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Whether you fish on foot or from a drift boat, fly fishing in Montana’s waters is a treat. The following pages have tips from some of the state’s top fly shops, outfitters, and guides to help anglers of any skill level experience all the state has to offer. Couple this book with other resources and maps and fish with confidence. NICK ROMANS PHOTO
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Montana has something to offer anglers of all skill levels—from challenging tailwaters to small, easygoing tributaries—but sometimes returning to the basics, like casting a Woolly Bugger on an easygoing freestone, makes fishing in Big Sky Country so special.


INTRODUCTION

I don’t profess to be an expert. The guides, outfitters, and fly-shop staffs that spend every waking moment possible on the waters described in this book are the experts. From the word go, my goal was to provide more than a snapshot of Montana’s finest rivers. I tried to provide deep, detailed information that only comes from spending years learning a river’s temperament, thresholds, and nuances—things the average Joe can’t possibly gather from summer vacations and weekend jaunts. So I went to the seasoned veterans and fishing junkies that see the good, bad, and ugly season after season, and I asked them what people should know about this state’s great waters. Not only did the individuals quoted on the following pages respond in spades, they reviewed the chapters for accuracy.

Montana has thousands of miles of water. Attempting to include them all with any significant level of detail is undoubtedly a lesson in frustration. I settled on the rivers in this book because they have something to offer everyone—wading anglers, floaters, dry-fly purists, and streamer swingers can all find something to suit their niches in some corner of the state.

Second, for as well-known and famous as some of these rivers are, they can be intimidating, which is why, I think, many anglers just fish the same rivers year after year. They become comfortable with a particular piece of water. But the state offers a broad range of experiences, and learning about the when, where, what, and how of unfamiliar rivers might give anglers the confidence to explore them. Read what the experts have to say about these rivers, visit their shops, or book a guide for a day. Learn from what they have to say and fish with confidence. I guarantee you’ll see your angling résumé grow exponentially. That said, there is so much out there remaining for anglers to unearth. If you’re visiting the state, do yourself a favor and take a day to explore waters that are off the beaten path. The feeling of self-discovery from investigating water on your own often outweighs any big-fish gratification you’ll experience on the big rivers.

I took the same approach with fly patterns as I did with the text. I included some recipes because of my own partiality, but I selected the majority of them after recommendations from outfitters and fly shops. These patterns are hot-sellers and solid producers. Most fly anglers already know about flies like a Parachute Adams or Beadhead Prince Nymph, and I wanted to highlight something fresh. Bring the old reliables, but also consider these newer patterns.
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While the scenery and quality insect hatches are highlights of fishing nearly any river in Montana, the abundance of public access points is the icing on the cake. The state has one of the best stream-access laws in the country, so use the public pullouts, parking areas, and boat ramps to access the water, and then stay below the high water mark and work up- or downstream.

When it comes to fishing, there aren’t many absolutes. If you want to experience Montana’s grandeur during one of its prime hatch events, spread your visit out over a few days. Mother Nature can be cruel, and for some reason she takes particular pleasure throwing a wrench in my gears whenever I set foot in the water. No matter the weather forecast, be prepared for everything from high water to high winds. You may come for Salmonflies and instead be treated to a rare June snowstorm. Allow a few days to explore a river to increase your odds of seeing some decent conditions.

Come to Montana with a plan but also be flexible. Changes in weather and water conditions can be abrupt and extreme, despite what the five-day forecast or fishing reports tell you. Be prepared for anything. Even if it’s warm, bring a set of cold-weather clothes to layer. Raincoats, sunscreen, mosquito repellent high in DEET (the Jefferson, Big Hole, and Beaverhead are particularly bad), backup rods and reels, and any other emergency items you can squeeze into your luggage can pay huge dividends if things go sour. Even if you never have to bust out the backup gear, you have the peace of mind knowing you’re prepared for whatever comes at you. It takes a lot of time, effort, and expense to fish in such a wonderful state. Don’t shortchange your experience by skimping on the essentials or planning poorly.

Drought is another issue. In the early part of the decade, low-water years weren’t kind to western Montana rivers. Below-average snowfalls, virtually no summer precipitation, irrigation withdrawals, and skyrocketing temperatures prompted full and partial closures on several of the state’s most notable waterways. While fishing closures ruin vacation plans, they are necessary to protect the future of fisheries. But there are other things responsible anglers can do to help decrease trout mortality in dry years. Try to limit your fishing to the early morning when water temperatures are low, and don’t fish for trout when water temperatures average 65 degrees Fahrenheit or above. Always land fish quickly to avoid exhausting them, and try to keep them in the water when dislodging the hook. If you notice fish congregating around an underwater spring, this is a sure sign the river is becoming too warm, and you should leave them alone.

