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  INTRODUCTION


  This is an adventure book, a lake trout journey of personal experiences—along with those of others—described by coauthors who have fished together more than thirty years. We were close friends, angling companions, and fellow educators before becoming lake trout fishermen. While we love to catch and release forktails, it is the breathtaking beauty of the Canadian north country that entices us to return repeatedly. In North America, it could be argued with considerable justification that lake trout and extraordinary scenery go together. When fishing for lakers in such gorgeous surroundings, we delight in serenity, solitude, and wonder. This profound appreciation of a wilderness lake trouting experience is our passion, an enthusiasm the writers desired to share with others.


  Biology, geology, geography, and history are integrated in the text. While gray trout are quickly associated with the first three disciplines, the historical connection—other than lure chronology—may not be so clear initially. Early in our literature review, we discovered brief mention of Samuel Hearne’s captivating, eighteenth-century account of a lake trout feeding frenzy at Snowbird Lake in the Northwest Territories (see bibliography, “Snowbird Lake Lodge . . . ” North of Sixty News, 1988). Further map study of northern Canada revealed lakes, rivers, bays, and islands named for Franklin, Back, Richardson, or Hood. Who were these men, and what were they doing in this part of the world at various times from 1770 to 1850? W. B. Scott, co-author of the bible of Canada’s inland fish, Freshwater Fishes of Canada, directed us to studies of Arctic exploration and the hunt for history commenced. Particularly enchanting were the numerous references to lake trout in the detailed journals of these courageous seekers of a western passage. Like most adventure travelers today, we wanted to get behind the history of what we saw. Mankind’s record in upper Canada, the gold mine of laker fishing, is a truly fascinating story. In a sense, titanic lake trout are unwitting participants in history. Indeed, the longevity of these revered giants of the Arctic often exceeds that of the anglers who seek them.


  In the notes, we have employed a method that we hope will be least distracting to the reader. Instead of notes positioned at the bottom of pages, abbreviated chapter sources and comments appear in a special section at the end of each chapter. Those interested in additional research can find complete references in the bibliography.
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  EVOLUTION OF A LAKE TROUT FISHERMAN


  
    The gods do not subtract from the span of a man’s life the time spent in fishing.


    —Ancient Assyrian scroll

  


  This is an account of how one of the authors, Ross Shickler, nurtured a boyhood dream to fish for lake trout and to catch them in beautiful and ruggedly exotic surroundings. It also tells how the co-authors, of disparate backgrounds, combined a love of fishing and the outdoors to focus on a common purpose—to catch the often elusive laker. It is also the story of why we wrote this book: To share what we’ve learned from personal experience, expert laker fishermen, and the literature about this lovely, strong, distinctive, enigmatic, and largest member of the char group, Salvelinus namaycush.


  Toward the end of August, 1945, my dad returned empty-handed from a lake trout expedition to northern Ontario, Canada. He told me of putting in long hours of deep water trolling employing huge reels filled with copper line, and dragging big, wobbling spoons in his quest for hefty trout. As a youngster and hard-working muskie fisherman living on the shores of western New York’s Chautauqua Lake, I could well understand the fruitless attempt to catch challenging fish that knew how to play tough to get. But a laker, I thought, must be something special to cause fishermen to travel long distances and struggle with such heavy equipment to boat one. A trout like a laker seemed to be far more exciting than the seven- or eight-inch (17.8–20.3 cm) brook trout that I’d caught with worms up until that time. I wanted to learn more about forktails and how to catch them. My budding interest in lake trout was to be heightened further two years later.


  The family album displays photos of two young brothers and their dad at Golden Beach, Raquette Lake, during a camping trip to north-central New York State’s sprawling Adirondack Park in early July 1947. Dad had told me before we left that picturesque Raquette held smallmouth bass and lake trout. I recall casting for bass from a bouldered shoreline, but a swarm of the region’s infamous black flies caused me reluctantly to abandon the project. Later, we saw a fisherman with a stringer of nice, dark-hued smallmouths, but no lake trout. As a result of these two experiences, a seed of laker lore had been planted in a boy’s mind.


