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Being in the right place at the right time is the key to success.


INTRODUCTION

Born and raised in Colorado Springs, I had the good fortune of being able to fish some of the best water in the West only a few hours from home. More important, many great anglers took the time to teach me what they knew. This book is my attempt to pass on the knowledge that so many anglers gave to me and to set the record straight about what are truly the best waters to fish—with information from some of the best anglers and guides in Colorado, as well as my own experience from a lifetime fishing this state (14 years as a full-time guide on the South Platte River).

One constant theme that runs through this book is the importance of timing—timing hatches and migrating runs of trophy trout, or timing your own arrival and departure to make the most of your time, which for many is precious. Timing, I believe, is the key to unlocking the potential of a fishery. There is never just one river that is productive every day of the year. Whether you are fishing a tailwater, freestone river, or spring creek, many variables dictate the quality of the fishing. I am confident this book will help you better understand how to time your next trip.

This book includes what I think are the best fly-fishing experiences in the state. What do I mean by “best,” though? Well, it is relative, but for me sometimes size and numbers of trout are important; other times solitude. But in choosing the rivers for this book, I asked myself: “If I could spend a year fishing the state’s rivers, where would I go? What hatches would I hit? Where and when would I go to catch fish of a lifetime?” I also thought of things that my friends and I reflect on at the end of the day, everything from that 25-inch brown that attacked a streamer to the way a 6-inch greenback climbed on top of my dry fly. Sometimes, it is the challenge of the fish that we didn’t catch that keeps us coming back and striving to learn as much as possible about a particular piece of water.

I wanted to cover only the best fishing in the state, in as much detail as possible, rather than painting with too broad a brush and trying to cover all the state’s waters, which are not created equal (at least for trout and the anglers who pursue them). Some rivers in the book, such as the White River, Clear Creek, and the North Platte, have limited public access or short sections of productive water. I wanted to include them but could not justify an entire chapter, so I mention them in other chapters.
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In this book, my goal was to capture Colorado’s best fly fishing, from where and when to catch trophies like this Dream Stream brown to catching 8-inch greenbacks in Rocky Mountain National Park. No other state offers the diversity of Colorado. JAY NICHOLS

In writing this book, I relied heavily on the expertise of others. I feel that it is impossible to know everything about fly fishing, and I learn something new every day on the water. There are several lifetimes of fishing in the state, and no one can do it all. This book is a community of knowledge, not just one angler’s opinion, and I spent many hours interviewing local experts for it. In many ways, this book is as much theirs as it is mine, and I am forever grateful for their contributions.

Hatches and Hatch Charts

Colorado does not have as many complex hatches as some other states, but the hatches that it does have can be dense, especially midges, BWOs, and PMDs. Because Colorado’s weather and water levels change drastically from year to year, the hatch charts and emergence times are only guidelines. Some years, hatches may come off earlier, some years later, and some years not at all. There are six insects that will come off every year like clockwork: midges, caddis, BWOs, PMDs, Tricos, and stoneflies. Other more elusive insects like the Green Drake are more temperamental based on water flows and weather, making it tough to always hit the hatch. Always check with the local shops listed in each section of this book for hatches and current stream conditions.

Here is a collection of hatches that I love and recommend you try to hit.

Midges on the Ark. One of Colorado’s best year-round hatches is midges on the Arkansas River below Pueblo Reservoir. Since it lies lower in elevation, temperatures of 60 degrees are not uncommon there in the middle of winter. This warming trend produces large, long midge hatches, especially on overcast days.

BWOs on the Pan. The Fryingpan River offers great hatches in spring and fall on perfect dry-fly water. The Fryingpan has great, calm water settings through pockets, pools, and slicks as it flows into the Roaring Fork River. Located near the Continental Divide just northwest of towering Mount Elbert, the Roaring Fork valley has frequent storm systems that offer the constant cloud cover Blue-Winged Olives thrive in.

