-dozen trout patrolling in a circuitous pattern. An 
inquisitive water ouzel watched as Matt slipped a tandem rig into a turbulent seam. Moments after the offerings 
slowed, a silvery, 10-inch wild rainbow lit up the ebony depths while attempting to dislodge the dropper nymph. 
Amid this mild commotion, the ouzel flitted to a less congested location.
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During our hour-long session the action matched the cycles of insects 
with periods of fish activity. Oxygenated infusions and insects washing 
in from above kept the trout congregating in the neighborhood of the 
submerged ledge stretching between the two inlets.

Most of the time, 5X tippet is perfect for presenting size 14 through 
18 caddisfly, midge, ant, and mosquito patterns. Comparaduns, Humpies, 
and Renegades will deceive active feeders early and late in the day. How-
ever, the most universally effective setup pairs a beadhead nymph (Bird’s 
Nest, Copper John, Prince) under an Elk Hair Caddis, Mosquito, or 
Parachute Adams. Fish the tandem in the inlets, over drop-offs, and in the 
shoreline shallows.

Guarded by stunted willows and home to truncated resi-
dents that seem obligated to ingest whatever food form happens 
to fall in their lap, Woods Creek bounces steeply down from 
the lake in relative anonymity. The most efficient early-season 
tactic is to use short-line presentations to drift a beadhead 
nymph through swirling eddies, seams, and pockets; dancing 
a tiny dry becomes a solid strategy when flows ebb.

From Jackson, follow SR 88 east for 70 miles to the Woods 
Lake Road turnoff. The season runs from the end of April 
through November 15, although the access road can open late 
or close early. Woods Lake Campground, (530) 622-5061, 
www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/eldorado/recarea/?recid=78528, and 
Woodfords Inn, (530) 694-2111, www.woodfordsinn.com, 
in Markleesville, offer lodging options. Though certainly not 
trophies, the feisty rainbows and bejeweled brookies of the 
Woods Lake–Woods Creek complex present refreshing chal-
lenges for serenity-seeking anglers.

www.matchthehatch.com • AROUND THE NORTHWEST
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North Fork Clearwater River, ID 
By Jeff Erickson

R
oad-trip buddy Mary and I happily wound up at the North Fork 
Clearwater River on a bluebird August day. Suddenly I punched the 
brakes, and our jaws dropped: a large gray wolf ambled to the center 

of the narrow gravel road, snarled, glared dismissively, then sprinted back 
into the dense forest. Primitive country like the North Fork begets large wild 
animals, some well endowed with teeth and claws.

The North Fork is a mecca for fly anglers who love to roam remote trails 
and back roads. Much of the 72-mile free-flowing North Fork snakes through 
Clearwater National Forest, with many streamside camping opportunities. 

For backpackers or horseback riders, 
alpine trout lakes also beckon.

Rising along the west slope of 
the Bitterroot Mountains on the 
Montana border, the North Fork is 
fed by myriad enticing trout-filled 
tributaries, until it finally slides into 
sprawling, 53-mile-long Dworshak 
Reservoir, toward its rendezvous with 
the main Clearwater and eventually 
the mighty Snake River. In addition 
to westslope cutthroat, the river holds 
threatened bull trout and mountain 
whitefish. While cutts are the main 
draw, nonnative brook and rainbow 
trout also inhabit the watershed.

The North Fork remains remark-
ably pristine, but it’s haunted by 
ghosts. The river’s prodigious salmon 
and steelhead runs ended when Dwor-
shak Dam was constructed, between 
1966 and 1973. The 717-foot-high 
barrier was built without a fish lad-
der, an environmental catastrophe 
that dramatically altered the aquatic 
ecology of the North Fork and prime 
tributaries like Kelly Creek: the last 
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steelhead and chinook smolts passed 
downstream through the construc-
tion site in 1970. Anadromous runs 
continue below Dworshak and up the 
Clearwater’s South and Middle Forks 
(abetted by a $21 million mitigation 
hatchery below the reservoir), but 
these fish must run a deadly gauntlet 
of downstream dams.

Prime time to wade the North 
Fork is July through September, to 
avoid the dangerous torrents of spring runoff, sometimes exceeding 12,000 
cubic feet per second (cfs). Even at flows under 1,000 cfs, the North Fork 
remains a fast, brawling river in places, threading through canyons with gi-
ant boulders and massive logjams, punctuated by deep, crystalline runs and 
pools—excellent cutthroat habitat. Typically, cutts don’t hold in riffles or 
raging pocket water, where you might find rainbows. Also, cutthroat in the 
upper watershed migrate downstream toward Dworshak in September to 
spend the winter in larger, more secure water. So the later you push toward 
fall, the fewer westslopes remain.

North Fork cutts are fools for attractors and terrestrials: Stimulators, 
Trudes, Humpies, and Wulffs, mixed with ant, beetle, cricket, and hopper 
patterns. You may need more specificity if you luck into a hatch of caddisflies, 
Pale Morning Duns, or Blue-Winged Olives. Subsurface, standard beadhead 
nymphs take plenty of fish, mixed with larger, weighted stonefly patterns 
bounced along the rubble.