Hatch charts, like the ones included, are not carved in stone or comprehensive. They’re more like fine-tuned, educated guesses. I focus on the major players. There are simply too many bug species to include on a comprehensive list for each watershed. For example, various species of small black stoneflies are plentiful in the early season on many rivers, but in my experience fish tend to prefer Blue-Winged Olives and midges, so I opted not to include them in some charts. Also, emergences vary depending on weather and water conditions, but by knowing the typical window of opportunity, you’re better equipped to decide when and where you want to fish. Expect to encounter bugs both big and small. Montana’s rivers have overlapping hatches, and though fish may key on stoneflies one minute, they can easily switch to Green Drakes the next.

No single book is all things to all people. Time, money, and resources simply won’t allow it. The maps of each river, for example, are great for reference, but they are not designed to be used if you are driving around western Montana trying to pinpoint an access. Use this guide with other tools like a DeLorme Montana Atlas & Gazetteer, Google Earth, Montana Afloat maps, or the new River Rat maps.

Without question, one resource you should have on hand is the state fishing regulations. Consult the rulebook before you fish no matter the time of year or river. Some waters have a closed season, and rules change from year to year depending on factors like fish populations, weather, and streamflows. While entire rivers might not see a change in regulations, specific portions within a watershed can.

Fishing access is always a hot topic in Big Sky Country, especially with court battles over places like Mitchell Slough and the bridges on the Ruby River highlighted in the news over the last few years. Certain landowners and an array of organizations continually attempt to punch holes in the state’s stream-access law. Don’t give the sport a black eye by trespassing. Enter the water on public land and stay below the mean high-water mark. There’s plenty of water for everyone to spread out and find solitude without walking on private property.

That said, some rivers in the state seem more crowded each year, and remembering a few rules of etiquette can go a long way. If you’re floating, give other anglers elbow room (especially those on foot), and don’t cast in their vicinity or into water they’re fishing as you drift by. Also, raising anchor and shuffling immediately in front of oncoming boat traffic to beat another party to an area is no different than cutting off another automobile on the highway. Lastly, whether you’re packing out or putting in, don’t block the boat ramp—especially if others are waiting to use it. Prepare or unload your gear in the parking lots, and only use the ramp for launching or unloading your boat.

With that, I hope you enjoy this book as much as I did preparing it, and that the information, directions, and anecdotes I’ve compiled help you get more out of your next fishing trip. Tight lines.
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Bighorn River

For those who have never visited this oasis in the sweeping, sagebrushladen plains of the eastern third of the state, it’s an overwhelming experience. It’s an area rich with history, from the days of Lewis and Clark (who named the river after the numerous resident bighorn sheep herds) to the mountain men who constructed the state’s first trading post on its banks to the gruesome deaths of soldiers and Native Americans at the nearby Battle of the Little Bighorn. But more than the history, the Bighorn draws anglers because you can come to it on virtually any day of the year—even in the middle of winter—and you’ll likely see rising fish.

With its headwaters buried deep in the northeast corner of Wyoming, and a majority of its volume stocked up in a reservoir that spans the state border, Montana visitors concentrate their efforts on the water below Afterbay Dam. Built in 1967, Afterbay Dam acts as a buffer when releases from Yellowtail Reservoir dramatically spike or drop. After the construction of Afterbay Dam, the state immediately stocked the river with rainbow trout that reproduce naturally, though early on the river contained predominantly brown trout. “Right now, there’s a good 50-50 split of rainbows and browns. You would think during drought times, the predacious browns would fare better, but the rainbow population is in great shape,” Bighorn Fly and Tackle owner Duane Schreiner says.

The river garners a reputation for phenomenal fishing and incredible hatches. In years past, anglers commonly brought two dozen or more fish to the net daily. The past decade, however, the Bighorn went through a slump. “The Bighorn is still a relatively young fishery, so it’s still evolving,” Bighorn Trout Shop co-owner Hale Harris says. “But increased sedimentation from low-water years, combined with low water temps, is tough on the fish and some of these hatches. Low-water years give us low water temperatures because the dam is letting that coldest (bottom) layer of the reservoir pass through. This never lets the river warm up enough to drive some summer hatches. If we get several high-water years in a row, the water is a little warmer, and things will return to the way people remember it.”