  Gray trout were again in my thoughts when I next visited the pristine Adirondacks, this time as a part of a group of eager Explorer Scouts on a canoe trip near the head of the Fulton chain of lakes in July 1951. A buddy and I had secured permission to break off from the rest of the intrepid Scouts for a few days to work on survival skills requirements, necessitating some serious fishing. While we caught some scrappy bass in the Raquette River and Forked Lake, I looked forward to trying for lakers while paddling through scenic Raquette Lake. However, Raquette, a deep body of water, was too rough for canoe fishing the day we arrived, and it was all we could do to negotiate the big waves safely and ultimately catch up with the rest of the group.


  Our family vacationed frequently near North Bay, Ontario, from the late 1940s through the 1950s, but lakers were not among the many bass, northern pike, and walleyes caught. During my college years in the 1950s, nearby Lake Erie’s lake trout fishery was very much in the news. It was discouraging to learn of the laker’s decline there because of commercial overfishing, pollution, and the lamprey eel (and later gratifying to find out that the historic efforts of science, industry, and community had combined to save and enhance game fishing in the Great Lakes).


  My first opportunity to fish for forktails came at the end of June 1960. I was included among a foursome—Bret Everson, one of the best fishermen I’ve known; Louie Mangano; and Jim Concilla—to drive to Hollow Lake, located in the Huntsville-Dorset area of southeastern Ontario. Upon reaching Hollow, my excitement rose when I saw a mounted Saint Bernard-sized lake trout displayed over the Mountain Trout Inn’s fireplace at Russell Landing. Surely other magnificent lakers like this one swam in the depths of this picturesque lake. All one had to do was know how to catch them! While we worked hard and trolled for miles over a long weekend using lead-core line and an “Abalone Killer,” a no-longer-manufactured small, thin spoon, the four of us caught less than ten fish in the three- to-five pound (1.4 to 2.3 kg) category. However, far from discouraged over the results, I was impressed by the fighting quality and otherwise enigmatic nature of these beautiful fish.


  I had an unforgettable experience during this brief trip. Bret told us that a smaller body of water, Round Lake, above Hollow and requiring only an easy portage, could be reached by boat through connecting Bear Lake. Round reportedly held lakers, brook or speckled trout, and splake (a hybrid of speckled and lake trout). An adventurous spirit prompted me to ask that I be dropped off at the mouth of a stream which flowed from Round into Bear and which marked the portage. Then, while I took the short walk to Round Lake and fished both stream and lake for a couple of hours, my buddies could try their fortunes elsewhere. Bret, Louie, and Jim graciously agreed. Equipped with a light spinning rod and a small box of spinners, I began the trek upstream. My recollection some forty years later is that I reached Round, observed the beauty of this seldom fished little lake, took a few unsuccessful casts from shore and headed back downstream.


  It’s what happened during the walk upstream to Round that remains a vivid memory. The stream was fairly large, perhaps ten to fifteen feet wide (3 to 4.6 m). It had that color of weak tea that characterizes so many rivers and lakes of the North. I tested a riffle or two with a spinner and felt some hard strikes from what were probably brookies. Then I came upon a shaded, clear pool fed by a small waterfall. I approached on my hands and knees so as not to startle what fish, if any, might be in this quiet place, some three or four feet deep (.9 to 1.2 m) and about twenty feet wide (6.1 m). When close enough to observe the pool in its entirety, I blinked in disbelief. There, right in front of me, were a half dozen four- to five-pound (1.8 to 2.3 kg) lakers finning lazily near the middle. I could readily note the light spots against the background of their darker bodies and large forked tails.


  My strategy to catch one of these impressive fish unfolded. A spinner was arched from a sitting position into the tail of the water pocket. Nothing happened. Successive casts moved up the pool. No interest shown. I changed spinners. Still the grays remained indifferent to my offerings. Near the waterfall a big brookie grabbed a Mepps Black Fury and the resulting fight scattered the lakers.


  Ultimately, I had to give up on the pool and the fickle forktails it held. “How did they get there?” I wondered. “Were the lakers temporarily trapped after the spring high water?” I breathlessly related this experience to my friends when they returned to pick me up at the outlet into Bear Lake.