Part of the North Fork’s appeal is isolation—including sprawling, road-
less mountains—but there are several ways to reach it by vehicle. Most di-

rectly, take Trout Creek 
Road (Forest  Road 
250) southwest from 
Interstate 90 near Su-
perior, Montana. This 
route corkscrews up to 
6,000-foot-high Hoo-
doo Pass, then drops 
into the North Fork 
headwaters. Depending 
on weather and land-
slides, this route can be 

navigated by a passenger car. Another option is FR 250 south out of Pierce, 
Idaho, a decent gravel road that meets the North Fork at the Pot Mountain 
Trailhead. A more circuitous journey allowing more exploration of the lower 
river is FR 247, out of tiny Headquarters, north of Pierce. A Clearwater Na-
tional Forest map will facilitate navigation. Unless you intend to become a 
mountain man, bring all the supplies you need. Between Dworshak Reservoir 
and the Clearwater headwaters, seven Forest Service campgrounds and plenty 
of options for informal camping are available.

Sitting around the campfire on our last moonlit night, Mary and I re-
flected on how many visitors—immersed in a still-spectacular landscape—are 
likely unaware of the North Fork’s vanished salmon and steelhead. Certainly, 
we must take joy in the beauty that remains; it’s considerable, albeit fragile. 
Inevitably Dworshak will disappear too, perhaps resurrecting an echo of the 
once-great migrations.
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EXPOSURE
Through the Seasons on Washington’s Yakima River
By Steve Maeder

 
Cottonwoods and a long, dry autumn make for brilliant golden hues through the Thorp reach of the Yakima.

 
Colorful cedar waxwings often feed on 
hatching insects along the river.

 
Rugged Mount Stuart overlooks the Kittitas Valley and can be seen from the river in places. 
Ingalls Peak, in the foreground, is within the Yakima River watershed.
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Steve Joyce and Mark Kane survey the water’s surface, looking for activity in 
the stretch near Selah.

 
An aquatic worm pattern fooled this heavy rainbow. A nick in its upper lip is likely from a previous encounter with a 
hook. Old studies indicate that some trout survive being caught more than 20 times. 

 
Personal watercraft expand opportunities below Roza 
Dam on a stretch of the Yakima where fine fishing is 
largely overlooked. 
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Red’s Fly Shop guide Max Karns works a run in the so-called farmlands section 
southeast of Ellensburg on a pleasant March afternoon. Two-handed trout rods are 
increasingly popular on the Yakima.

 
The Yakima is open year-round, but anglers 
often dwindle to a hardy few when temperatures 
drop into the 30s. The catching gets tough, but 
large trout are often the rewards for persistence.

 
March Browns draw great wet-fly swing action both before and during the hatch. The trout sometimes feed with abandon during 
a robust hatch.
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A bobcat rests on a log to get off the cold ground while listening for rodents  
scurrying about beneath the snow.

 
Fritz Busch is only 8 years old, but he’s all business on the water. His father, Garth Luke, works the sticks on a late-fall canyon float. 

Steve Maeder, the advertising manager for 
Northwest Fly Fishing, has fished the Yakima for 

many years.

 
Yakima rainbows exhibit considerable genetic 
variation. This fish hammered a Woolly Bugger 
fished on a sinking-tip line.
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A 
n ominous throaty growl rumbled from the rugged, shadowy, black-basalt gorge gripping the massive 
Rogue River ever more tightly in its narrowing maw, the flow squeezing in and folding upon itself, cur-
rents piling on currents for want of a path their own. The growl began to roar; loud, tenacious; inimical, 
baleful, like a bear guarding its den, I thought, recalling tales born of wild places like this otherworldly 

canyon cleaving the southern Oregon mountains.
We approached the rapids—a violently churning torrent filling the gorge with the inimitable voice of wilderness. 

Though I’d been regaled with tales of dangerous dunkings and tragic drownings, boats wrecked and boats sunken 
and never found on the mighty Rogue’s wildest section, my pulse remained even, anxiety at bay. I’m hardly immune 
to the apprehension of sending a drift boat through a Class IV rapids on a river notorious for eating boats, but at 
the oars was a Helfrich.

If you meet a Helfrich in Oregon, you stand a gambler’s chance you just met a river guide. If so, he (or she) will 
prove to be the progeny of one Prince Helfrich, legendary oarsman of the McKenzie River and grandfather to Jeff 
Helfrich, under whose care I was entrusted. And that explained my quietude as Jeff ’s boat dropped into the aqueous 
melee, bucking, turning, spinning—and missing each jagged reef and canyon wall by mere inches with each deftly 
applied oar stroke.

“Hold your rod straight up in the air as we go through,” Jeff intoned as we dropped into one of dozens of boiling 
rapids along this multiday float through the Rogue River’s federally designated Wild & Scenic section. 

His warning briefly jolted me from my awestruck astonishment at the stunning scenery that grew more exotic 
as the miles passed on our journey deep into the Rogue River’s most remote canyon. I heeded his admonition: the 
walls were literally closing in as we entered a cleft so narrow that in places my 11-foot switch rod could span it.

Late October’s ephemeral perfection had painted the riverbanks in vibrant shades of yellow and orange, the ri-
parian hardwoods and wild grapes emblazoned against a stately evergreen backdrop; deeper into the canyon, craggy 

Rogue River, OR
The Wild & Scenic Section

By John Shewey

A typical half-pounder steelhead ranges from 12 to 16 inches; they tend to run the lower and middle Rogue in pods or schools, so if a pool yields 
one fish, that same location likely holds more, often lots more. The action can be fast and furious (above). An angler swings a fly across a produc-
tive tailout as fall colors reflect off the water. By October, the verdant Rogue River Canyon comes to life in an extravagant display of autumn 
foliage, with spectacular views at every bend in the river (right).