Winter snowfall amounts in recent years are helping the reservoir rise, and the river is rebounding. While trout may not populate the river as they  once did, the fish are longer, thicker, and stronger than their predecessors. It’s hard for them not to be—the Bighorn is a trout factory.
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Given the number of fish in the river and their willingness to feed near the surface, sight-casting to fish in shallow water is not uncommon. It’s a tricky game, however, and requires skillful casting and the proper fly selection. NICK ROMANS PHOTO

The limestone canyons of the upper river mineralize the water with the nutrient content and alkalinity the lower river needs to sustain insect life. Consistent cold, clean water flowing from the dam and aquatic insect hatches that border on insane help the river produce nearly twice the number of fish per mile on other Montana rivers. Veteran Bighorn anglers say this is mere child’s play though, and fish counts during the river’s heyday were probably twice as robust. But with numbers like these, many anglers are not complaining.

“Back in the late 1980s, our average fish was just under 17 inches,” Forrester’s Bighorn River Resort’s director of fishing operations Don Lyman says. “But after that, our numbers of fish skyrocketed, and the average size went down. We actually climbed up to about 10,000 fish per mile at one point. The state moved in with new regulations and water flows to balance things out and brought things back down to about 7,500 fish per mile, with the average returning to two-year-old, 17-inch fish, and a good number of three-year-old, larger fish hanging around.” This amazing growth rate is due to the great habitat and nutrient-rich water. On average, Bighorn trout are between 12 and 16 inches, but the likelihood of catching a fish that stretches beyond that is better here than probably any other river in the state.

That’s all the good news. The bad news is the fish don’t always come easy. Bighorn trout see many anglers, many flies, and just about every type of presentation possible throughout the year. Fooling them into striking requires long leaders, delicate casts, and precisely timed, dead-drifted presentations.

The first 13 miles below the dam make up the Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area, open for public and commercial use. It’s also where you’ll find the river’s three most popular access points—Afterbay Dam, Lind (Three  Mile), and Bighorn (nearly 10 river miles downstream from Three Mile). Outside that, private ownership and Crow Reservation land surround the Bighorn. With such tight quarters, guides, outfitters, and locals know the pools and runs by name.

The fish don’t seem to mind the crowds. Time and time again I’ve seen fish spook, scurry, and then pod up again in a matter of minutes and resume feeding. “The Bighorn is busy with people trying to figure out where to fish. But if everyone has an easygoing attitude, there are no problems. Everyone is on the river for the same reason, and there’s enough water to spread out. Most people that come here end up leaving happy with their experience,” Harris says.

Unfortunately, the Bighorn’s character and distance between access points do not lend themselves well to wading anglers, even at low flows. A boat makes it easier to reach feeding fish and provides the ability to anchor up and work specific pools or runs. You don’t have to float the entire time. In fact, get out and wade-fish any side channels or shallow riffles where you see fish. Just remember there is a $5-per-vehicle fee (or $30 annual fee) for anyone using the Afterbay, Three Mile, or Bighorn accesses. Purchase permits at  a fly shop in Fort Smith or the park service station near Afterbay Dam. There are several places to rent drift boats in Fort Smith, and it’s an easy river to float, even for beginners.
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The Bighorn is a wide and relatively featureless river, so anglers need to pay attention to what’s going on under the surface and look for any shelves, trenches, or other structures that break the flow and offer fish a place to rest and feed. NICK ROMANS PHOTO
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The three miles between Afterbay Dam and Lind are some of the most popular on the river. Be mindful of other anglers when you’re rowing or wade-fishing, and make sure you’re allowing others significant space to fish.

At first glance, the Bighorn looks like a flat, uncharismatic piece of water void of any riffles, eddies, or fast-water chutes favored by fish on some of the state’s more popular freestone rivers. Look for underwater troughs, undercut banks, overhanging vegetation, or swirling pockets where insects and foam swirl into a froth.

“The flows are pretty much consistent and the holes remained fairly unchanged from year to year,” Lyman says. “Now as the flows change—say for some reason they’re jacked up to 5,000 cfs (cubic feet per second)—they’ll change their location in that area. It’s more about the water type and speed than it is the location. As you get to know the holes year after year and see them in different water conditions and temperatures, you get a better grasp of where to be fishing. This is one reason why it sometimes pays to hire a guide if you’ve never fished the Bighorn before. They can show you some of the nuances of the river.”

Where and When

The smooth character of the water, swaying underwater weed beds, and skinny side channels look more like the famous springs in Paradise Valley than a large river. Typical flows on the Bighorn range from 2,000 to 4,500 cfs and are ideal for fishing and floating. If the flows are higher than 5,000 cfs, the river is moving much too fast for fishing to be productive or safe, and you’re better off waiting or rescheduling a trip when flows are lower.