  My respect for these seemingly tough-to-catch members of the char family only increased as a result of this encounter. While not realizing it at the time, I had been part of a most unusual and rare occurrence—that of closely observing lake trout for a lengthy period in their natural habitat. Bret Everson reminded me years later that he had visited the mouth of the same stream a few weeks prior to this trip, in mid-May, and had caught and released several twoto four-pound (.9 to 1.8 kg) lakers while spincasting from shore with an Abalone Killer. Spring, Bret told me, always proved his favorite time to pursue grays since they were still in shallow water after ice-out and therefore could more easily be taken. I couldn’t help but note the big difference in fishing techniques for lakers between the middle of May and late June!


  I relocated from New York to southern California in the fall of 1960 to take a teaching position in the Golden State. I now had new places to fish and different fish to catch. My trips to eastern Canada became less frequent, although vacations were taken in New York and Ontario during the summers of 1961 and 1962. In both years, Bret, his brother, Hobart, Jim Concilla, and I visited Mud Turtle Lake and the Crowe River, a terrific smallmouth bass, walleye, and muskie fishery northeast of Peterborough, Ontario, in the Kawartha Lakes chain.


  Co-author Ed Eveland and I hooked up as southern California fishing buddies in the mid-1960s and have fished locally for trout and largemouth bass ever since. My adventurous sons, Mike and Matt, and daughter, Suzanne, joined me in hiking Yellowstone National Park’s crystal clear streams for scrappy cutthroat trout and exploring Montana’s blue-ribbon trout rivers, the Gallatin and Madison, for big rainbows and browns in the summer while growing up in the 1970s and early 1980s. In August 1982, we caught colorful golden trout in stunning high country lakes of the majestic Gallatin range southwest of Bozeman, Montana.


  The lure of Canada’s great fishing continued to tug at me over the years. I clipped, saved, and studied literature on lake trout, such as John Fowler’s piece in the July 1960 issue of Outdoor Life, “You Should Know About Lakers”; A. J. McClane’s February 1963 Field and Stream account of dry fly-fishing for lakers at Great Bear Lake, “Topside Togue”; and “We Caught ’Em by the Ton,” an article by Homer Circle on Saskatchewan’s Churchill River area in the June 1963 issue of Sports Afield. A story by Tom Opre in a Lou Eppinger publication in 1969, “Great Bear’s Great Fishing,” described an encounter with a lake trout by a nineteenth century explorer, Colonel La Nauze. The colonel related how one of Great Bear’s ravenous lakers struck his oar and was nearly drawn into the boat. I eagerly read and reread Ray Bergman’s chapter on lakers in his classic book, Trout (reprinted by The Derrydale Press, 2000). These fascinating articles, among the first that I located on the subject, helped keep alive the idea of a return trip to Canada someday. Most of these stories were fly-in ventures, something I’d dreamed of since boyhood. Copies of these and other magazine accounts were shared with Ed over the years. We had frequent discussions about Canadian fishing, especially in Ontario, during our many trips together. We agreed that someday we’d make the trip, even though Ontario was a long way from southern California.


  During the summer of 1969 our family passed through Utah’s Capitol Reef National Park while on vacation. As I looked at a rack of postcards during a stopover at a souvenir shop, my eye was attracted by a photo of a fisherman holding a large Mackinaw trout taken in nearby Fish Lake. Following our return to southern California, I showed the postcard to Ed. It didn’t take us long to plan a trip to Fish Lake, a beautiful, natural reservoir at an elevation of 8,700 feet (2,652.4 m) in south-central Utah, for the closing days of June 1970.


  Shortly after we arrived, rangers described local laker lore, including that of big fish observed in the shallows along the south shore during fall spawning. We hit the water at five o’clock the next morning with less than total confidence. It was bitter cold, with 20-degree F (-7ºC) temperatures accompanied by strong, icy winds. Ed used a weighted Dave Davis lake troller with a large Flatfish and I tried the trusty Abalone Killer with lead-core line to take the lure down. While a half day’s trolling yielded only a small rainbow, the results probably reflected our expectations. We didn’t know the lake, at what depth the fish were to be found, the best lures to use, and were generally inexperienced in laker fishing techniques.