ALL PHOTOS BY JOHN SHEWEY
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the river among old-growth 
maples. The property was 
homesteaded in 1903 and 
began life as a commercial 
lodge in the 1940s. Cabins 
accommodate guests—an-
glers in the fall, white-water 
enthusiasts in the summer—
and hearty, delicious, home-
cooked meals are served in a 
spacious dining room. Early 
each morning, guests gather 
for coffee in the hearth room, 
equally appealing for a glass 
of wine and conversation 
after dinner. I was drawn to 
the many vintage photos adorning the walls, a museum  
of Rogue River fishing and boating history. 

In the early 20th century, the Rogue was a wellspring 
of innovative boat-design ideas and from those halcyon 
days derived the famous Rogue River dory. In 1915, Glen 
Wooldridge and Cal Allen built a bateaux-style boat—a 
“river driver,” as they were called—and did the impossible: 

they ran the Rogue from 
Grants Pass to Gold Beach, 
a distance of some 100 riv-
er miles. It was probably 
among the most treacherous, 
perilous pioneering river 
runs ever made anywhere, 
especially considering that 
a river driver is a long, nar-
row, wooden craft and not 
the stable drift-boat-style 
platform familiar to anglers 
today. Those early Rogue 
adventurers used push poles 
to fend off collisions with 
rocks; they didn’t always 

win. Thereafter, local boatmen began modifying and 
customizing their boats, and soon was born the Rogue 
River dory, while farther north, the McKenzie-style boat 
was being perfected.

Those early Rogue River boaters founded other tradi-
tions as well. For one, they opted to render certain sections 
of the river more floatable by judicious (and sometimes 

Colorful wild grape leaves light up the banks above a seductive steelhead run deep in the Rogue River Canyon (above). Wildlife abounds along 
the wilderness section of the Rogue River. Here, a river otter enjoys the late-morning sunshine (top). Jeff Helfrich lines his drift boat down a 
swift side channel adjacent to boat-eating Rainie Falls, a Class V drop a short distance downstream from the put-in at Grave Creek (right).
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perhaps overly enthusiastic) use of dynamite to clear safe 
(or safer) passages through extremely rocky, rugged rapids.

To Twitch or Not to Twitch
One could be forgiven for developing a nervous tic after 
a few runs through the most challenging rapids on the 
Rogue River. However, the term “Rogue River twitch” 
actually refers to a fishing tactic, not the potential neurosis 
that might result from imperiling one’s life for the sake 
of steelhead. 

In the 1950s, 
R o g u e  R i v e r 
guides—appar-
ently beginning 
with Willard Lu-
cas—developed 
a technique that 
made steelhead 
fly fishing on the 
Rogue approach-
able for even the 
tyro. Much of the 
river is too deep 
to wade, and float 
trips require cover-
ing miles of river 
during the course 
of the day, mean-
ing wade-fishing 
time must be par-
celed judiciously. 
So, in the 1950s, 
guides began “pull-
ing flies” on the 
Rogue by asking 
simply that their 
clients flip 30 or 40 
feet of line down-
stream from their 
seats in the drift 
boat, and then do nothing else. The oarsman would then 
row slowly back and forth across the pools, taking care 
to keep the boat’s downstream progress in check. The 
only affectation was the twitch: Willard and other guides 
asked their clients to rhythmically bounce the rod tip up 
and down a foot or so, causing the wet fly to alternately 
ascend and descend in the water column.

The twitch would dominate Rogue River fly fishing 
for 50 years. It still has its adherents, but has faded in 
popularity in recent decades. Still, every Rogue veteran 
debates the efficacy of the twitch. Does it matter to the 
fish, or is a Rogue River steelhead that is bent on eating 
your fly going to do so twitch or no twitch? One thing is 
certain—twitchers and nontwitchers enjoy equal success.

With his characteristic measured reticence, Helfrich 
admits he’s never really formed an opinion on the mat-
ter, even though he and his clients routinely practice the 
twitch. Sometimes he thinks it matters, he told me, but 
he also suggests that maybe the twitch just “gives the an-
gler something to do beyond just holding onto the rod.”

Those twitchable flies come in myriad forms. If 
Northern California’s Eel River was ground zero for the 
development and evolution of steelhead-specific patterns, 

the Rogue (and 
the Klamath) were 
right on its heels. 
By the opening 
decade of the 20th 
century, the Rogue 
and its steelhead 
were gaining na-
tionwide promi-
nence, so much so 
that Joe Wharton 
opened a tackle 
shop in Grants 
Pass in 1906. He 
specialized in fly 
tackle, including 
locally designed 
fly patterns. Whar-
ton’s shop was al-
ready an institu-
tion when novelist 
Zane Grey—writer 
of purple prose, 
author of Riders of 
the Purple Sage—
first visited Oregon 
to fish the Rogue 
River in 1919.

Grey, says au-
thor Trey Combs, 
urged Wharton to 

begin stocking fine tackle made in Great Britain, and also 
introduced him to at least one favorite fly, the Gold(en) 
Demon. The original was dressed with a wing of mallard, 
but at Grey’s request, Wharton began having his com-
mercial fly tiers—including Ardeth and Irene Bunnell of 
Portland—dress the fly with a more durable wing of deer 
hair. The Golden Demon, along with flies of Wharton’s 
own design, such as the Turkey & Red, preceded a host 
of Rogue River-specific flies that soon followed: Rogue 
River Special, Rogue Red Ant, Juicy Bug, Silver Ant, 
Witherwox Special.