Afterbay Dam is the uppermost access point on the Bighorn’s 13 miles of prime trout water. From here, the river flows approximately three miles to Three Mile (sometimes called Lind or Lind Ranch). These two points, and the water in between, are by far the most popular. In the prime months, this stretch can be crowded because the perception of visiting anglers is that the upper river contains the highest concentration of fish, as well as the highest percentage of fish over 18 inches, though I think the river downstream offers equal opportunities at both sizes and quantities of trout.

“You hit the Afterbay access too late in the morning, and it can be standing room only. It takes a while for people to disperse. From that point, expect to be in crowds the rest of the day,” Lyman says. “If you fall back and let the crowds go ahead, or get on early, then you can avoid it. This works best if you’re chasing fish on dry flies, especially for early-morning midges and evening caddis.”
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Scuds and sow bugs cling to the moss and grasses along the stream bottom and are the most significant food source for Bighorn River trout. Using a simple imitation like a Ray Charles as part of a two-fly nymphing rig is one of the most effective techniques.


CAST AND BLAST

One of the nice things about the Bighorn River’s location in the state is its proximity to great upland bird hunting, and an early-fall trip is a good way to mix a little water time with some wingshooting. Nick Forrester, owner of Forrester’s Bighorn River Resort, specializes in such trips and says they’re a terrific option for outdoorsmen with two passions in life.

“I lease land that’s away from the river, and clients fish one day and then hunt another day. If somebody comes out for a longer stay than that, they can mix and match the days,” Forrester says. “We have a wide variety of birds such as sharptails, pheasants, huns, and chukar. I’ve got four to five guides and each one carries five to ten dogs, but we invite guests to bring their own dogs if they want to work them.”

If upland isn’t your game, and you’d rather try your hand at waterfowl, consider a trip later in the fall around late October and into November. Flights of ducks and geese are scanning for open water, and the river’s sloughs and islands become attractive when other open water is freezing over.

“The best times for upland birds are in late September and October. But, in November, you can get some good fishing because the browns are spawning. There’s some great streamer fishing and hardly anyone on the river,” Forrester says. “We hunt pheasant then, but ducks and geese come into play as well. You can float the river and fish, and then get out in a couple areas, set up, and shoot ducks and geese.” For more information visit Forrester’s Bighorn River Resort at forrestersbighorn.com  or call (800) 665-3799. [image: Image]



Many of the river’s anglers are guests at neighboring lodges, and most guides and outfitters cater to the whims of their clients—people on vacation that want to eat a hefty breakfast and be back in time for predinner cocktails and hors d’oeuvres. If you’re willing to be on the water at dawn, pull out around lunch, and revisit from the late afternoon until nightfall, you can have prime fishing conditions and relatively light river use.

On one particular trip to the Bighorn my brother and I refused to fish through the core of the day to avoid the late-July heat. We were consistently the first boat to put in at Afterbay, and nary saw another angler until midmorning. We took a long afternoon break for a nap and lunch, and then after dinner we fished until we couldn’t see our flies, using headlamps to guide us home. It was some of the best dry-fly fishing we ever experienced.

Three Mile is, in my opinion, the busiest site on the river. If someone isn’t taking out his boat after floating from the dam, he is putting one in to float to the Bighorn access. The parking lot is large enough for dozens of cars and trailers, but there is only one boat ramp, so be patient and courteous when traffic is heavy. If you’ve never floated the Bighorn, and plan on taking out here, a series of small islands just upstream of the boat ramp creates a few channels in the river. Stay river right to avoid missing the take-out.

Bighorn (sometimes called Thirteen Mile) is the final pit stop on the upper Bighorn’s 13 miles of fame and used mainly as a take-out for those making their way downstream from Three Mile. The water between Three Mile and Bighorn is loaded with braids, channels, and islands that allow you to get out of the boat and fish on foot. Pace yourself if you want to fish the entire portion before running out of daylight. It’s easy to lose track of time.

No matter what stretch you choose to float or fish, don’t neglect side channels, sloughs, or other water outside the main stem’s borders, no matter how skinny or shallow it looks. I’ve found that fish work into some unique, unconventional holding areas on the Bighorn—places floating anglers never get out of their boat to investigate. Work these areas stealthily, especially when it comes to casting and delivery. The fish are incredibly spooky and sending a shadow over a run or lining a fish shuts things down.