Caddis on the South Platte. While two of the strongest hatches in the state are on the Arkansas and the Roaring Fork rivers, I prefer the South Platte River, since it is a tailwater and water levels are more consistent when the hatch occurs. From Charlie Meyers SWA to Eleven Mile Canyon, and especially the new caddis activity at Deckers, you can effectively target every week of the hatch from April to early June and chances are good you will have fishable water conditions.

Salmonflies on the Gunnison. From May through June, you can watch aggressive trout take these giant bugs in the Black Canyon. Runoff won’t destroy the opportunity because of both the Crystal and Gunnison Diversion Dams.

PMDs on the Roaring Fork. Most Colorado rivers have this hatch, but one of the best PMD fisheries I have ever seen is the Roaring Fork in midsummer from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. Even if there are minimal adults riding the surface, an emerger or cripple sunk just below the surface is key.

Green Drakes on the Taylor. Blooming around the Pale Morning Duns, Green Drakes give anglers a chance to finally mimic a large insect in the land of small. The Taylor River is in my opinion one of the most productive fisheries for this big bug. From June through September, hatches are best on overcast days, as well as a few hours before nightfall.
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Sometimes anglers on big waters looking for big bugs overlook the smaller Golden Stones for the Salmonflies. Here is a close-up of an adult Golden Stone, an insect that plays a big role as a food supply in the Colorado River. WILL BLANCHARD

Tricos on the Yampa. This is one of the thickest hatches in Colorado and one of the biggest, most dense Trico hatches I have ever experienced in the 23 years I have been fly fishing on the Yampa River. When the hatch begins in early July the adults are about a size 18. By the end of September, adults are a 24 or smaller.

Red Quills on the Williams Fork. Similar to Green Drakes, Red Quills give anglers the chance to fish larger mayfly imitations. This is also a sparse hatch that can be very short. One of my favorite locations to target this hatch is the Williams Fork and Colorado rivers in July and August.

In addition to great hatch fishing, depending on water and weather conditions, Colorado is perhaps the best place in the United States to catch a truly giant trout (over 10 pounds) on a year-round basis. The Taylor, Fryingpan, and Blue are excellent resident river trout fisheries where trout are known to exceed 30 inches and weigh up to 20 pounds. For migratory fish, the South Platte above Eleven Mile Reservoir, the Gunnison above Blue Mesa Reservoir, the Conejos above and below Platoro Reservoir, the White River in Meeker, and the Yampa River below Stagecoach Reservoir are some of best. With the exception of the Conejos, these are all year-round fisheries.

Fly Patterns

I firmly believe that presentation is more important than fly selection. Large trout are opportunistic feeders by nature, and the key to catching them is getting the fly to the fish’s viewing lane while mimicking the size and silhouette of the natural. Instead of relying on the fly to catch the fish, I make sure every drift counts. This is why sight-fishing is so productive—the best indicator is the trout, not the one on your leader.

I don’t personally believe that trout get conditioned to a fly. Instead, I think that trout see something unnatural in the presentation, rig, or the fly itself. Something like an RS2, which seems to always work, is very subtle. If you were to overpower that same imitation by adding a Krystal Flash wing case and tail, there is a good chance the trout would detect something unnatural, especially in low, clear water. At other times a little flash is what it takes to get the trout to bite.

I think some flies are more effective at catching anglers in fly shops than they are at catching fish. I call these bin flies. The flies that I have chosen for this book, while they do look good, have proven themselves on the water, day in and day out. These flies have been designed and tested by top anglers and by trout. Some of the flies in this book are more than a decade old while others are newer to the market. While I have listed different patterns for each chapter, all of the patterns in the book can be incorporated into one Colorado fly box that will provide a core group of flies that will serve you well on all waters in the state.