  Overall, however, the venture was a success. Since our families were with us, the remaining few days were spent catching lots of rainbows while still-fishing the picturesque lake and landing some cutthroat on spinners from sparkling feeder streams. I suppose we were somewhat discouraged that we didn’t experience a laker strike while trolling. But we felt there would be another time and place for that to happen. What we didn’t realize was that it would be nearly twenty years before we would have another opportunity to fish for lake trout.


  Co-author Ed Eveland, who had moved to Long Beach, California, from Mason City, Iowa, as a youngster during World War II, didn’t take up fishing as a sport until he was nearly thirty years old. And, like virtually everything else Ed does, he soon became very successful at his new hobby. When Ed used the weighted Luhr-Jensen Dave Davis lake troll with a large Flatfish for Macs at Fish Lake, he was using a deep trolling technique perfected over a ten-year period through the mid-1960s at Convict Lake, a small water-body in the Sierra Nevada range just east of the southern portion of Yosemite National Park. The flashing, rotating blades of the troll served to attract fish and set off vibrations. The Flatfish did the rest. Ed was able to consistently catch hefty browns and rainbows at Convict using this method, outfishing others. He also learned a lot about trolling during this period, noting the effectiveness of tracing figure eights, S curves, and zig-zag patterns to vary the depth, speed, and action of the lure.


  Ed has experienced some excellent saltwater fishing, too. Since 1980, he has taken many San Diego–based long-range fishing trips off the Pacific side of the Baja California peninsula, including journeys to the Alijos Rocks and Cabo San Lucas. He has caught big fish in these waters: a 150-pound (68.2 kg) marlin in the Sea of Cortez, Dorado (dolphin-fish) as large as 60 pounds (27.3 kg), grouper over 100 pounds (45.5 kg), a 190-pound (86.4 kg) giant (black) sea bass, pargo of 30 pounds (13.6 kg), yellowfin tuna of 150 pounds (68.2 kg), and wahoo of 90 pounds (40.9 kg). Ed, however, prefers freshwater fishing, and, in particular, trolling for gray trout.


  By the mid-1980s, Ed and I were ready to take that Canadian fishing trip. A school district colleague, Eloise Thompson, recommended that we fly to Larry and Mary Rowe’s Snake Falls Camp on Pakwash Lake in northwestern Ontario, 25 miles (40 km) southeast of Red Lake, where her family had enjoyed good walleye, northern pike, and bass fishing for years. The camp brochure revealed an outpost cabin at Meandrine Lake, 140 miles (224 km) northwest of the Snake Falls base. Easily reached by portage from Mean-drine, an excellent walleye and northern lake, was Cherrington Lake, which held lakers. The package looked ideal, so we made arrangements to fly from Pakwash to Meandrine for a week’s stay in late July 1987. The bush pilot was one of the Rowes’ sons, Rob, who, along with his wife, Nancy, ran Snake Falls Airways. We found the Rowe family to be friendly, hard working, generous people who managed a superb base camp operation and fly-in service.


  During our visits to the outpost in 1987, 1988, and 1989, Ed and I spent most of our time at Meandrine Lake, catching and releasing hundreds of walleyes and northerns. We fished Cherrington for only a few hours each trip and had only modest success with forktails there, probably because we fished relatively late in summer, when the trout were in deep water, and we lacked the equipment to reach them. We knew, however, that the lake trout were there. Wall graffiti at the outpost cabin bragged of a 26-pounder (11.8 kg). A veteran Cherrington fisherman whom I consulted about how to fish the lake had caught suspended grays (fish holding at various depths) as large as 18 pounds (8.2 kg) jigging in mid-June. The same angler told me that he spent most of his time at Cherrington since members of his fishing party weren’t much interested in Meandrine’s big northerns.


  In mid-July 1989, Robbie flew Ed and me into Sturgeon Lake (also referred to as Upper Kilburn), a seldom bothered laker fishery 50 miles (80 km) west of the Snake Falls base camp in the southeast corner of newly created Woodland Caribou Provincial Park on the Ontario-Manitoba border. We had an eventful day at Sturgeon, catching about 30 four- to six-pound (1.8 to 2.7 kg) fish while trolling medium-sized Thompson spoons.