After Bighorn, the number of trout per mile begins to decline, silt replaces the river’s fine-gravel bottom, and the warmer water temperatures aren’t conducive for trout. “Once you get past Thirteen Mile [Bighorn] the number of trout per mile drops slightly, but the river is still classified as a blue-ribbon trout stream,” Lyman says. “That stretch of river is somewhat of an unsung  hero. I wouldn’t say you get bigger fish, but I think they fight a little better because the water is slightly warmer than it is close to the dam. Past Thirteen Mile, the water is closer to 58 or 59 degrees. This is optimum for rainbows, and there seems to be more of them here than in the upper end.
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Depending on water flows, the Bighorn has several shallow side channels and sloughs worth exploring. Approach them with caution—big fish sometimes linger in unusually shallow areas and spook easily.

“I also don’t think they’ve seen every fly known to man and are a little more eager to accept something. You can get away with a heavier tippet. The issue down there is water quality. There’s a return ditch past the Bighorn access that dumps silt in the river after a heavy rain. This stretch of water is awesome when it’s on, but it can be a nightmare when it is not. You can’t just say ‘OK, I’m going to go pound below Thirteen.’ You have to watch the weather and conditions. Besides the rain, the moss and grass that breaks off from the upper river can gunk up your flies on every cast.”

You can float down to St. Xavier Bridge (MT 91) or Mallard’s Landing if you’re willing to put in a long day, but don’t expect the trout fishing to be on par with anything upriver. There are a few incredibly large brown trout down to St. Xavier, Mallard’s Landing, and Two Leggins accesses. These sections are good options for streamer anglers in the early fall. Keep in mind you are drifting through Crow tribal lands until Hardin. Be respectful of private property and stay below the high-water mark.

Downstream of Hardin, as the Bighorn flows to the Yellowstone River, there are a few good places to fish, especially when browns make their way up from the Yellowstone in the fall as spawning season commences. Working downstream from Hardin is Arapooish, Grant Marsh, General Custer, and Manuel Lisa fishing access sites. Aside from a few diversion dams past Two Leggins and the General Custer access, the entire river is easy to row.

“The lower river has more isolated riffles. You’ll have a riffle followed by a long, broad flat versus the upper river where there’s a riffle around every bend. I think silt is also an issue since there are so many irrigation issues. From Mallard’s to Two Leggins, it’s more streamer water and the trout numbers really drop off. It’s where you go for the big browns and maybe only catch one or two fish a day, but beware of the diversion dams,” Lyman says.

Hatches and Flies

Like many other Western tailwaters, nymphing is extremely effective and popular on the Bighorn. And what better way to tip off a nymph rig than with a San Juan Worm. The Bighorn is loaded with aquatic worms and the fish feed on them nearly year-round. If you’re using a two-fly rig, vary one pattern to see what the fish prefer, but keep some form of a San Juan Worm as part of the lineup. I recommend trying a string of sizes (#8-16) and different color combinations based on red, such as wine, pink, and bubblegum.

When nymphing, make sure you’re getting deep and in front of the fish. Most guides start with a strike indicator near the butt section of the leader. From there is a 9- or 10-foot taper to 3X or 4X tippet and the first fly. Pinch weight a foot or so above this first fly. Tie 1 to 2 feet of tippet to the eye or the bend of the first fly (depending on your preference), and attach a dropper nymph with an Improved Clinch or Eugene Bend.
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The Bighorn has one of the highest fish-per-mile counts of any river in the state, and while there are some bruisers in the river, most of the fish are between 14 and 18 inches.

“Our general nymphing leader is a 9-foot, 3X, and then we tie down to 4X or 5X tippet if necessary. Start with the stout stuff. If you don’t get a strike within 15 minutes, you’re either at the wrong depth, have the wrong fly, or your tippet is too large,” Schreiner says.

Though dry-fly fishing on the Bighorn is the exception and not the norm, especially if you’re on the water through the heat of the day when the sun is high and air temperatures are blazing, when conditions are right these fish have no issue rising for midges, mayflies, or caddis.

Midges and Blue-Winged Olives are the mainstay through the shoulders of the season when cold weather and wind make the Bighorn a place for diehards. At this time of the year, it’s normal to see pods of rising fish through the warmest parts of the day. “We start fishing in April when the water temperatures are 39 or 40 degrees and the fish are stacked in select holes. Typically, conditions put fish off the edges of seams, in deep water, and not in the shallow riffles and the heavy troughs. They like the methodical, lethargic, slow water. They’re not aggressive when it’s this cold,” Lyman says. Midges are a staple food for Bighorn River trout. One of the most impressive hatches I’ve ever seen was just below Yellowtail Dam at sunrise. Heavy, dense masses of these bugs made the surrounding landscape look like a grainy photograph, and pods of fish fed on the surface with abandon for the next three miles.