As a guide, I quickly learned to simplify, and this also includes fly selection. When I open up my box, I see twenty-five patterns (in three sizes) that I carry all the time. They are the Rojo Midge, Jujubee Midge, Griffith’s Gnat, BWO Barr Emerger, Jujubaetis, Stalcup’s Baetis, Mathew’s BWO Sparkle Dun, Barr’s Graphic Caddis, Breadcrust, Landon’s Larva, Puterbaugh’s Foam Caddis, Mercer’s PoxyBack Little Yellow Stone, Barr’s Tungstone, Pat’s Rubber Legs, Crystal Stimulator, Rogue Stone, PMD Barr Emerger, Copper John, Mathews’s PMD Sparkle Dun, Parachute Adams, Foam Flying Ant, Flashtail Mini Egg, Slumpbuster, Lawson’s Conehead Sculpin, and Meat Whistle.
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The key to fishing streamers is being dedicated and having faith. The reward of fishing an Egg-Sucking Leech in the spring can be one of the largest trout you ever catch. LANDON MAYER

Many great anglers and fly designers such as John Barr, author of Barr Flies, also believe in a simplified, versatile system. By having one pattern that represents several different food forms, depending on the way that you fish or present it, you can simplify your fly selection and worry less about picking the right pattern and focus more on fishing technique. Many of the flies that I have confidence in are versatile enough to be fished in several different ways or to imitate several foods at once, such as John Barr’s Copper John, which is a deadly pattern that serves three functions: attraction, imitation, and a substitute for split shot. Next time you are contemplating how to stock your box, consider these important insights that show how one of the best anglers that I know selects and fishes his flies: “When I am fishing a complex hatch with four to five insects hatching in the course of one morning,” John Barr explains, “using my Vis-A-Dun imitation can effectively catch trout while imitating different sizes on a two-fly rig to match the silhouette of the naturals. It is also effective in various colors. For example, during a Trico hatch I prefer to use black because it is visible above the surface while displaying the most important image below, which is the black body, not the wings. Lastly the Vis-A-Dun is a great indicator fly, allowing you to fish it while dropping an imitation off the back like a beetle without loosing track of your rig as it drifts to the trout.”
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Because of its great fishing, Colorado can be crowded. Get away from folks by fishing during the week and during the off-season. Any river that is five to six hours from a major population center such as the Rio Grande or the Animas can provide the solitude that some anglers crave. Headwaters along trails, like the Middle Fork of the South Platte or the North and South forks of the White, can also be great places to hide. Canyons like Cheesman (above) offer miles of solitude. LANDON MAYER

Barr takes this same approach to fishing the Meat Whistle, which was first developed for bass but works equally well for trout, carp, pike, bonefish, permit, and countless other species, as long as you change the color and retrieve: “You can hop it to imitate the lifting and falling retreat of a crayfish, strip it quickly to resemble an escaping baitfish, or skitter it along the rocks on the bottom of the river like a sculpin.”

Maps and Access

Researching this book, I fished as much of the rivers as possible and interviewed local shops and guides to note prime access areas. However, the maps have several limitations: First, some rivers, such as the Rio Grande and the Arkansas, are so large that listing a pullout every 50 yards would have been impossible. Second, many of the maps cover a large area, so detail is limited. I advise you to use multiple maps as well as local knowledge from a guide or fly shop (see the Other Resources section in this chapter). For the sake of simplicity, blue icons signify both boat launch and wading access, and yellow icons wading access only.

