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    Ethical Angling

  


  When you decide to hunt for giants, you also take on the responsibility of taking care of the fishery, the trout, and how you try to catch them. At times the task of catching a trophy can leave you frustrated and wanting an easy way out. Just remember that the reward of knowing you caught the fish fair “in the jaw,” in a natural feeding environment, and watching it swim off to fight another day is unmatched. In fact, it is one of the biggest thrills in this great sport and one that will leave you a better angler by learning something new on every hunt.


  The following tips are ways to avoid and address fishing to spawning trout, snagging fish, and most important, how to handle a trophy. Ethical angling practice is one of the key teaching points I supply anglers every day on the water, and I believe by spreading the word on proper practice we will ensure the safety of giant trout and become the best ambassadors to the sport of fly fishing.
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    Eddy Dibner knew right away this was a big fish, with thumping head shakes followed by quick runs. Every shake was so powerful that the rod would go from a vertical position to almost horizontal. After a 300-yard sprint in battle, she was able to say hello and good-bye to this giant.
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    Mike Connelly keeps a convex bend at a slight downstream angle during this battle. This helps keep the fly placed in the corner of the trout’s jaw to prevent it from shaking loose in the middle of the fight.

  


  Fair Game


  I have found that many anglers simply do not know whether they have a fish fair or foul hooked. I have also noticed that they may not realize that a simple adjustment can be made to help prevent foul-hooking problems in the future. The first response a trout has when it is hooked is a head shake, whether it is repeated shakes with a pause in between or one head lunge before a bolting run that sends a shockwave through the cork handle and causes you to feel a hard thump. This will immediately let you know if the fish is fair in the jaw.


  Why is it important to not foul-hook the fish beyond the obvious? It is about the trout’s survival, knowing that it can be played to exhaustion causing it to die, lose vision if the fish is hooked in the eye, interrupt spawning ritual of spring if it is hooked in the anus, and honesty the list can go on for days. Fish safety is number one!


  If you feel fast repetitive movements, usually the fish is hooked in the tail, causing the rod tip to bounce as the fish thrusts its tail from side to side. If you feel no thumps or shakes, chances are it is hooked in the body, anus, or pec fin. Not only will you feel these reactions, but when sight-fishing, you will see them. The trout will begin lifting toward the surface, thrashing side to side with its white mouth open, and at a distance you will see the explosion or boils of water on the surface when the fish head-shakes and jumps.


  What should you do if you realize the trout is foul-hooked? I prefer pulling in line and pointing the rod tip at the fish while pulling back and shaking the rod tip back and forth, then doing the same with slack line. After I attempt this, normally the barbless hook will release and the fish can swim off. Worst-case scenario is the rig breaks off, but you at least know you did not fight the fish foul-hooked, which can cause the trout to die.
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    This huge spawning bed has caused the dirt and vegetation to appear white after the tails and bodies of numerous trout have spawned on it. Spawning trout will share redds during the season as they migrate upriver, causing them to become quite large. PHIL TEREYLA PHOTO

  


  Don’t TRedd on Me


  Nothing is more rewarding to a fishery than the act of trout reproducing future generations of wild trout. This is not only a natural act, but also the most demanding part of a trout’s life, with the fish expending a great deal of energy to migrate, fight, spawn, and drift back to the starting line. In fact, the fish are so keyed in to the spawn that they even forget about predators from above, and you can literally stand just a few feet away at times and the giants will not spook.


  Arlo Townsend, guide and owner of Arlo’s Fly Fishing Services, fly designer, and ambassador for Scientific Angler, Simms, Winston Fly Rods, and Costa Sunglasses, shares some great knowledge on this:


  
    Females spend days sculpting redds in areas of river where finer substrate occurs. This adds stress by placing the trout in shallow, dangerous water where predators can easily spot them. Rocks and gravel must be cleaned of egg-suffocating silt, while dune-shaped indentions are built along the river bottom to give their eggs a safe, oxygenated, and stationary resting place amidst the current. Female trout use their bodies and fins to sculpt these redds. This strips the trout’s protective slime layer away from its body and leaves the trout susceptible to fungal infections.


    A male trout’s role during the spawn is to show dominance and provide fertilization. Male trout dress up in their best attire (vibrant colors) before attending the equivalent of a several-weeks-long bar brawl. Energy is high and competition is fierce amongst the males. Male trout fend off other competing males for the lady trout of their liking. Male trout are vicious when battling for spawning positions. They use their sharp teeth and well developed kype (hooked snout on lower jaw) as weapons against other males. I once witnessed a large male brown trout bite another large male brown trout in its midsection, and proceed to push its opposition all the way up onto the dry riverbed before swimming back to its mate.


    Once the male has succeeded in pairing up with a female, he continues to protect the redd from unwelcome visitors. Needless to say, these battles the male trout endure compromise their immune systems. Bite marks, open wounds, and slime removal lead to fungal infections.