Midge clusters work well on top, but a few shops say pupae patterns that sit in the surface film work better, especially if you can use something like a larger, easier-to-see Baetis as an indicator point fly. Size 16-20 Griffith’s Gnats are a good start, as are Zebra Midges, Yong Specials, Disco Midges, and Brassies. Look for sippers in the slow water where many of the bugs collect and the even flows can make it easier to present such minuscule representations. But, like any other time of the year, make sure your presentation is on the money. There is far too much food on the Bighorn to make a fish want to travel even two inches if it knows another tasty morsel is only seconds away.

“I tell people they have to put their fly in that fish’s feeding lane. If you’re sitting on a street corner and someone is bringing you hot dogs all day long, you’re not going to go across the street to get a hamburger. The fish get in a zone and will sit there and keep feeding,” Schreiner says.
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Baetis can appear on the river nearly any time of the year, but they are most prevalent from late April through early July and again in October and November. Basic patterns like #18-22 Parachute Adams are reliable, but with so many naturals available, it pays to have other more imitative patterns in your boxes, such as Harrop’s CDC Biot Dun, CDC Biot Captive Dun, CDC Biot Thorax, and a Bighorn Baetis Nymph. In the spring, when the adult ’bows are making their way up the tributaries and side channels to spawn, you will catch mostly browns.

Scuds and sow bugs are the most abundant and popular food sources for Bighorn River trout. Fortunately, they’re also easy to tie, and the simplest patterns are the most effective. If you’re going to the Bighorn, make room in your boxes for a few #16-18 color variations of the Ray Charles, a simple pattern made with ostrich herl and Mylar, as well as any standard #14-20 orange, pink, or gray scud and sow bug recipes you have.

“The limestone leaching in the upper reservoir promotes the grass growth along the streambed and gives our bug life a shot in the arm. So after these fish hatch, they grow roughly one inch per month. Lift up a fistful of grass and it’s just teeming with bugs, scuds, and sow bugs. I call it a protein shake. The fish sit in and around the grass and feed on this stuff all day long,” Schreiner says.

When the summer season takes over, look for PMDs around July and August. Though they were once a banner hatch on the river, Schreiner says that natural factors such as increased siltation inhibited their progress in recent years. But with the flushes of new water, a lot of people remain optimistic they will return in droves.

Fishing early or late provides the best opportunities to find fish rising to hatching PMDs. Aside from timing, it’s crucial to carry a selection of patterns to match whatever stage the fish are keying on—typically emergers and duns in the morning (#14-20 Sparkle Duns, Comparaduns, pale Parachute Adams; #16-20 Lightning Bugs and Pheasant-Tail Nymphs) and spinners (#14-20 Rusty Spinners) before the sun goes down. My personal favorites are ties by René Harrop like the CDC Biot Thorax and CDC Biot Emerger.

This is also a perfect time of year to do some sight-fishing. Many times I have found myself concentrating on the river’s deepest runs, only to turn around and see nice fish holding in 1 to 3 feet of water along the shoreline or under overhanging vegetation. They’re incredibly spooky, but catching them is a pleasant challenge. Be patient and observant. Sometimes the key to catching a fish isn’t the fly you select, but how you fish it.

“People get switch happy sometimes when it comes to flies. I give a fish at least five good casts before I change things. I need that many good presentations to dispose of feeding rhythm, tippet shine, and other factors. After that I’ll start digging in my boxes,” Lyman says. “Make sure your presentation is floating right before mixing things up. You can present the right fly wrong all day and not get a fish.”

I love the summer evening caddis hatches on the Bighorn. The fish are up (in some places you can see them hovering just under the surface, waiting for a bug to pass by), and you can get away with some swinging and twitching techniques. The splashy rises of trout chasing fluttering bugs definitely stand out on this river’s flat surface. The trick is finding a pattern they’re interested in. Start with a sparsely dressed fly like a CDC & Elk before moving to a more buoyant tie like a small, dark-haired Goddard Caddis. If they don’t hit on the dead-drift, slowly raise the rod tip so the fly skates and swings on the surface, creating just the slightest wake behind it.
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To avoid crowds on the Bighorn, either go early or stay late. Many visiting anglers arrive after breakfast and return to their cabins or lodges in the late afternoon when the river’s hatches often kick-start the action. NICK ROMANS PHOTO

Last season I was using this technique and a fish I estimate at 24 inches hit it like a ton of bricks. I lost the fish at the boat, but I will always remember that strike. Other tricks up your sleeve should include simple #14-18 Elk-Hair Caddis in a variety of colors, Henryville Specials, dark Stimulators, Ultra Caddis, and Harrop’s CDC Caddis Emergers for the surface. Under the surface, try #14-20 Serendipities and Bighorn Caddis Emergers.