The maps in the book are best used along with other references such as the DeLorme Colorado Atlas and Gazetteer. Most important, always stop by the local fly shop for directions and advice on spots that are fishing best. The maps are included here to accompany the text, orient the reader to the general area, and show major access points. Some access areas described in the text may not appear on the maps.
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Colorado offers an amazing array of backcountry fishing experiences. Whenever you are traveling in Rocky Mountain National Park, pay close attention to the trail signs. LANDON MAYER
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Town stretches of water often have the best fishing, especially during the off-season. MICHELLE MAYER
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On rivers like the South Platte, you can find solitude and willing fish simply by walking. Respect private property, be courteous to other river users, and pick up all trash to make the fishing experience enjoyable for all. LANDON MAYER

Colorado has a long history of water rights and access disputes when it comes to its treasured rivers. From the late 1800s through most of the 1900s, rivers were considered completely public; however, in 1983 an opinion to a 1977 case determined that trespassing included the banks of rivers on private property but not the water’s surface. As a result, Colorado does not allow angler access to the high-water mark as some states do. Anglers must either wade-fish on public land or float through the private land without touching the banks or bottom of the river, which includes anchoring.

Anglers should always observe posted “no trespassing” signs, whether on or off the river. Some rivers, such as the Fryingpan, have a lot of private water in between public access points, so you must look for indications of private land (most owners either post signs or erect fences). Fines can be hefty if the landowner catches you and calls the authorities. On the flip side, some rivers, such as the South Platte in South Park, offer so many consecutive miles of public water that you would almost think that no one lives in the county.

Other Resources

In addition to this book, it’s important to have a copy of the DeLorme Colorado Atlas and Gazetteer. I also recommend the Colorado Department of Transportation website, cotrip.org, for real-time road conditions and closures so that you can plan alternate routes during rough weather. Additionally, websites such as wildlife.state.co.us and nps.gov provide current regulations for state and national parks, respectively. For camping accommodations, especially during peak travel season in the summer, forestcamping.com can help you plan your trip.

Some of the other guidebooks that you may find helpful were written by many of the anglers who contributed to this book.

A Fly-Fishing Guide to the South Platte River by Pat Dorsey, Pruett Publishing, 2007

Fly Fishing the Arkansas: An Angler’s Guide and Journal by Bill Edrington, Xlibris, 2003

Fly Fishing Rocky Mountain National Park by Todd Hosman, Streamside Press, 2003

Fly Fishing Colorado by Jackson Streit, California Bill’s Automotive Handbooks, 2004

Flyfisher’s Guide to Colorado by Marty Bartholomew, Wilderness Adventures Press, 2008

Tactics, Tips, and Techniques for Pressured Trout

There are a few key things to keep in mind if you want to catch pressured trout in Colorado. For more on techniques, see my Sight Fishing for Trout and How to Catch the Biggest Trout of Your Life, but here is my bare-bones advice, including some on stalking and sight-fishing.

Select apparel that matches the backdrop above you instead of matching the landscape on the river’s edge. Since trout have a cone of vision that is 45 degrees from the water’s surface, you want to mimic what they naturally see. For example, on a bluebird day wear a blue jacket or shirt; if you are fishing in front of giant snowdrifts wear white; if you are fishing in a canyon wear earth tones.

Look before you fish. In pressured waters, larger fish find shelter on the river’s edge. Scan the edges of banks, overhanging willows, and rocks before you take a step.

Start hunting trout by locating water that has cover, oxygen, and food. Without cover trout will not feel secure or even have a chance at survival from predators above. The most obvious cover is deep water and structure, but riffles, shadows, weather, and off-colored water all provide cover. This is the first and most important thing to look for.
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Whenever you handle a trophy trout like this Conejos River brown, caught below the Pinnacles, always wet your hands first. LANDON MAYER

Trout need oxygen to survive, too. Trout and insects thrive in healthy oxygenated water such as cold water, deep runs, seams, drop-offs at the heads of deep runs, riffles, and pocketwater.

Trout are lazy by nature when it comes to food supply. The easier it is to consume the meal, the less energy they burn, so trout want food delivered to their viewing lanes. Look for water like the edges of seams, in front of rocks, tailouts of deep pools, and eddies.

Look for viewing lanes in the water—windows on the surface that are free of glare—to detect movements, silhouettes, or the white of the trout’s mouth. On sunny days, position yourself with the sun at your back or directly above you, creating viewing lanes across, up, or downstream. In cloudy conditions, place yourself in front of the dark sky, allowing the black or gray clouds to reflect off the water’s surface.