    Well, this brings us to the term “Don’t TRedd on Me,” made famous by the company Fishpond USA. An unethical practice by some anglers is to drift flies to these fish, which most of the time do not feed. They are simply being flossed, with the flies and tippet going in between the jaws like dental floss between teeth. The angler then yells “Fish on!” when in reality it did not eat.


    The harmful part to the trout is that while the fish are spawning, they lose an incredible amount of body weight and are stressed to begin with, so by hooking these active trophies you truly run the risk of killing the fish, and the eggs on the bed. It is tempting to cast when you see the largest subject ever on that watershed, and anyone who does not admit this is lying. It is more gratifying to watch and know that the future is being protected.


    You also want to avoid wading in spawning grounds, even after the trout are gone, to prevent crushing the incubating eggs. In fact, many rivers that offer long riffled runs with 2- to 3-inch cobblestone are closing down these stretches during the spawn to prevent fish being cast to and redds being walked on. I encourage you to share and spread the word to others so we can all do our part to ensure the future of giants in rivers and stillwater worldwide.

  


  Proper Night Bite


  The first thing to do when night fishing is turn your headlamp off unless it is a red or black light. Ultimately you and the trout are fishing at night for a reason, to not be seen! Second, please do not attempt to interrupt the natural spawning cycle of wild trout trying to reproduce. Imagine if someone busted in on you when you were taking care of business—that interruption would not only ruin the act, but it would ruin the evening and possibly the rest of your week. Concentrate on the time of year when the banks are flooded and mice, hoppers, worms, etc., are being swept into the river, or the shoulder season just before the spawn when big fish move into shallow water and are on the prowl like a night patrol guarding their home waters.


  The other factor to consider when hunting giants at night is that the holding water is, for the most part, shallow. A majority of the beast’s diet will be obtained near the edge of the water and also close to the surface, since drifting food contrasts well against a bright, well-lit night sky and it is easier for a trout to feel the vibrations of a meal (like a mouse) dropping onto the surface.
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    Not only are topwater flies like mice productive at night because the trout are normally lying in wait for food in shallow water, but they also prevent snagging fish that are shallow because you are never drifting subsurface.
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    When you hold a giant like this 30-inch male brown trout, be sure to hold the tail and the belly similar to the position the fish would hold below the water’s surface. This prevents damaging the trout’s spine or body if it bends.

  


  How to Handle a Trophy


  To start, always make sure your hands are wet or your gripping glove is wet to prevent removing the protective membrane covering the trout’s body. If this is removed, it opens the door to infection and can cause death in large trout. Then when you hold the fish, get it into a natural holding position below the water, similar to the way a trout holds on its own before you cast to it. This prevents hurting the trout, like breaking its back if you lift it by the tail or cutting its gills, causing it to bleed to death from your fingers entering behind the gill plate. Oh, and never, ever set a giant on the bank! The best thing for the trout is to cradle it with one or two hands and keep your thumb on the side toward you and off the fish’s back. This way you do not squeeze the fish when you pick it up and then get it back in the water for a photo or two, or while you wait for it to revive below the surface.


  This brings us to the next point of ensuring the tank lives to fight another day: a proper release. When releasing trout, keep the whole head of the trophy underwater. While this seems obvious, it can sound easier than it is because of the size of the trout’s head. After landing the fish, I immediately look for a proper resting spot, with the right amount of oxygen and depth, to revive it. When the fish begins to revive, hold it upstream in a horizontal and upright position, like it was when you spotted it in the water.


  Do not rock the fish back and forth—you want the oxygen delivered naturally to the mouth and through the back of the gills. This removes the lactic acid that built up in the gills during the fight and allows the fish a chance for survival. If the oxygen enters the back of the gills when the fish is rocked, it defeats the purpose. If the water has depth but lacks oxygen, you can splash your hand or net in front the trout and create oxygenated bubbles. There is no better feeling for an angler than watching the giant swim off to grow and fight another day.


  
    Understanding Giants

  


  Trout will grow in length until they reach about the 14-inch mark, then they start growing more in girth because they have a greater ability to consume larger meals rich in protein. Both male and female trout have the potential to grow large, with females tipping the scale in pounds more so than males because they are not in motion as much as males and grow eggs in large bellies. Males are more prone to chase, while females tend to wait. The surprise of how a trophy is built is part of the drive to hit these large trout. Some fish are long and lean, while others tend to be short and fat. Migratory trout are built like muscles with tails, while tailwater giants tend to reflect the opposite with big sagging bellies. They are all great rewards!


  My favorite example of this was the adventure I had with my wife, Michelle, on Valentine’s Day 2016. Being that our way of life is from the water, we decided early in our relationship that holidays are best spent on the water, and this day would forever prove that.


  The day started off with plenty of sun and a projected forecast of 60 degrees with few clouds and little wind, the best winter conditions for large trout because the warming air temps heat up the water, causing big fish to migrate and feed mid to late in the day. We chose a window from noon to 3:00 p.m. because this would be the peak of the heat in the day. The first hour was productive, with a few fish in the net, but we did not see a lot in the river. The reason, we soon found out, was that the fish were in the system, but hiding in the bright sun.