“Black Caddis are generally a late-summer hatch, emerging in the afternoon and laying eggs in the evening. If the fish are boiling, bulging, making splashy rises, or showing their backs and tails, they’re probably taking pupae. Fish feeding on egg-laying caddis may also feed energetically, but usually the activity is more subdued with classic head-and-tail rises. The splashy rises often indicate smaller fish during the evening. A lot of times I’ll fish a black CDC Caddis with a Hemmingway Caddis trailing behind it,” Harris says. “The CDC Caddis has a great look to it, but the Hemmingway is just a great fly for selective fish.”

The grassy banks of the river are hopper heaven, and the midsummer terrestrial fishing is good. “You can always raise fish with hoppers and Chernobyl Ants regardless of how many naturals you see on the banks,” Lyman says. Fishing hoppers, crickets, and beetles, in my opinion, is better if you’re blind-casting on the lower river between Three Mile and Bighorn where there are deeper runs and undercut banks. The “plop” of a big bug doesn’t play well when you’re trying to hunt spooky trout in shallow water.

Tricos hatch in mid August through early September, and on some mornings the surface of the water shimmers from a blanket of freshly fallen spinners. Unfortunately, according to some area shops and outfitters, the hatch over the past few seasons hasn’t measured up to what it was in the late 1990s. “Tricos used to be a consistent, knock-your-socks-off hatch. But since the high-water event in 1991, the hatch has gone downhill,” Lyman says.

If you are fortunate enough to find Trico spinners, it’s one of the toughest times to fool a Bighorn fish. But, it can be done. Try a #18-22 spent pattern like a Pearl Butt Trico Spinner and Jacklin’s Para Spinner, but also go underneath with sunken spinners.

Later in the season, as the summer turns to fall, it’s time to break out the heavy stick and pitch some heftier flies along the banks and near the weed beds. At this time of year brown trout are on the prowl and jiggling a streamer in front of their noses sometimes yields big results. Woolly Buggers in olive and black are the streamers of choice around here, but a Barr Slumpbuster and other leechy-looking flies are often just as effective.

The downside to late-season fishing is the turnover in the reservoirs. This natural occurrence typically happens in the fall when the temperatures between the surface and the bottom flip-flop. The process kills off mass quantities of moss and other plant life around mid-October, which washes downstream into the river and sticks to flies like chunks of green snot. This shuts down the fishing, so call a Fort Smith fly shop before you come to the river.

If you’re fishing dry flies, a 4- or 5-weight rod should suit you well. A lighter-weight rod typically makes it easier to delicately present dry flies or small patterns and protect light tippets when you set the hook. If you’re throwing heavy nymph rigs or searching for a fall brown with streamers, a fast-action 6-weight is a better tool.

Tippet sizes vary depending on what you’re using—the smaller the fly, the lighter the tippet. However, don’t go lighter than the situation requires. For one it can help you land the fish of a lifetime, and it prevents overplaying fish to the point of exhaustion. Sizes in the 4X and 5X range are the most common, but if you’re drifting nymph rigs, you can sometimes get away with 2X or 3X—especially if you’re pinching on additional weight.

“I don’t use a lot of long leaders, but I use light tippet. Nine-foot, 5X or 6X is pretty standard,” Lyman says. “It all depends on the person I’m guiding. In most cases, casting accuracy trumps tippet sizes. Do not ‘flock shoot’ when casting to a specific fish working an area. You have to put that fly in a specific place in front of the fish. If you say ‘that’s good enough,’ chances are it’s not.”

Because the Bighorn is a fickle river, be prepared to change your flies and tactics often until you find what works. Also, be flexible and willing to experiment. Something that works one day may bring nothing but refusals the next. Some outings I’ve found that I have better results if I study the water more than I fish it.

“There are times when you’ll have two or three different hatches going on at once. When this happens, you really have to study the water not only to tell what bug they’re keyed in on, but what stage. Figuring out it’s Baetis might be easy, but whether it’s a dun, emerger, or nymph is the riddle,” Lyman says.

Directions

From Billings, take I-90 east to the town of Hardin, and then head south on MT 313. This route will take you straight into St. Xavier, past Two Leggins, Mallard’s Landing, and St. Xavier bridge access points, and straight into Fort Smith and the Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area. Bighorn access is clearly marked from the road only a few miles south of St. Xavier. There are public restrooms, a boat ramp, plenty of parking, and a small campground on the southwest side. Three Mile is not as plainly marked from the road as Bighorn. Heading south on MT 313, turn right near mile marker 38. The road will cross an irrigation canal, and Cottonwood Campground is on the left, but continue to the next intersection. At the intersection, turn left and proceed a short distance down the dirt road to the parking lot.