Move upstream from below the fish. Give yourself three areas to cast from when approaching the trout—upstream, downstream, or perpendicular. Determine where you can remain out of view while getting the best drift. Additionally, avoid high banks and fish as close to the water’s surface as possible.

Make every presentation appear natural. Hunt the trout by staying low and wading quietly. Use fluorocarbon, natural-colored, small indicators, and eliminate split shot if possible to prevent the trout from detecting unnatural objects.

Start light when you are using nymphs, and then add weight as needed to reach the fish’s depth. This will give the fish a chance to move up in the water column to take your fly and prevent you from snagging the river bottom or disturbing your drift, which can spook trout (especially the fish holding in the long riffled runs between holes).

Take the time to watch the insects and the water the trout is holding in before you present a dry. Match the motion of the natural with your fly. If the fly is moving or fluttering on the surface when the fish take, moving your fly will result in more takes. If the fish are feeding with sipping rises, don’t skitter your fly.

Water speed also affects the way in which a trout will rise. Try to imagine what the trout sees as it is looking up at the water’s surface while the silhouette of an insect drifts by. This will give you a better understanding of how a fish will react and rise to consume its meal. If the water is slick or slow moving, the silhouette of the fly will stay in the same plane or lane. The trout will consume its food slowly because the insect does not appear to be escaping. If the water the trout is holding in is moving fast, the trout’s reaction will be more aggressive to ensure that its meal will not escape.

Change up your streamer retrieves. In addition to casting across the river, try casting up- and across-stream at a 45-degree angle, mimicking a head-on approach while you retrieve the fly back to the bank you are standing on. This allows you to present streamers to the narrow waterways in Colorado without spooking the trout by lining their backs.
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When stalking pressured trout, keep low and try to blend in with your environment. LANDON MAYER

Lift on the fish to ensure a proper hook set. Do this by smoothly accelerating your rod to an abrupt stop in front of your shoulder, which prevents your rod from overflexing and sending all the pressure through to your tippet, breaking the fish off. When the headshakes follow, you can drop your arm to compensate and let the reel do its job.

Force the trout to headshake to land the fish quickly. Stay as close to the trout as possible while remaining perpendicular to it. From this position, bend the rod, applying maximum pressure from the butt section.

Release your trout by holding the fish stationary while it is facing upstream in a slow current. Do not rock the fish back and forth. Instead, increase the amount of oxygen in the water by splashing your hand in the water 6 inches above the trout’s mouth.

Etiquette

With great fishing often comes great crowds, and lots of people means that some forget their manners. I always make a point to be polite and thoughtful toward others on the water. A bad encounter on the water can ruin your day.
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An Animas River rainbow released. To ensure a proper release, always revive the trout in oxygenated water. LANDON MAYER
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Being able to cast 70 feet with tight loops will get you nowhere on rivers like the South Platte or Fryingpan. Most casts are with 10 feet of fly line or less out of the rod tip—mastering the short game is essential. I teach clients to cast with a straight arm, keeping the fly line, leader, and tippet taut through the motion so that the flies land straight on the water, allowing them to become the first thing visible to the trout after a mend. LANDON MAYER

First, give others 100 feet or more to fish. If you are within this range, ask politely whether they mind if you fish up- or downstream of them. That kind gesture alone can make someone’s day.

When walking along the bank, give anglers a wide berth. There is nothing worse than casting to a pod of selective trout rising to Tricos when out of nowhere the water explodes as you look up and see an angler walking next to the bank directly above the trout you worked so hard to approach. I usually walk far enough away from the bank that I cannot see the water the anglers are casting too.