  Eventually we saw some dirt puffs drifting out in the current from underneath an ice shelf extending from the river’s edge, and we would occasionally see a tail kick out. Then it hit us: They are using the ice shelves as protection like an undercut bank! We targeted the ice shelves, and I happened to hook a quality fish that spooked others from one specific shelf. Michelle and I made a note of the pod of fish that darted to the next bend, and one fish in particular had a big silhouette!


  After I landed a respectable 19-inch male rainbow, we approached the run that the spooked fish fled to, using the utmost caution. As we approached in stealth mode, we saw what we hoped for the night before: a large male that was now holding at the shallow shelf dipping into a deep run. It was a big fish with a huge tail, but we could not make out the girth.


  Michelle crawled into casting position, swung a soft-hackle Pheasant Tail into the tank’s viewing lane, and bang! The fish took the fly and immediately started rolling like an alligator on a rope. I then saw the girth and knew this was a true beast. It was a moment that I will never forget. A 29-inch male cuttbow with a 22-inch girth, the fish was so round that Michelle’s hand disappears in the photo while holding the fish.


  The moral of the story is that a giant can be even larger in the net when you finally see the true length and girth. See the South Platte River chapter in Part II for the photo.


  The biggest difference between male and female trout and the best identifying marker is the head and jaw. Male trout have an arrow-shaped jaw with a lower half growing longer than the top and developing a nub at the end; this is known as a “kype.” Lined with teeth, these jaws extend in length before and during the spring spawning season and are great battle weapons to fend off other male trout and fish. They can also become the ultimate hunting tool for foraging sculpins, baitfish, crayfish, and leeches. The opening of the male’s mouth can be twice the distance top to bottom as the female’s to ensure better biting force and grip. These males can be described as gators with large pointed jaws attached to a wide back and fangs that, no joke, can grow a half inch long!


  Female trout take on a more subtle look with a round or oval-shaped jaw that will also be matched with a set of sharp teeth on the top and bottom. The food supply for both male and female are the same, requiring strong mouths and big teeth, but the female does not need the extra length like the males for battle during the spawning season. I will, however, be the first to tell you that with old age, I have seen some large female trout that I had to take a long look at to determine if it was a male or female because the jaw, while still oval in shape, looked like it was starting to point at the end.


  Length and girth are also split between the sexes, with females still having an advantage most of the time in being the longest and thickest in pre-spawn or off-season mode. Male trout tend to have girth from the lateral line up, with “shoulders” that can make them look like hunchbacks. Female trout tend to possess most of their girth from the lateral line down to the belly. I describe these features as males tend to be tall, and females tend to be wide.


  The reason it is important to not catch or fish to spawning trout is because the trout will lose a great deal of body mass at that time, especially the females, and if you add the stress and energy it takes to fight an angler, the chance of survival is slim. I have seen female trout that in pre-spawn mode weigh 11 pounds, and in post-spawn that same 29-inch fish looks like an eel weighing a desperate 7 pounds! On a less exaggerated scale, male trout will lose a tremendous amount of weight, matched with battle scars, because they are more hyperactive during the spawn and can milt dozens of spawning beds over the course of one to two months.
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    This giant female was not active for several days when I first spotted her holding near and under a large undercut bank. On the third day I noticed the fish was on the hunt and I had my client drift a size 14 Mayer’s Mini Leech, with a take on the third drift. When trout begin growing toward the 30-inch mark, they will often eat a large meal and then spend a lot of time resting and digesting.
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    I call this fish “green eye.” To date it is the most electric-colored rainbow I have ever seen in my life. The high-protein diet of Mysis shrimp causes color saturation like this.

  


  One thing for sure is I have yet to catch a giant that has the same paint job as another—unless, like a car, it is the same fish down the road with a little more wear and tear or a few scratches. I believe that salmonids are some of the smartest fish to swim on earth because they can adapt and adjust to their surroundings. The best example is when you release a giant ’bow with double red sides and watch it disappear into deep runs as it swims away—it is almost as if the color washed off its body.
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    Gabe and Ben Levins hold a giant from the White River near Cotter, Arkansas. This male trout was 32 inches long with a 19-inch girth, placing it over 15 pounds. STEVE DALLY PHOTO

  


  Large trout possess these distinct markings for a couple of reasons. The first is dominance. During the spawn, males especially will possess some of the brightest colors you will ever see on a trout. The larger the frame and brighter the colors, the bigger the billboard warning to other dominant trout to swim clear of this big boy’s water. It does not just stop with males. I have seen the same with females that show dominance for prime water. For example, in the summer season the head of a run where it drops from a shallow riffle to a deep run is a choice feeding zone, and most dominant fish compete for it. A large, brightly colored female is a good warning to smaller fish that if you get too close you might get bit, or become the next meal. Extremely bright males will also draw females to productive staging, spawning, or feeding zones. I believe the female often feels safe in this zone, as do small males, almost as if this big fish were a bodyguard for others that are holding in the same water.