The Afterbay access is north of Fort Smith. From Three Mile, drive through town on MT 313 and take the first right (north) as you exit town. A park service station near the turnoff is a good landmark for remembering where to turn (remember to pay the $5 use fee). The road drops into the river canyon and crosses Afterbay Dam. After crossing the dam, Afterbay Campground (a public-use site with spaces for RVs or tents) is on the immediate left and the access and boat ramp to the right.

Fort Smith is the end-all, be-all trout town. Other than hosting select groups of wingshooters, the town’s livelihood depends on anglers coming to fish for Bighorn River trout. You won’t find a better source for fishing information than the resident fly shops and outfitters. Each one is unique in its own way, but they’ll give you the straight scoop on what you should expect from the river. There are also some great lodges if you’re looking for a more regal experience. But, if you’re like me and simply need a place to lay your head between hatches, there are options in that range as well—but bring the mosquito spray.

For local flavor, you can’t go wrong with Polly’s Place—a favorite eating establishment among anglers. You can pick up supplies in town, but liquor is not available on Crow tribal lands, making Hardin the closest place to purchase it.
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Yellowstone River

Despite the many other notorious rivers in the state, I don’t think there is one name that resonates more in the fly-angling community than Yellowstone. In the time it takes to mumble those three syllables, visions of green valleys, snowcapped peaks, sparkling water, and the big trout that reside underneath explode through my head like the burst from a camera flash.

The Yellowstone is also a river of many parts, each section slightly different than the water upstream with different challenges and nuances—something you don’t find on every water. “If you’ve got a guy that’s never caught a cutthroat—boom, you’re going upstream where you’ll catch a lot of fish and not be too worried about size. If you want to do an easy float with some scenery, you do the bird float (Grey Owl to Mallard’s Rest). Then right through town you get a mix of both. There’s good numbers of decent-size fish. Below town to Big Timber, that’s where the guys go for big browns, but you better be happy with catching only one or two fish,” Yellowstone Angler guide James Anderson says.

Beginning deep in the heart of America’s first national park, the first few miles of water inside the borders are known more for waterfalls, canyons, white water, and other obstacles that keep anglers at bay. There is some fishing in the short area at the outflow of Yellowstone Lake to Yellowstone Falls, but it’s often crowded, so unless you like company, leapfrog to the Black Canyon.

The canyon water stretches from inside the park to the east side of Gardiner and is accessible by trail only. If you’re in the park, look toward Tower Junction where the trails follow both the Lamar and the Yellowstone. If you’re in Gardiner, look on the east side of town near Jardine Road and White Lane. There is plenty of water to fish, and because of the commitment it takes to fish it, there isn’t as much pressure here as downriver. Just be mindful of the time of year should you decide to brave this part of the river. Dirty, high-water flushes from tributaries like the Lamar can make a muddy mess of your plans.

After the canyon, the river makes its way into the Paradise Valley and becomes the familiar force most visiting anglers recognize. But it’s a big river that can be more intimidating than inviting, depending on flows. And as disappointing as it may be to wading anglers, it’s typically better to float the river than work it on foot.
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“You can do it on foot, but it’s quite a bit of work and you might not get the angle from shore that a boat can give you,” Anderson says. “Some of the really good holes might be a couple miles apart, and a lot of times we’ll just push between them.”

Adding to the challenge is the Yellowstone’s ever-changing facade. Draining such a large region, the river is susceptible to incredible runoff surges in the early season—migrations of water that move trees, cut new channels, create new islands and gravel bars, and destroy old ones.

“We’ve had some great recent runoff years. The best we’ve had since the floods in the late 1990s,” Angler’s West fly-shop owner and outfitter Matson Rogers says. “The fishing after big floods is tough because the ridiculously huge flows change things, but I think freestone rivers need that shift now again. They need new channels scoured out, new banks created, and new cover and new pools. It helps maintain the health of the fishery.”
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Many regard Paradise Valley as one of the most scenic regions in the state. If you want to see for yourself, consider the “bird float” from Grey Owl to Mallard’s Rest. Most locals agree this offers the best views of the mountains in the east. JAMES ANDERSON PHOTO
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The upper Yellowstone is suited more for wading anglers than floaters. Trails both inside and outside Yellowstone National Park can lead to isolated pieces of water for anyone willing to put some miles behind them. JAMES ANDERSON PHOTO

Not only does the high water change the river’s facade, it shifts the trout hot spots. “The high water flows from the past few seasons cut new channels, so even though you get keyed in on where fish are hanging out one
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