In the spring and fall, leave spawning trout alone. Concentrate on deep runs, river structure, or water that does not have the 1- to 3-inch cobblestone that the fish need to successfully reproduce. If you do land a trout that has the markings of battle, or is dropping eggs, return it to the water immediately and move on to new water. Concentrate on deep water and structure in the early spring (one to two months before spawning) for staging trout—these are the most aggressive and largest fish that have not lost weight from the rigors of spawning.

Clothing and Gear

Colorado has some of the most unpredictable weather in the West. You can see rain, snow, sunshine, and tornados in the beginning of July. Because many rivers in Colorado have a lot of pressure in the summer, winter is one of the best times to fish the waters in this book without crowds. Tailwaters are the name of the game because they supply a constant water temperature around 40 degrees. This prevents them from freezing and leaves trout actively feeding. Some of the best fishing in the state is during the winter, but dress warmly for air temperatures that are often below zero.

For fall, winter, and spring, start with a proper base layer of polypropylene or merino wool and a fleece midlayer. These two layers will help secure heat while also wicking moisture away from your body. Quality chest waders like Simms G3 or G4 waders will complete the insulation process. For slippery rocks, I like lightweight Vibram studded boots like the G4 Guide Boot. A Windstopper shell followed by a heavy Gore-Tex jacket will keep you warm and dry in extreme cold conditions. Shed layers as the day becomes warmer. Good socks, such as Smartwool, are a must.

In the summer, I wet-wade, using a pair of neoprene booties over wool socks. Because of mosquitoes, I don’t wear shorts. Instead, I wear a pair of quick-drying pants that cover my legs. Always pack a waterproof shell. In the summer, you also need protection from the sun, which means sun gloves for your hands, a Tilly hat with wide brim, or a Buff, a lightweight piece of material similar to a neck gaiter that you can wear underneath the bottom of your sunglasses and lift over the back of your head. In addition to sun protection, a dark-colored Buff will also reduce glare. Don’t forget plenty of sunscreen.
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Jeff Lyons holds a healthy male brown trout from the Yampa River below Stagecoach Reservoir. Most of the tailwaters in Colorado hold large trout that are able to feed all year long. Temperatures in the tailwaters hold around 40 degrees in the winter and below 70 degrees in the summer. JEFF LYONS
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An angler fishes the tailwater below Olympus Dam on the Big T. LANDON MAYER

At all times of the year, polarized sunglasses are essential. I recommend copper or brown, which are dark enough for light days and light enough for dark days.

Colorado’s Other Gamefish

In addition to trout species such as browns, rainbows, cuttbows, cutthroat, and brook trout (also greenback, splake, and Mackinaw), Colorado is also home to numerous other freshwater species that take a fly, such as mountain whitefish, pike, carp, and bass.

Mountain Whitefish

Indigenous to the White and Yampa rivers, mountain whitefish were introduced into the Cache la Poudre and Roaring Fork rivers and other waterways as well. Some anglers like them; others do not. Known to hold in deep runs in great numbers, these aggressive feeders readily take flies and range from 12 to 20 inches and up to 4 pounds.
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With a healthy supply of freestone streams, Colorado offers anglers great float fishing. In low water, rafts are the way to go. ANGUS DRUMMOND

Pike

Pike were introduced into Colorado reservoirs in the 1950s to control populations of nuisance fish, such as sucker fish, in many stillwaters and a few rivers. But they reproduce so fast and damage populations of trout, so there is now no bag limit to try to reduce the negative effective these predators can have on a fishery. In the spring and fall when they cruise shallow shorelines or slow-moving river water, anglers can have a shot at these toothy critters on waters like Williams Fork Reservoir, Stagecoach Reservoir, Eleven Mile Reservoir, Spinney Mountain Reservoir, and the Rio Grande River.