  The second reason is to blend in. Mother Nature selected these unique colors for a reason that can be surprising until you start to look at the water and its color closely. For example, during the fall the large blankets of vegetation that have grown over the summer will eventually die. When this happens the cover takes on new colors, with clumps of dead orange and yellow vegetation everywhere. This is why that magnificent sherbet orange or banana yellow brown is so bright. You could literally walk right past one of these giants tucked in tightly to the vegetation.


  Big trout are opportunistic by nature and extremely aggressive when needed. Wild trout especially have grown up and survived in search of water and food their whole lives; like a person growing up in the city, they are “street smart” and highly adaptable. Changes in time of day, water conditions, or pressure can take them off the feed just as fast as they committed.


  There is a huge difference in behavior between male and female trout, most importantly when the spawning or migration season is near. Leading up to and during the spawn, female trout tend to be a bit more passive, waiting in deep runs in preparation for dropping eggs on the suitable gravel and bed. Males at this time can be insanely aggressive, fighting other males to defend the correct water or fending off other males from the spring bed with the large females. In rivers trout that migrate in search of food, whether it is within the river they are residents of or from deep stillwater, can act like a pack of wolves, becoming aggressive and in many cases biting at one another to keep the prime feeding zone and food to themselves.


  Male trout are the first to enter prime water or migrate as the spawn is near, typically two to three months in advance. This is a huge tip for all the trout hunters out there, as in the pre-spawn stage the big males are aggressive and ready to attack while they wait for a suitable female to show up. This is one of my favorite times to throw streamers or wet flies that are known to trigger aggression in big trout. Not only are these giants aggressive, they are on “edge” and very aware of their surroundings, providing the best opportunity for the fish to see your flies, presentation, or retrieve.


  Migration is a vital part of the life cycle of large trout, allowing them a chance to move from one piece of water to another, or different locations within the same river or stillwater. Conditions in nature are forever changing and are never the same; the more a giant moves, the better chance it has to survive. I said this before and will say it again: The best chance to catch a giant trout, like other fresh- and saltwater species around the world, is pre- or post-spawn. This is when targets are the most accessible to anglers, not during the spawn but just before or after. Steelhead are the best example of this, being that they travel deep, dark oceans or lakes until the fall and spring, when they can be found in rivers or along the lake or ocean edge, and anglers have a chance of intercepting them at this time.


  Seasons


  In the spring rainbow, cutthroat, mackinaw, and cuttbow trout will migrate to spawn; in the fall brown, brook, and bull trout will do the same. This ritual will consist of three stages: pre-spawn, spawn, and post-spawn. Changes in air and water temps, hours of daylight, and water levels occur across the globe annually, but no matter what the conditions are, the migration and spawn will still happen, making it your best chance at encountering a trophy.


  While trout can ethically be caught during the spawn by concentrating on deep water away from gravel and sand bars, your best shot at an active fish is before and after the spawning months. In pre-spawn mode, trout are at their largest potential in size. Males are full of aggression and bulked up with big shoulders like they have been at the trout gym. Females are developing or carrying eggs and possess insane girth. With trout staged in deep water or guarding shallow runs, most of the takes at this time tend to be based on a reaction to aggression. I have even seen fish chase and bite at flies almost as a warning and not to feed. For males, bright or flashy flies can be the ticket, matched with a precise presentation for the trout holding deep, staged in runs. The only downfall during the pre-spawn stage is that numbers can be low or fish can be spread out.


  In the post-spawn season, the one big advantage is that the number of hungry trout can be double what was in the water before. A great example of this is during the spring, when the spawn is over in May, the post-spawn giants will quickly turn to Baetis and caddis to replenish their bodies. This can be some of the best action you can experience and is one of my personal favorite seasons, with fewer crowds.


  I used to believe the main reason trout will move into or around a body of water is to spawn. I can honestly say I no longer think that is the case. This was one of the motivating factors to write this book! Big trout are opportunistic and will rarely pass up an easy meal, but the urge to migrate can be just as strong if not stronger than the urge to consume the next meal. There is now what I believe should be called the “feeding season” when huge trout are post-spawn and push into different water to ensure survival. This is when trout can become reckless in their pursuit of food, and at times willing to eat flies like the Schultzy’s S3 Sculpin, Lynch’s D&D, CJ’s SlugGo, Double Deceiver, Galloup Fly, or Masked Minnow. During other times of the year, some of these beast ties would not get any attention because they would look out of place to a giant.
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    I love the long days of summer for hunting giants. With the cycle of sunlight, large trout are given extended hours to feed in low light.

  


  Light and Water Temps


  A diurnal cycle is any pattern within about a 24-hour period that typically reoccurs each day in regard to the sun. Daily cycles are caused by the rotation of the earth, which spins once around its axis about every 24 hours. Twice a year the earth will receive the same amount of sunlight: the spring equinox in March and the fall equinox in September. Mark these on your calendar the same way you would a holiday. They are the exciting beginnings of the giant trout seasons.