For a few decades, Rogue River steelhead flies were 
routinely tied on bronze double hooks, typically sizes 8 
and 10. Those doubles balanced perfectly in the water 
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and held fish securely. They are still legal, but no longer 
fashionable and in a large measure, the flies traditionally 
tied on them aren’t in favor now. Luckily, the old Rogue 
standards still have their adherents, but they have been 
supplanted in general popularity by the modern stable, 
and staple, of beadhead nymphs. On the upper and 
middle Rogue, fishing weighted nymphs under an indi-
cator is the normal method, but on the Wild & Scenic 
section, pulling and swinging flies remains very popular. 
Traditional wet flies are probably more popular on the 
Wild & Scenic section, but the nymphs common on 
the upper and middle Rogue are equally effective when 
pulled or swung.

On the Wild & Scenic section, particularly 
when Helfrich and his deeply experienced guides 
handle all the logistics, leaving clients free to focus 
on the fishing, Rogue half-pounders often come 
fast and furious. Don’t expect to find a wet-behind-
the-ears 20-year old rowing your boat. Helfrich 
and his guides have been doing this for a long time; 
they are amazingly adept at all aspects of the craft, 
including expertly controlling the boat as clients 
pull, and perhaps, twitch flies. 

For me, fishing with Helfrich harkened to days 
long ago spent fishing with another veteran guide, 
Ray Slusser, who provided my initial firsthand 
introduction to the Rogue River technique. Like 

Slusser, Helfrich deftly maneuvers the boat bank to bank 
across the pools, expertly controlling the downstream 
progress, always drifting downstream—when he wants 
to—much more slowly than current speed. It’s a fine art, 
a great deal of practice belied by the seeming effortlessness.

Pulling flies is a boon to novice anglers. They can 
enjoy consistent and frequently remarkable success on 
steelhead alongside veteran fly casters. As such, Helfrich’s 
multiday Rogue trips are ideal for families, couples, and 
business groups, but equally appealing to pairs or groups 
of diehard steelhead fly anglers. To be sure, wading op-
portunities abound; just tell your guides you want to do 
some wade fishing and they’ll plant you in some of the 

Only the most experienced white-water rowers dare to navigate the Wild & Scenic Rogue, where boulder-cluttered rapids, such as Blossom Bar, 
have eaten many boats over the years. Trusting your safety to Jeff Helfrich and his deeply experienced guides is a major perk of booking a multiday 
fishing expedition (above). The Rogue River draws a sizable run of summer steelhead, the bulk of which are half-pounders—fish that spend 
only a few months in salt water and then return to the river at 12 to 18 inches. But second-year half-pounders, along with one- and two-salt 
steelhead are also common and range from 18 to more than 30 inches (below).
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N
estled between the Beaverhead Mountains 
and the Lemhi Range, Idaho’s scenic Lemhi 
River flows northwest from where it forms 
near the tiny town of Leadore—winding 

from one side of the valley to the other and dropping 
about 2,000 feet in elevation—to the Salmon River in the 
town of Salmon. Throughout the river’s course, the ranch 
lands of the valley floor give way to rugged mountains 
above the 60-mile-mile long river.

Anglers who enjoy wade-fishing on small waters can 
find solitude and scenery appealing enough that it’s easy 
to forget that a road, Idaho State Route 28, runs nearby. 
But even those who prefer getting a little farther from 
the pavement can find accessible pristine stretches on 
this modest-size river. The Lemhi offers something for 
everyone—it’s approachable and kind to newcomers, yet 
it’s pristine and complex enough to satisfy even the most 
discerning anglers.

The Lemhi runs through private ranch lands for most 
of its journey, but SR 28 provides easy river access at 
various highway bridges and at five Idaho Fish & Game 
(IDFG) sites. Further access is available where secondary 
roads cross the Lemhi just off the highway. Most locations 
are visible from SR 28 between the towns of Salmon and 
Leadore. Idaho’s laws concerning streams provide for 
access at such public-road crossings, but require that an-
glers enter the river 
on public property 
and then stay be-
low the high-water 
mark. At the bridge 
crossings, whether 
along the highway 
or on side roads, 
safe and legal park-
ing is critical, and 
usually available at 
obvious turnouts. 
When in doubt, 
however,  avoid 
potential conflict 
with landowners and don’t try to get to the river at places 
where parking sites are not obvious or where getting to a 
bridge or to the river requires crossing private property.

In addition, be aware that reaching the river from 
bridge crossings can change based on water levels. At 
higher flows, it may not be possible to stay on public 
property while trying to get into the river corridor (more 

Lemhi River, ID
Solitude between Mountain Peaks

By Toby L. Walrath

on that later). Use discretion and bear in mind that the 
well-established access points provide the opportunity to 
fish miles of excellent water.

From north (downstream) to south (upstream), the 
primary locations to get on the water begin in Salmon 
and are scattered along the river for about 33 miles. In 
Salmon, the 3.5-acre Lemhi Power Site is located behind 
the Sungate Apartments off Margaret Street, next to the 
ACE Hardware store. Park at the end of Margaret Street 
and walk to the river bank behind the dike. Within the 
site, you can go along above the river up- or downstream, 
and extend the opportunities by wading/walking within 
the high-water marks. 