  Since Rob Rowe, in expanding his outfitting service, had built a new cabin at fly-in Cleveland Lake, an excellent catch-and-release, barbless hook laker water 110 miles (177 km) north of his base, Ed and I decided to try this lovely lake for a week in early July 1991. We were not disappointed. We boated a batch of good-sized lakers while trolling moderate depths with large Thompson Five-of-Diamonds spoons. It was during the trip that we decided to write this book, a research project that would serve to inform others—and ourselves—of the vagaries of laker fishing.


  As part of our preparation for this volume, we returned to Cleveland Lake in late September 1992. Accompanied by Roger Cronin and Ron Tessada, school business administrators in Long Beach, our goal was to analyze laker fishing just prior to spawning. We found the fish to be real fighters in the fall, grabbing spoons and plugs on light tackle in the cool surface waters. It was during this particularly memorable trip that we encountered an indelible event: a surprise snowstorm.


  Ed and I revisited northwestern Ontario’s Sturgeon Lake during a fly-in in July 1993. Outfitted by bush pilot Rob Rowe with a comfortable Zodiac inflatable boat and outboard motor, we found while trolling that the laker’s preferred temperature zone was a tad deeper than four years earlier. We again caught some 35 nice lakers using lead-core line or monofilament, one or two ounces (31 or 62 grams) of weight, and large spoons. A few days later, we fished Cherrington Lake, reached by short portage from Meandrine where our outpost cabin was situated. The screen of our portable Humminbird fish/depth finder displayed big, bottom-dwelling forktails at depths of 70 to 80 feet (21.3 to 24.4 m). However, deep trolling and vertical jigging failed to stir any interest. So, in less than a week, our level of angling success had gone from the penthouse to the basement. Such is often the nature of lake trout fishing!1


  The foursome that visited Cleveland Lake during the first week of July 1994 included second timer Ron Tessada and newcomer Frank Thometz, a Long Beach architect. Since we looked forward eagerly during each trip to a day’s fly-in laker fishing at Sturgeon, our travel agent, as usual, had scheduled an itinerary that put us into Red Lake on a Wednesday evening. Friday was the fly-out day for Cleveland, so Thursday was slated for the much-anticipated Sturgeon visit. However, for the second time in four trips, a rainstorm moved in Wednesday night and continued the next day, grounding Rob Rowe’s de Havilland Beaver float plane at Pakwash. Along with other anglers who had driven to Snake Falls Camp for a day’s fly-in to a different lake, we exhibited the keen disappointment and angry impatience of little boys denied their outdoor play. The four of us spent the gloomy day in Red Lake, picking up our groceries for the Cleveland stay, and browsing local gift shops. We knew that we had to develop an imaginative strategy to allow more flexibility in working out a fly-in to this fruitful lake. Scheduling this side trip for a specific day proved just too risky.


  During our journey to Cleveland Lake in late June and early July 1995, we finally devised an alternative plan for reaching Sturgeon (or Upper Kilburn) despite unstable weather conditions, although it turned out to be a close call. After our usual Wednesday evening arrival, the temperature dropped suddenly during the night, with rolling gray clouds and driving rain greeting the visitors to Rowe’s Snake Falls Camp on Thursday. Huddling with our grounded bush pilot, we learned that the reservation for the week following our stay at Cleveland had been cancelled, so Robbie didn’t need to fly the following Friday to pick us up and drop off the incoming party. In other words, by cutting short our stay at Cleveland, Robbie could fly us back to Pakwash on Wednesday, freeing up Thursday or Friday for the fly-in to Sturgeon Lake. (Our departure for the return trip to Los Angeles was scheduled for Saturday morning.)


  This looked like an ideal solution to a frustrating problem, but as things developed, we weren’t out of the woods yet. Meanwhile, we enjoyed a delightful stay at Cleveland, catching many nice forktails. We were thrilled to be just the second group to fish a small lake to which Robbie and other family members had hacked a short trail and dragged a boat only a few weeks before. The pretty, ribbon-shaped lake—unnamed—about a mile (1.6 km) in length and no more than 300 feet (91.5 m) wide, yielded a pile of sturdy walleyes and northerns as we slowly trolled the rugged, tree-strewn shoreline with floating Rapalas and Rebels. All were released. A member of the initial party to test the lake’s virgin waters had caught and released a ten-pound (4.5 kg) walleye two weeks earlier.