  Following the winter solstice in December, the days grow longer, and following the summer solstice in June, the length of the days draw shorter. This is important because the water and fish are exposed to more or less light, affecting air and ultimately water temps. This also plays a big part in the food supply the large trout rely on, with hatches and growth increasing from December through June and decreasing July through November.


  I honestly used to question if this really played such a big part in the trout’s movement and behavior. Well, after collecting my own data during the last 22 years of guiding on my home water, I can say yes, it does! In fact, each year I find myself hunting earlier and earlier before the spring, summer, and fall migratory seasons. The best example of this takes place on the headwater of the South Platte River above Spinney Mountain Reservoir. In summer the large brown trout begin their up-to-13-mile migration heading to the middle and south forks of the South Platte River, where they will eventually spawn. It does not matter how high or low the flows are, every year like clockwork they start to move at the end of July. I believe it is the fish’s internal alarm clock that starts the tail motor and the fish begin to swim toward the cobblestone-rich ground.


  It does not stop at the river—this cycle of light plays a key role for large trout in stillwater, whether it is during ice-off, falling temps in the autumn months, or a rise and fall in water temps when a stillwater does not ice over because of the salinity of the water, such as at Pyramid Lake in Nevada. These times of the year are your best shot at large trout because all the fish move to the edges, unlike the summer months where the fish will spread out in the large body when vegetation and insect food population grow.


  This spring and fall occurrence can be deceiving to anglers, though. For example, many believe the prime time to hit various stillwaters in the spring is right as the ice melts away from the edge of the shore, giving a giant blast of oxygen to the stillwater. You would think this would draw fish to the edges, but I can tell you firsthand from paying my dues that this is not the case. The water will be too cold for the trout to become active; in fact, when the body of water is free of ice and begins to turn over as the air temperature rises, warmer water from the lower levels mix with the cold, oxygen-saturated water on or near the surface. When temps reach 45 to 50 degrees, you are in business and can count on the trout to become active in pursuing the edge bite.


  I always carry a thermometer with me and take readings all the time, not when the fishing is tough, but when the fishing is red hot! It is easy to overlook because you are so caught up in the moment of great fishing that you don’t want to stop and investigate why. I have learned that when you are wondering why the fish are not in that exact location, during the same week, with the same weather as last year, it probably has to do with water temperature.


  To simplify, in the spring prime temps range from 42 to 50 degrees and in the fall 55 to 45 degrees. These numbers can vary a degree or two, but generally speaking, these are your best bet. By having this formula you can save time every year by not fishing a section or location of water if the temps are not right. Yes, you could get lucky and have a tank swim into your fly, but this could take hours that you could honestly spend hunting new water or the correct temperatures.
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    During the day trout, especially large trout, are wary of movement and predators from above. This makes them first look for cover, followed by oxygen and then food. In this marked photo you can see where a trout would find those three components to remain safe and healthy. ANGUS DRUMMOND PHOTO

  


  My method for getting the most accurate reading is using a piece of 0X tippet around 36 inches in length attached to a Fishpond thermometer that is housed in a metal casing for durability. After attaching one tag end to the thermometer using a clinch knot, tie a loop on the end large enough for your index finger to slide in. This will allow you to hold the line just above the surface of the water with the thermometer hanging deep enough to provide an accurate reading of water temps below the surface. If you only measure the 12 inches below the surface, the reading is not as good, because the trout will be feeding in water 2 feet or deeper. This technique is effective in both stillwaters and rivers.


  The Night Bite


  The night bite is also a normal migration, when trout move to shallow water in search of food without fear because nothing from above can see them. The biggest learning curve for me when I started night fishing was relearning how to read water. During the day trout need cover from deep runs, structure, vegetation, etc. At night they do not, and the river’s edge will suit them just fine. This is why large insect, mice, frog, hopper, and floating baitfish patterns can work well. The giant trout are exposed to more of that food along the river’s or reservoir’s edge than at any other time in a 24-hour period. If you match this to the water temps above, you will ensure the trout are not lethargic and are actively feeding.
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    During the evening hours large trout do not need cover because the night provides them protection. This is when you want to think about the shallow water and the bank’s edge where large fish can lie in wait for a falling or drifting meal. You can see how you need to walk with caution by the marked areas in the photo known to hold giants. Lastly, with cover it is common for trout to spawn in shallows at night, so avoid contact with spawning fish by targeting the pre- and post-spawn time frames.

  


  Finally, moon phases will play a big part in supplying light for trout to feed. The light from the moon creates a contrast when the trout look up at the dark silhouettes of a food source, giving them a contrasting target to consume. As an angler, you will rely on the same contact for a visual, with your fly becoming a shadow, and you can see the wake and take of the fly from the moon’s light. In dark conditions, without the moon, you need to rely on other senses like sound to hear a sip, splash, or boil when a fish takes your fly.


  Go with the Flow


  One thing you will quickly learn when hunting large trout is the importance of watching stream flows and reservoir or lake levels, as this can be a big indication that conditions are right for the hunt. In small tailwaters the water level is measured in cubic feet per second (cfs); in large energy-based tailwaters, the flow is measured in units. Each unit can run up to 300 cfs. In stillwaters water levels are measured by vertical feet. This can be deceiving especially in shallow lakes because the reading might have the level down 5 feet but the shoreline has pushed back 400 yards, changing the habitat for feeding or spawning trout dramatically.