About 3.7 miles upstream from Salmon, the Lower 
Lemhi access site is a 2-acre roadside location surrounded 
by private property, so anglers must reach the river within 
the designated IDFG area. This site is on the north bank 
along Old Lemhi Road (aka Lemhi Backroad), which 
turns north of Main Street at the east end of Salmon, 
crosses the Lemhi, then swings southeast. From Main 
Street, follow this road a total of 3.6 miles to the site, 
which is signed, located where the road finally runs 
alongside the river.

Heading upstream, the next IDFG locations—
Lemhi River North and Lemhi River South—are 21 
miles east of Salmon along the east side of SR 28. The 

North Access does 
not directly reach 
the water, but it 
does offer a pic-
nic table, parking, 
and limited camp-
ing with enough 
room to turn an 
RV around. The 
South Access is a 
short walk south 
to a small parcel of 
land directly to the 
river. There are no 
signs marking this 

access site, so keep an eye peeled.
Five miles farther upstream (26 miles southeast of 

Salmon), Hayden Creek is the next IDFG site. It covers 
5.6 acres along SR 28, offers shaded camping sites, and 
has a primitive latrine. The IDFG Access Guide lists this 
site as being able to accommodate six to eight camping 
units, but in reality, it’s bigger than that and can handle 
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The upper (south) end of the Lemhi River flows through verdant agricultural lands. Anglers need only gain egress to the river at public access 
points and then wade and fish their way up or downstream between the lushly vegetated banks (above). This gorgeous Lemhi River rainbow 
trout ate a dead-drifted nymph pattern. Nymphing is frequently productive, but the Lemhi is also a fine dry-fly river, especially during hatches 
of Blue-Winged Olives, Pale Morning Duns, Little Yellow Stoneflies, and grasshoppers (left).

quite a few more. Yet even in midsummer, the area is not crowded. Look for the “Sportsmans Access” sign; if you 
are coming from the south on SR 28, the Hayden Creek site is 1 mile north of the Lemhi Mercantile/Post Office.

Lastly, 5.5 miles south of Hayden Creek and 13 miles north of Leadore, the Bureau of Land Management’s Mc-
Farland Recreation Area provides an easement to the river where the Lemhi meanders through verdant farmlands. A 
stile crosses a wooden fence, and from there anglers must remain within the river easement as posted. This site also 
has a well-maintained campground with picnic tables and a standard pit toilet. 

Ample dining and lodging are available in Salmon, a town of about 3,000 people, but I enjoy camping along the 
banks of the Lemhi at Hayden Creek. A hand pump offers fresh drinking water and the site has a clean, primitive 
outhouse along with designated fire rings. Nearby mountain peaks, such as 8,171-foot Ramsey Mountain to the 
east and 10,800-foot Gunsight Peak, tower over the valley, punctuating stunning scenery rivaling any place in the 
western mountains.

On my most recent trip, camping at Hayden Creek put my friend John MacGillivray and me in a prime loca-
tion to explore the river’s two main sections, what we might call the north half and the south half (or upper river 
and lower river). Each half provides a distinct experience and excellent fishing. Along the way, be sure to take time 
to visit the Sacajawea Interpretive, Cultural, & Educational Center, a 71-acre park just south of Salmon created to 
honor Sacajawea, who was born in the Salmon Valley and later famously helped the Lewis and Clark expedition. 
The Lemhi-Shoshone tribal history is captured here, and much can be learned about the Lemhi River and its history.

The Local Rivers
At the point where Hayden Creek enters the Lemhi, there is a noticeable change in the river’s characteristics. North-
west—downstream—of Hayden Creek, the river is wider, providing fly casters reprieve from the upper river’s gnarled 
willows that form a virtual wall along the banks. Downstream from Hayden Creek, the Lemhi continues to slowly 

ALL PHOTOS BY JOHN MACGILLIVRAY
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Deer Creek, CA
My Grandfather’s Creek

By Lance Gray

A
s the crow flies, we weren’t that far from the old Suburban, but on foot it would be at least an 8-mile walk 
back to where we had parked. My dad, my brother, Lincoln Gray, and I had worked our way down the Deer 
Creek trail from the bridge crossing on the old Transfer Road (aka Dumb Deer Road).

We had spent the last few days casting dry flies to eagerly rising trout, eating well, and enjoying one 
another’s company around the campfire. The expedition was drawing to a close, so when the time came to begin that 
long hike back to camp, we lingered for a time, enjoying the scenery, hesitant not so much from trepidation over an 
8-mile trek, but because we simply didn’t want this family adventure to end.

During those few days, our campfire time was spent with dad telling tales about him and his father fishing this 
area. He regaled us with stories us of big brown trout up in the meadow taking Royal Coachmen as though they were 
candy. He recalled the day he and grandpa had nearly worn themselves out catching creels full of trout in Deer Creek, 
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and thus opting for an early bedtime in the bed of the truck only to 
be momentarily paralyzed by fear when they awoke to two curious 
deer peering down at them from point-blank range. We enjoyed a 
hearty laugh at the thought of dad nearly jumping out of his shoes 
when he awoke nose to nose with a deer.