Pike in Colorado can run anywhere from 25 to 35 inches, with some fish as heavy as 40 pounds or more. The current state record northern pike was caught in 2006 at Stagecoach Reservior and came in at 30 pounds 11 ounces and 46½ inches. These predators eat everything from crayfish to baitfish and even cannibalize their own. The best patterns to land these monsters are #2-6 rust, olive, and black Meat Whistles and #2-6 black Bunny Leeches.

Carp

Known as the poor man’s bonefish, these fish can make any reel sing. Common and grass carp swim in reservoirs, lakes, ponds, and rivers and range in size from 5 to 25 pounds or more and 20 to 40-plus inches. As of 2010, the heaviest fish ever caught in the state was a 51-pound carp in Prospect Park Lake.

Read what Brad Befus and Barry Reynolds, authors of Carp on the Fly, have to say about carp fishing in the South Platte River chapter.
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CHAPTER 1

Colorado’s Fly Fishing

I was born and raised in Colorado and caught my first trout in the Gunnison valley when I was ten years old. My dad was a passionate angler, which gave me the opportunity to see Colorado’s best trout streams at an early age. I am forever grateful for his guidance and streamside companionship.

From the beginning, I knew there was something special about fly fishing in Colorado, a state that has a wide array of angling possibilities from technical, clear tailwaters to large, untamed freestones. The terrain varies depending on the geographic locale—many streams meander through lush valleys, some sweep through rich ranchland, others carve their way through majestic, boulder-strewn canyons. In all scenarios, the common denominator is fly fishing at its best.

There is an estimated 9,000 miles of trout streams in Colorado, and many of those covered in this book are catch-and-release or designated by the Colorado Wildlife Commission as Gold Medal. Gold Medal trout streams contain more than 60 pounds of trout per acre, with 12 trout per acre larger than 14 inches. Gold Medal streams provide an angler the best opportunity to catch large trout. Colorado has approximately 170 miles of streams designated Gold Medal. Many of these quality waters are not stocked in routine management unless harsh environmental factors cause extreme die-off.

Colorado is known for its exceptional tailwaters, those streams that flow from beneath manmade impoundments. Tailwaters provide anglers with consistent, four-season fisheries and have many benefits compared to unregulated trout streams, called freestones. Tailwaters have stable water temperatures, a phenomenon biologists refer to as winter warm, summer cool, because of the warm releases during the winter and cool outflows during the summer. Other advantages to a tailwater include clear water even during runoff, weed-rich substrates, high levels of nutrients, healthy aquatic life, consistent hatches, stable stream banks, and large populations of trout.

Sight-fishing with miniscule nymphs is common on many of Colorado’s premier tailraces. My favorite places to sight-fish include Cheesman Canyon, Spinney Mountain Ranch (newly renamed the Charlie Meyers SWA), Taylor, and Fryingpan. Keeping your flies in front of larger fish, as opposed to blind-fishing and fishing the water methodically, increases your odds of catching them. I really enjoy the hunt that is sight fishing. Anglers will also find reliable dry-fly fishing on tailwaters with adult midges, Blue-Winged Olives, Pale Morning Duns, Red Quills, Green Drakes, and Tricos.

Late March and early April brings excellent Blue-Winged Olive hatches on most of the tailwaters throughout the state. Inclement weather typically produces the best hatches. High humidity levels delay the emerging process of the mayfly duns, making them more available to trout, whereas bright and sunny conditions accelerate their development and the duns get off the water quickly. Some of the best Blue-Winged Olive hatches occur on the South Platte in Cheesman Canyon, a world-class fishery only an hour south of Denver. (Make sure your fly box is stuffed with a bunch of #20 Mathews’ Sparkle Duns.)