  For many tailwaters across the globe, trout in the spawning seasons wait for this spike to allow them easy passage upstream without the threat of predators from above. Yes, trout will still migrate in low flows, but the numbers are lower and you do not have the variety of fish to choose from in order to find a giant. Directly connected to stream flow is the temperature of the water, as warming water entering a lake or cooling water early or late in the fall can trigger the fish’s cycle. High water also supplies structure in which to hide. In low flows 1- to 3-inch gravel can be dry and exposed, then with high flows this prime spawning substrate can be under 2 to 4 feet of water. Remember to leave this habit to the trout and concentrate on the deep water and structure above and below spawning grounds to ensure you are not harming the fish.


  In lakes, ponds, and reservoirs, maps matched with lake levels is the perfect combo. This will let you look at a map that shows the structure in or the edge of the stillwater, and if levels are too low, you can wait to hunt until you know the trout have vegetation and drop lines to travel and feed in or around. If the edge of the reservoir does not supply these safety zones, you will have some shots early and late in the day or at night. During the daytime hours the fish will move to deep water to feel safe, making them harder to reach with a fly.


  Water flow will also move trout even when the spawning season is not near. In fact, some of your best opportunities at a giant are when the fish are moving and feeding, not preparing to spawn. In rivers after the spawn, or during the summer, large trout will move to the water’s edge in high flows to avoid expending energy and to hunt prey in and around the swollen edges. In stillwaters when the edges flood or the lake is at or above full capacity, new shallow bays will form that grow vegetation fast and supply a rich, fertile feeding ground for large trout. These two high-water situations in moving and still water are your best shot at hooking a giant because the fish are solely feeding and you have the best access to them with your fly, or flies.
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    Blane Chocklett and Jay Nichols hunt the edges of the South Holston River in Tennessee in late October. The high flows will push giants to the banks or structure, supplying great opportunities for a grab.

  


  Following Food


  I have personally witnessed trout migrate in search of, or to follow, food, whether migrating down a river with a stonefly hatch, traveling upstream with molting crayfish, or the most common occurrence when thousands of large rainbows in Alaska migrate up the river systems with the salmon in wait for the biggest supply of eggs the world has ever known. I will never forget looking down in September while guiding on the Naknek in Alaska and literally seeing the bottom of the river take on an opal-orange color because a blanket of eggs had covered the substrate and structure. This is why pegged beads in salmon-influenced rivers are key, because they disguise the hook that will deter trout from taking your fly. The trout are used to seeing a complete circle with the millions of eggs and reject egg patterns since they contain a hook.


  Large trout are smart and generally lazy by nature. They will chase and kill a formidable food source if they receive the nutrients plus some that they lost during the chase, but for the most part they figure out how to consume food in bulk without expending energy. An angler’s job when hunting trophies is to figure out what that food is by trial and error, matched with research on the fishery and its forage base online. These are non-escaping meals. My favorite example of this takes place on my home waters of the South Platte River during the summer months of late June through August, when the Trico hatch is plentiful in the margin hours. No matter the conditions, every year the largest trout in the whole system will concentrate on the thousands of male and female Tricos that die and create a film of non-escaping adults on the surface. The large trout go into a feeding frenzy for a few hours every day, literally consuming 10 to 20 adults in one gulp.
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    Fish do follow food, and after fishing the Brown Drake hatch on the Au Sable River in Michigan, I can see why. The small town and its gas station were practically covered with these fighter jets!
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    Eric Mondragon hunts the high bank edges of the Ruby River in Montana for a trophy. The resident fish in this river know that banks are a great zone for falling food.

  


  Food that is known to trigger the response of giants are cripples, stuck-in-the-shuck insects, dead drifters (eggs, shrimp, dead baitfish killed in turbines), falling prey (mice, beetles, hoppers, inchworms), and non-swimmers (spinners, ants, flying ants, floating nymphs). These are all prime examples of fast-delivered food.


  Food on the Brain


  Once you locate the food source, try to find the easiest place for a giant to consume the meal without having to expend more energy. This falls in line with the trout’s feeding behavior where the fish holds, waiting for the food to be delivered directly to its mouth. When trout reach the 14-inch mark, or roughly three years of age, their diet and feeding behavior will change. The fish is now large enough to consume bigger meals and aggression starts to kick in, making the fish more aggressive because it has the ability to spawn and become territorial. New items on the menu for these fish can be mice, baitfish, crayfish, sculpins, and more. These morsels do have the ability to escape, however, so the fish have to make a judgment on whether to expend energy. I personally think the behavior of the large trout becomes more of an ambush scenario. Waiting for their prey to swim by or slowly patrolling zones where the food source is available are a couple behaviors that large trout will take on in order to effectively kill their next meal.
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    This large brown became a resident after staying in the river system when the fall spawning season was over. It now concentrates its efforts on the local small bugs and large meals like hoppers that fall into the river during high flows.