“I thought it was a bear or, worse, a cougar!” Dad exclaimed. 
He continued recounting the saga, explaining that the deer had 

placed their front hooves on the back bumper of grandpa’s Stude-
baker truck just to gaze into the back of the rusting old pickup bed. 
The story made him laugh. It made Lincoln and me look over our 
shoulders for cougars and bears and ominous shadows back beyond 
the light of the fire.

He went on and on, story after story, filling our ears and fueling 
our imaginations with his memories. Nights stretched into morn-
ings, his recollections leaving us wondering on many occasions what 
was fact, what was embellished, and what might simply have been 
pure fiction.

After that long hike back from the remote reaches of Deer Creek 
on our last day, the weather turned cold. It was our third night at 
camp, and I awoke early to morning dew frosted heavily on my 
sleeping bag. I rushed to find some twigs, pine needles, or any other 
fuels to breathe life back into the smoldering ashes from the previous 
night’s fire. As the flames perked up, and the fire gained a warming, 
constant glow, dad and Lincoln finally began to stir.

As the fire warmed me, I started the Primus single-burner Grass-
hopper propane stove, a two-legged contraption whose third leg is 
the propane bottle itself. It had served us well, and I was happy for 
its efficiency on such a chilly morning when hot coffee and sizzling 
bacon seemed the perfect antidote for fending off the cold. I started 
cooking the last six pieces of bacon in our camp larder, assuming 
the smell of cooking bacon wafting through the air would surely 

Deer Creek’s wild rainbows share the stream with fish stocked by the California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. Each native is a treasure, no matter its size, so keep 
’em wet and release them quickly (above). The upper end of Deer Creek runs alongside 
State Route 32 for a considerable distance, making access easy. Here, John Barris, who 
cut his teeth fishing Deer Creek while a student at nearby California State University, 
Chico, reacquaints himself with a favorite section of the stream (left).
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He looked at me, spied the trout in my hand, antici-
pated my intentions, and said, “That’s a good idea.”

At first, I thought he meant that trout for breakfast 
was a good idea, but when he reached for the Powell rod 
I was carrying, I realized he meant that the idea of him 
catching a trout for his own breakfast was what he had 
in mind. Dad walked to the creek and in short order was 
back with his own breakfast trout. 

“Got him on the first cast,” he said with a smile.
Meanwhile, the smell of the hot bacon grease cooking 

that little rainbow was like an alarm clock for my brother. 
He was begging to get a small piece of my crispy, browned 
trout. I swatted at his 
reaching hand, and told 
him he needed to go catch 
his own breakfast. I took 
my trout out of the frying 
pan, and dad dropped his 
into the grease. I devoured 
my trout and as I enjoyed 
the last bite, Lincoln was 
walking up the trail from 
the creek holding a fish. 

“My turn,” he said.
The smell of dad’s 

trout cooking in that 
bacon grease seemed to 
renew my hunger, even 
though I’d just polished 
off one little fried fish. I 
grabbed the rod back from 
my brother. They watched 
as I disappeared into the 
willows again. 

The Creek
The  headwate r s  fo r 
Deer Creek begin in the 
Lassen National Forest 
just north of the small 
mountain community 
of Chester. Small brooks 
and tiny springs con-
verge to shape a beauti-
ful mountain stream. As 
it flows down through 
Deer Creek Meadows, 
the creek gathers the flows 
from Lost Creek, Carter 
Creek, and then the North Fork of Deer Creek. 
From there, Deer Creek meanders through a large 
meadow. The bottom turns from mud to rock, and 
fallen logs crisscross the winding course as the creek curls 
around boulders to form a truly scenic trout stream.  

Once the creek flows underneath Deer Creek Highway 
(State Route 32), it plunges into a deepening canyon, 
rushing and crashing over boulders, some the size of John 
Deere harvesters.

The creek runs along SR 32, gaining volume from 
myriad feeder streams. This is Deer Creek’s middle stretch, 
where access is easy, and where large pools tail into runs, 
with each such arrangement linked to the next by pocket 
water that stretches for hundreds of yards. This part of the 
creek includes 18-foot-high Upper Deer Creek Falls (1.6 
miles upstream from Potato Patch Campground), created 
by a vast ancient lava flow, frozen in time by the creek’s 

cold water. The vista from 
the top of the overseeing 
lava cap is breathtaking 
(but be careful). The creek 
continues southwest as 
it falls through scattered 
boulders, deep pools, and 
pocket water. All told, SR 
32 flows along nearly a 
dozen miles of the upper 
creek.

At  the  Red Stee l 
Bridge, a well-known 
landmark on SR 32, the 
creek flows away from the 
road, rushing off to the 
west. A trailhead at the 
bridge leads to a creek-
side path that extends for 
some 30 miles, provid-
ing excellent access for 
anglers all the way down 
to the southwest corner 
of Deer Creek Flats, just 
west of the community of 
Cambellville. The trail is 
a highway for fly-fishing 
enthusiasts, who enjoy 
excellent fishing along 
with scenic terrace water-
falls, unbelievable vistas, 
abundant wildflowers, 
and many other notable 
sights. About 7 miles of 
the trail and the creek 
wind through the 41,000-
acre Ishi Wilderness, and 

side trails lead off to various locations in the wilderness.
Inside the Ishi Wilderness, the creek carves its way 

through ancient granite with thick layers of lava spewed 
from Lassen Peak. In the wilderness, Deer Creek Can-
yon, referred to as the Devil’s Parade Ground, is named 

Near its headwaters, Deer Creek flows down from Butt Mountain and 
meanders through a beautiful meadow. A modicum of stealth while fishing 
this stretch pays dividends (above). Upstream from Elam Campground, 
wading anglers can find some excellent runs and pools in a very scenic 
stretch of Deer Creek. Elam Campground sits streamside 7 miles upstream 
(northeast) of Potato Patch Campground along State Route 32, and offers 
15 first-come, first-served sites (left). 