  Those familiar high cloud signals of an approaching storm—mare’s tails and a mackerel sky—were evident on Tuesday, the day prior to our Cleveland departure, and we groused aloud that yet another Sturgeon fly-in attempt would be washed out. Rain was beginning to fall when Robbie picked us up the next day, and we landed at Pakwash some forty-five minutes later in a downpour. (On the return flight, our pilot pointed out the shoreline of former glacial Lake Agassiz, which once covered a large portion of Canada and the United States.)


  No bush flying was possible on Thursday, as the storm plodded across northwestern Ontario. However, the skies cleared later that night and a beautiful, clear day dawned on Friday, with only small patches of fog hugging the Pakwash shoreline. The thirty-minute flight was perfect and we splashed down on Sturgeon’s mirror-like surface at about seven-thirty. Within twenty minutes, the Zodiac was properly inflated, fitted with a motor, and filled with gear. We netted our first laker of the day just as Robbie’s plane, taking off, cleared the treetops at the east end of the lake. When he returned at four o’clock to pick us up, we had thoroughly enjoyed a superb day of fishing, photography, and exploring. Trolling large Doctor and Thompson spoons all over this three-mile-long (4.8 km) lake, we caught nearly 40 scrappy forktails, drank in the magnificent scenery of the Canadian north, and even nosed around an abandoned Indian trapper’s cabin nestled in a thick stand of jack pines on the north shore. Back at the Pakwash base camp that night, Ed baked a big Cleveland laker he had caught, stuffed with shrimp, crab, and walleye, placed on a generous bed of celery and onions, and gently basted with wine and chicken broth. Other camp visitors joined us for the gourmet dinner. It was an elegant meal in a wilderness setting that capped an exceptional lake trout fishing trip.


  In the latter part of June 1997, Rob Rowe flew us, for the first time over a six-day period, into three separate gray trout lakes—Cleveland, Trout, and Sturgeon. Despite showery conditions throughout this period, laker fishing proved to be superb, with the fish found consistently within 20 feet (6.1 m) of the surface. Trout and Sturgeon represented one-day fly-ins, with a guide hired at Trout Lake. In only five hours of leisurely trolling at Sturgeon, we boated over 40 black-bodied, spotted scrappers.


  Two years later, during the last week of June, we again planed to three lakes, but with one change from the 1997 visit. This time Trout Lake was replaced by Dragon, a water body with only lake trout and northern pike in Woodland Caribou Provincial Park. Fishing proved excellent overall, despite alternating periods of bright sunshine and severe storminess. Dragon’s fighting forktails outweighed those at Cleveland and Sturgeon on this trip.


  The preceding account, covering more than fifty years, reflects the co-author’s personal experience with lake trout at this writing. We’re looking forward to testing other productive laker waters discussed in this book. While the best gray trout fishing is found in Canada’s far north, lakers have been successfully introduced in at least thirty of the fifty American states. Lake trout fishing is becoming more popular with easier angling accessibility and improved knowledge and techniques. The authors hope the information in this book will inspire more anglers to try forktailing, and make fishing for lakers more successful through new ideas and techniques. Ed and I wish you the best in what we like to refer to as “the lake trout experience.” Please join us in this exciting adventure!


  


  NOTES


  1. Since Sturgeon Lake (also known as Upper Kilburn) lies in a provincial park, an outfitter may not keep a boat there. Rob Rowe’s only Zodiac inflatable boat holds two anglers, so when the authors fished Sturgeon in 1993, the other members of our party, Ron Tessada and Roger Cronin, gathered groceries for the Cleveland sojourn and fished Pakwash for the balance of the day. Cronin, an admitted fishing neophyte, slow-trolled one of Tessada’s saltwater lures, a mackerel finish Striker, near a rocky island and boated an eight-pound (3.6 kg) walleye. Boats are kept at fourteen other non-park fly-in lakes for which Rowe has commercial operating rights.
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