  


  This does not mean the fish will give up on the easy insects and dead meals mentioned earlier—they will simply add the ability to chase and kill to their feeding behavior. Sometimes it can seem as if large trout strike less than an average trout, but that is simply not true. They are more willing to feed because they have to constantly eat high-protein foods to maintain their size. Over the years I have become a believer that many trout will eat a large meal and then rest and digest for a while. If a giant brown trout eats a 10-inch stocked rainbow, it literally does not have to eat for a few days and I believe many do not. So if one day a fish is not on the feed and the next it is, this is the cycle it is currently feeding on and that affects the fish’s behavior.


  I have nicknamed giant trout that have adapted their behavior and habits in order to consume a rich-protein diet “meat heads.” Like a body builder trying to consume every gram of protein available to maintain his muscle size, a large trout will do the same even if that means it lives in one hole its entire life. An example would be the targets living in the “toilet bowl” on the Frying Pan River in Colorado below Reudi Reservoir. The fish hover at the release of water below the small dam and inhale thousands of Mysis shrimp, alive and dead, that blow through the tube into the river. The visual I get in my head when talking about this is of a teenager tilting his head back and spraying whipped cream in his mouth. Now, imagine doing that every day and think how big you would get. That is the result for the trout as well. Other easy food includes non-escaping insects (cripples) and dead-drifters (eggs, shrimp, baitfish killed in turbines or high flows, hoppers and mice falling off the banks and inchworms off trees, man-made trout stockings in rivers and lakes, egg-laying Callibaetis may flies, or swimming damselflies in and on stillwater feeding flats, etc.).


  
    Matching the Migration

  


  Timing is everything in fly fishing, and this is especially true when hunting trout at the top of the food chain. Yes, that can sound cliché, but after spending my entire adult life on this emotional fly-fishing roller coaster, with countless hours flying, driving, hiking, rowing, climbing, and crawling, I can personally tell you that if your timing is off, you are wasting your time! The reason behind this is that large trout have a well-defined schedule, and whether it is migration to spawn, moving for food, or adapting to pressure, they live by this code. Think of timing migration in windows that can be tracked and refined over the years to the point where you know what the window will be—two weeks, three weeks. As mentioned earlier, light and water temperature come together with the right timing of the perfect window.


  To move from one region or habitat to another, especially regularly according to the seasons, is the definition of “migrate,” and this is something that should be embedded in every large trout hunter’s mind. You build confidence and gain success by learning the migrational patterns of the large trout you pursue. Catching large trout is not easy—that’s what makes it fun. The rewards, adventures spent on the water with friends and learning from new days and conditions, is what makes you a better angler. One of my favorite times of any day is not while on the water fishing, it is in the evening or hours resting off the water when I am filtering through all the knowledge gained during that day. This forces you to think about different ways to fish and ultimately leads you to success through trial and error.


  Resident or Migratory?


  The first stage in matching the migration is to figure out if the trout you are pursuing are resident or migratory. Resident trout do migrate within the river or stillwater where they live; however, they normally do not cross the boundary or line from stillwater to moving water. Anglers have access to these trophy throughout the year at any given time because they stay in the same neighborhood. I have found resident trout to be more selective than migratory fish because nothing they see is new—they tend to consume or chase the same food and hold in the same water, no matter the time of day or year. This means they have literally seen it all. When timing the hunt for these fish, low light or dark water often delivers when they feel the most protected from predators above. Stormy weather, sunrise, sunset, and runoff are a few good examples.


  It is important to figure out whether the trout you are pursuing are migratory or resident. To start, resident trout are familiar with the water, and their body color and markings are designed to prevent predators from above being able to see them. In some waterways the fish can almost appear black on the back because they are matching the dark river or stillwater bottom. From a side-angle view, this can stick out like a sore thumb, but to an eagle above, it is hard to see the fish.
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    Phil Tereyla found this tank hiding on the edge of a shade line toward the last half of the day. As the shadows lengthen, look for objects like a trout tail or head sticking out from the darkness. This will let you know where to make a proper presentation to a feeding target.

  


  Another way resident fish prevent being seen is they tend to hold still more than a migratory trout to prevent being snatched by predators, in addition to waiting for food to come to them. This can make finding these trout harder because they are mainly not on the move. When deciding when to fish for large resident trout, I rely on the fish’s food supply to get them out of hiding. This is when a heavy hatch, a hopper blown off the bank, a drowned mouse, or dead-drifting baitfish can produce a fish of a lifetime because these resident trout have the meal delivered to them by the rivers current.


  Migratory trout make the journey from reservoirs, lakes, or large bodies of water into rivers to spawn or feed. Depending on the reason for migrating, these large targets can remain in the river system for a short time, two to three months, or in some circumstances, half the year. Some of these trout migrate into the river to spawn and then return back to the stillwater, while others will be influenced to move by the lure of food that can provide the much-needed nutrients these giants need to survive and maintain their size.