PHOTO BY PHIL REEDY
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Tobacco Root Mountains, MT
Accessible and Exquisite

By Joshua Bergan

T 
he Tobacco Root Mountain Range grows tobacco like Wyoming’s Firehole River is made of fire—you must 
dig a little deeper to understand how such names came about. But the “Roots” by any other name give up 
as many gorgeous trout and provide as many vistas as that famous river. The Tobacco Roots, a circular range 
due south of Whitehall, Montana, comprise more than 30 peaks above 10,000 feet and just as many lakes 

that host trout. The range is thought to have been named after a velvety plant known as mullein that early prospec-
tors smoked in lieu of tobacco.  

These crags conceal more drive-to and short-hike lakes than in many nearby ranges, and there are no grizzly bears 
(yet, officially). But other wildlife such as black bears, mountain goats, and moose abound. Many of the access roads 
are only passable if you have a high-clearance, four-wheel-drive vehicle that you’re not too worried about. Most are 
old mining and logging roads turned jeep trails and are quite rugged. 

Many of the lakes are actually reservoirs, built during mining operations as far back as the 1860s, and some are 
still used for irrigation. As such, this range almost has an industrial feel to it. Don’t be put off by the sight of camper-
trailers, as well as ATVs and other off-road-style vehicles.

After exploring the many waters in the Tobacco Roots, I’ve compiled descriptions of several of my favorites.

Cliff, Mine, and McKelvey Lakes
These three stunningly beautiful natural lakes hold eager cutthroat trout for anglers willing to make the steep hike 
on a rugged old decommissioned jeep trail. You gain about 3,500 feet total, and lose about 1,500, but average about 
450 vertical feet per mile on the ascent. 
 
Both Yellowstone and westslope cutts have been stocked throughout the Tobacco Roots over time, but only native westslopes like this one are stocked 
today. Wild populations of Yellowstone cutthroats are still available if you know where to look (above). Gneiss Lake is the highest lake with trout 
in the Tobacco Roots at about 9,500 feet, and is accessible by hiking from the road-accessible Branham Lakes. Gneiss holds wild Yellowstone 
cutthroat trout that are into dry flies. Bring your camera (left). 

ALL PHOTOS BY JOSHUA BERGAN
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This set of Twin Lakes is found beyond Jackson and 
Sunrise Lakes at the end of the trail at about 9,200 feet. 
It is another very scenic spot, and you are likely to have 
these waters to yourself. Only big Twin Lake has fish; the 
lower lake is more of a marsh. We caught 6- to 12-inch 
cutts, but saw others up to 16 inches. The upper lake 
had been stocked with cutthroats every two years from  
1984 until 2014, when it reverted to being stocked every 
four years. 

Boulder Lakes
These two reservoirs below 10,390-foot APA Mountain 
near Twin Bridges offer jeep-trail access, gorgeous views, 
and small trout. Lower Boulder Lake has brook trout and 
was last stocked with McBride-strain Yellowstone cutthroat 
trout in 1989. However, I don't rate Lower Boulder Lake 
very high for fishing. There are 
many inlets around the lake, 
some of them springs, some 
snowmelt. We found most of 
the fish hanging out around 
the braided inlet that cascades 
down from the upper lake. 

I had read that the jeep 
trail to the lower lake is “a 
cake walk” and found that to 
be mostly accurate. While it 
is definitely a jeep trail (I did 
knock my undercarriage a time 
or two), I think it’s one of the 
easier jeep trails in the Tobacco 
Roots.

Upper Boulder Lake holds 
small, pure-strain cutts. The 

largest we caught was about 11 inches, but we saw one 
larger, probably around 14 inches. They are pretty fish 
that will eat dries. The mile from Lower Boulder to Upper 
Boulder is best suited for hiking, not driving. 

Louise Lake and Her Neighbors
Rumors of cutthroats upward of 24 inches make Louise 
Lake an attractive destination, but good fishing is far from 
a guarantee. A 1988 survey revealed 15 fish that averaged 
about 16 inches. While today Louise Lake holds cutthroats, 
decades ago it produced some huge golden trout after 
being first stocked with these exotics in 1956. In more 
recent decades, Louise has been stocked with Yellowstone 
and westslope cutts and is currently on the every-four-year 
stocking plan.

Fertile enough to offer trout lots of food options, Louise 
Lake abounds in caddisflies, scuds, Chironomids, and Calli-
baetis mayflies, along with a variety of terrestrial insects that 
routinely end up on the water. When trout feed selectively 
during the Callibaetis hatch, try retrieving a Callibaetis 
nymph pattern if dry flies don’t produce. Wet flies ranging 
from midge pupae up to Woolly Buggers are effective, and 
sometimes even a skated dry fly will do the trick.

The scenic hike to Louise Lake—the Louise Lake 
National Recreation Trail—begins at a trailhead about 21 
miles south of I-90 at Cardwell and covers 3.3 miles, and 
gains 1,300 feet, with many switchbacks. It’s a popular 
lake and can get crowded, so if possible, visit in late June 
or late September. 