Midsummer brings both Pale Morning Duns and Green Drakes. You’ll find excellent Pale Morning Dun hatches statewide. An assortment of #16-18 Pale Morning Duns, Compara-duns, and parachute patterns will fool these risers. Flows can make or break your dry-fly experience with Pale Morning Dun imitations. For instance, if the flows are high, the fish will key on emerging nymphs as opposed to mayfly duns. If the flows are low and clear, it is entirely possible to experience one of the best Pale Morning Dun hatches of your life. The Colorado River near Parshall has one of the best Pale Morning Dun hatches in the state.
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Ross Purnell sets on a trout that hammered a streamer at the Elk River confluence. LANDON MAYER
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Colorado is a four-season fishery, and die-hard anglers can catch trout through the winter and early spring, when pressure is light. The Eagle River above Wolcott can produce some great clear-water action in late spring when air temperatures can reach 70 degrees and trout go on a feeding frenzy. ANGUS DRUMMOND
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Steve Henderson, co-owner of Steamboat Fly Fisher, holds a heavy rainbow landed on the Yampa River near Steamboat Springs. LANDON MAYER

Don’t forget to mark the Green Drake hatch on your calendar starting in mid-July. This can be some of the most explosive mayfly fishing of the season. One of the distinct advantages to this hatch is the mayfly’s size. The duns are typically a size 10 or 12, which is a real advantage for those who struggle to see small flies.

My favorite place to fish the Green Drake hatch is on the Taylor River above Almont. The hatch progresses slightly upriver each day, so being in the right place at the right time is one of the key ingredients to success. A #10-12 Colorado Hen Wing Green Drake or a #10-12 Mathews’ Green Drake Sparkle Dun is what I recommend for matching the hatch. You’ll find good Green Drake hatches on the Gunnison and Roaring Fork rivers, too.

In late summer, the Trico hatch will bring the best out of any serious dry-fly angler. To be successful during this hatch you will need to use 9- to 12-foot leaders terminating in 7X with Trico imitations ranging between #22 and 26. This will be some of the most technical dry-fly fishing you’ll encounter in Colorado. It’s no wonder that the Trico hatch has been dubbed the “white-winged curse.” You’ll find consistent hatches of Tricos at the Spinney Mountain Ranch, Eleven Mile Canyon, the Colorado River below the Williams Fork confluence, and as Landon mentions, the Yampa. The duns hatch about 7 a.m., followed by the spinnerfall, which occurs between 9:30 and 11:30 a.m. Make sure you have plenty of #24 Stalcup’s CDC Trico Compara-duns. This fly is relatively easy to see, even in small sizes.

Don’t forget about the Red Quills on the Fryingpan, Blue, and Williams Fork. This hatch fills the void between the Pale Morning Duns and the Blue-Winged Olive hatches. Typically this hatch begins in early August and extends through the latter part of September. Unlike many of the other mayfly hatches, which occur during the morning or midafternoon hours, this hatch takes place in late afternoon or early evening. Many anglers head home too early and miss this hatch altogether. My favorite Red Quill pattern is A. K.’s Red Quill in size 16.

Autumn brings reliable Blue-Winged Olive hatches statewide. Scores of rising trout fatten up on mayfly duns in preparation for a long, harsh winter. With diminishing irrigation demand and stable weather, the flows are often the most consistent of the season. This in itself produces optimum conditions for consistent dry-fly fishing. Fly selection is similar to the spring hatches, but at this time of the year, you will need #22-24 patterns.

Several tailwaters also offer some good streamer fishing in the fall. Brown trout become super aggressive as they prepare to spawn. One of my favorite streams to fish streamers is on the Williams Fork during October. Don’t leave home without olive and rust Barr’s Slumpbusters and olive Conehead Woolly Buggers.

Tailwaters like the Fryingpan, Taylor, and Blue provide anglers with the opportunity to target huge Mysis-fed resident trout. Trout exceeding 10 pounds are not uncommon in these rivers. Occasionally anglers land fish over 15 pounds in these watersheds. Other world-class tailwaters like the South Platte below Spinney Reservoir provide anglers with the opportunity to target migrating, lake-run fish during the shoulder seasons. These pre-spawn rainbows, cutthroats, and cuttbows in the spring and
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