  Another great reason for the run is water flow, cold water entering a warm body of water, or rivers with warm water entering or melting ice to trigger the move. High flows can increase numbers of big targets for anglers to look for. Migratory trout can travel a great distance in search of preferred spawning ground, up to over 20 miles a day. On the other hand, these trophies can migrate slowly while searching for food during the run. Taking the time to search all the possible holding spots is key.


  Lastly, I believe resident trout are used to having the lights on with everything brighter compared to a deep body of water where the migratory trout will be living. This means you don’t have to always rely on low light to target fish. As long as the fish is enticed by a big meal or never-ending snack, they can be found.


  Migratory trout are a different animal, coming out from deep, dark places like oceans, large lakes, and deep reservoirs; they are new to the river or the edge of the stillwater and they do not leave the lights on! In fact, the majority of the trout that I or my clients have landed are not caught in bright conditions. They are caught using the dark-water delivery mindset, whether it is dark, stormy skies, dirty water, sunrise and sunset, shade on the banks, and, of course, the night bite.


  
    While writing this section of the book, I am reminded of a late summer trip I took just last year to hit the water with Matt McConnell and Phil Tereyla in search of the large resident trout that call the Uncompahgre River in Colorado home. This was a hunting mission for big dogs and a learning session on what the fish prefer for food and how they can hide in such a narrow piece of water below Ridgway Reservoir. It was a challenging but rewarding morning, with Matt showing and explaining that the deep runs provide cover with structure, and the tint remains aqua green most of the year. I learned that when the lighting and conditions are right, these monsters will come out to feed, and the trick is usually an easy but rewarding meal like leeches, worms, streamers, etc.


    As Phil and I were walking and scanning upriver, we stopped and decided to scan a cluster of large boulders positioned at the head of a deep, slow-moving run. We could barely make out a hint of red against the green backdrop and knew it was an object we didn’t see before, but we were not certain it was a giant. With a slow roll cast using a 15-foot leader, Phil carefully landed the rig trailing my black Mini Leech above and short of the target. After a few minutes and numerous presentations, the object turned. He yelled “It ate!” and after a smooth lift all hell broke loose. A large bright male ’bow was head shaking, jumping, death rolling, and blitzing up and down the run. After giving chase and applying maximum pressure, the gem slid into Phil’s net and we all stood there for a moment to take it all in. A memory that will last forever, and most importantly, a great lesson on hunting resident river trout.

  


  Fish on the move hold in the most bizarre locations. This used to throw me for a loop until I started looking at the river like a highway that the fish travel on, stopping in deep runs or around structure and moving to the water in between, making the entire river available for them to stop and hold. Unlike resident trout, they do not know that the 12 inches of riffled water along the river’s edge is leaving them exposed—I think the trout simply stop because they cannot see past the distorted surface and it feels safe. We have all been there, when we’ve sat in a movie theater watching the screen in a dark room for a couple of hours and then step outside and are blinded by the bright summer rays. That is what I believe migratory trout feel like, and it’s the reason dark water delivers.


  I have also found that targeting the biggest source of protein will lead you to giants. Any time numerous steaks are available to consume in one sitting, you can bet the large trout will be there! These are not the only habits that large trout will possess. Trophies that live under the same roof can also form patterns on when and where they prefer to hold, whether it is a large brown that takes refuge in or near an undercut, a big rainbow that prefers a feeding riffle in a braided section of the river, or a giant cutthroat that cannot resist a dry fly. It does not mean that trout will hold in the same location over time, but there is a good chance that it will not travel far from home.


  Timing the menu is a big part of locating migratory trout. Once you target the main source of food, you then need to time the bite. This can be a hatch or a release of high flows flushing baitfish, molting crawfish, or crustaceans down the river. These are events that happen on a schedule that can be natural or man-made. A good start is knowing what the best accurate source of flow information is for you home water or targeted waterway. This will let you know when the power of water will deliver a big-ticket meal for big targets.


  To start, I break the river down into three zones: (1) staging runs that are found in locations like river bailouts and lake inlets that can hold fish in the moving or still water; (2) feeding zones like riffles above a deep tailout, structure above an inlet, eddies, and undercuts where the fish hold to consume the next meal before they run; and (3) migrating water between deep runs or edges where the fish can swim next to a bank or around islands where they feel safe. While you can see the targets moving, sometimes with a back out of the water, I have learned that a fish on the move in many situations is not a feeding target. I prefer to set my sights on the fish holding, or staged, next to cover so if they need to retreat they can.


  Once you locate productive water, try to look for signs that migratory fish are in that area. An example of this is the river bottom. When examining the substrate of the river, I look for what I call highways, areas of river bottom that are wiped cleaned from migratory traffic. Once the highway is discovered by one fish, others will follow, to the point where you can stand on the river looking downstream and see what appears to be a tan, red, gray, or olive snake meandering downriver. Not only does this show the migrating path, it allows you the opportunity to look for cover zones and feeding lies that might be overlooked. Even if a boulder is only 3 feet wide, or an undercut creeps back under the bank a measly foot, it is enough to hide a 30-inch
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