South Boulder Road leads to the Louise Lake trailhead, 
and if you drive past the turnoff for that, the road continues 
about 2.5 rugged miles up to the trailhead for the scenic 
Sailor, Globe, and Brannan Lakes, which offer small trout. 

Sailor Lake, historically stocked with cutts, rainbows, 
and even lake trout, is overrun by stunted brook trout these 
days. According to FWP fisheries biologist Ron Spoon, 

Big westslope cutthroat trout are the exception at most Tobacco Roots 
lakes. They are more common in lakes between 7,000 and 8,000 feet 
in elevation because the growing season is longer, and the lakes are 
more fertile compared to higher lakes (above). Louise Lake is probably 
the best trophy-trout lake in the Tobacco Roots. Expect company and 
savvy fish (below).
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Step 1: Start the tying thread one-third of the way back 
on the hook shank and wind it to the hook bend, leaving 
a 3-inch thread tag. Tie in the Krystal Flash and trim to 
the length of the hook shank. Tie in eight to 10 marabou 
tips of each color as the tail. Bind the material butts up 
to the thread starting point, trim and cover, then return 
the thread to the hook bend.

Step 2: Select eight to 10 slender, tapered marabou barbs 
from marabou blood quills of each color. Stack them, 
aligning the tips. Secure the barbs by their tips using as 
little length as possible, binding them down securely with 
minimal thread wraps. Bring the thread forward, leaving 
the front third of the hook shank exposed.
  
Step 3: Pull the marabou barbs gently upward, then 
bring the tag end of thread up alongside the marabou. 
Spin the marabou and thread into a snug “rope,” then 
wind it forward in touching wraps to the thread starting 
point. Secure the rope and trim the butts. Cover half the 
exposed hook shank with thread.

Step 4: Tie in three strands of peacock herl, twist them 
into a rope, and make three full wraps in front of the 
abdomen. With the hook upside down, tie in a small 
bunch of Antron fibers on the near side of the hook, 
folding them to the far side, then secure the fold with 
tight thread wraps. Trim the Antron to length.

Step 5: Build a thread base between the hook eye and the 
peacock herl. Move the thread to one hook-eye length back 
from the eye. Cut and stack a small bunch of deer hair, 
tie the bundle of hair in with the tips pointing forward, 
then wrap the thread back to the thorax, creating a base 
for the hackle. Trim the deer hair butts to length so they 
reach the back of the thorax.

Step 6: Tie in a stiff dry-fly hackle at the back of the 
thread base over the deer hair. Make four full wraps of 
hackle progressing forward. Tie off and trim the hackle. 
Lift the deer hair and make several thread wraps to prop 
the hair up slightly. Whip-finish the fly and apply cement 
to the whip-finish and the hackle stem.
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Step 1: After applying a layer of tying thread to the hook 
shank, secure the barbell eyes using figure-eight wraps. 
Moving the thread back to a short distance behind the jig 
eye bend, tie in three strands of wire (one black strand and 
two hot yellow strands). Cover the wire strands with thread 
down to the hook bend and then back up to the tie-in point. 

Step 2: Firmly wrap all three strands of wire up the hook 
shank, stopping at the original tie-in point. Make sure to 
leave ample space behind the barbell eyes. To complete the 
body, tie in two sections of rubber legs and double them 
over to make a total of four legs.  

Step 3: Invert the fly, then cut a clump of black deer belly 
about the diameter of a pencil, brush out the underfur, and 
stack the hairs to even the tips. Align the hair so the tips 
extend over the hook point to about the bend of the hook 
at the angle shown; to secure the hair directly behind the 
barbell eyes and in front of the wire tie-off point, first ap-
ply two loose wraps of thread, then pull firmly downward 
with the next wrap. You needn’t apply any additional wraps 
at this point. 

Step 4: Cut a smaller portion of yellow deer belly hair and 
repeat the procedure from step 3, but this time, plant the 
yellow clump directly in the middle of the black clump and 
ensure that it is centered before you apply the downward 
thread pressure on the final wrap. Turn the fly again so the 
hook point is down.

Step 5: Without adding any additional wraps to the hair 
clumps, tie in the dubbing directly behind the barbell eyes 
by wrapping it around the eyes horizontally, making sure 
to keep the thread above the hook shank and hair clumps.
For the final step, again invert the fly.

Step 6:  Whip-finish around the barbell eyes, again being 
careful to not wrap around the hook shank or deer hair. 
Make one or two strokes with a sharp (new) double-edge 
disposable razor blade to cut the deer-hair head to shape, 
following the barbell eyes as a guide and stopping once the 
blade cuts through the remaining black butt ends. Trim 
so that you leave a yellow hot spot and preserve the black 
deer-hair tips. Apply a bit of head cement to the thread 
beneath the barbell eyes.
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Foot Tractor Wading Boots

To build the highest-performing and most durable wading 

boots possible, we paired our expertise in fly fishing and 

product innovation with Danner’s proud tradition of qual-

ity and craftsmanship. Engineered for the most demanding 

wading and built by hand in Portland, Oregon, our new boots 

are resoleable and can also be completely recrafted as they 

wear over time. They’re the best boots we’ve ever made—

and we believe they’re the last ones you’ll ever need to buy.


