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Guide Brad McFall makes one last cast on the Upper Owens. JOHN SHERMAN PHOTO


INTRODUCTION

Who would attempt to write another guidebook on California fly fishing, and why now? That someone might consider such a task is perhaps a bit revealing in itself, perhaps a fool’s errand. But as the old saying points out, the more things stay the same, the more they don’t.

There are already excellent references available on the fisheries explored in this text. But most of these do not tap into what I consider the primary source of up-to-date essential information, the critical facts and foibles of each destination. In my opinion no one knows these better than the cadre of flyfishing guides who ply their living from these waters, and I am fortunate beyond words to call many of them my friends. As a group, they are generous to a fault, optimistic, and highly skilled. The other common trait is that they are an absolute blast to spend time with, catching fish or not, on or off the water. It is their voices, hard-earned knowledge, wit, and wisdom that you are reading in these chapters.

Fisheries change at an astonishing pace. The Upper Sacramento River, for example, is a completely different river than the one anglers fished with their fathers and grandfathers for generations. Most of the same rocks are in all the same places, but natural and human-induced changes have taken their toll over time. It’s still a wondrous river, but different in significant ways. In some waters the fish themselves have changed. Manzanita Lake, for example, was for many years primarily a wild rainbow fishery. Ten years ago you might catch a brown trout here and there, but you could also go for days without doing so. Now they seem to outnumber rainbows and catching them is not nearly as easy. Steelhead runs in the Trinity River continue to ebb and flow, but years of habitat restoration are constantly improving the ratio of wild to hatchery steelhead there. And, changes in fisheries management have enhanced numerous fisheries. One fairly recent phenomenon involves the trend toward year-round angling. Learning how to catch fish in some of these rivers in January is a completely new challenge.

I’ve long been drawn to and fascinated with the aquatic insects that are so important for trout to prosper, and many hatches on California trout streams have come and gone over time. For instance, when I first began fishing Hat Creek in the 1980s, it was half as wide and three times as deep as it is today. In those days trying to stand in Powerhouse 2 Riffle, you were never quite sure if the buzzing noise in the background was coming from the highvoltage wires overhead or the ungainly flight of giant Salmonflies buzzing past your ear. At that time, the river was renowned for its giant Salmonflies, but the last true Salmonfly I saw on Hat was in the early 1990s. Happily, Golden Stones can still be abundant in the early spring and are often mistaken for their even-larger cousins.
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Guide Bill Lowe launches a cast on the American River, which provides excellent fly fishing for trout, stripers, and shad.

One might deduce that the disappearance of Hat Creek Salmonflies had something to do with the plug of sediment working its way through that system, but Salmonflies had also vanished from the Pit, McCloud, and Upper Sacramento rivers over the same period of time. Only a year ago, I noticed the first Salmonfly I had seen in a decade on the McCloud, and I was jubilant. Chances are excellent that this amazing hatch could be coming back. Understanding why it faded in the first place is another thing.

A quick note about the hatch charts and fly patterns included in this book. Because each year is different and the hatches can change from year to year, the hatch charts in this book are intended as general guides only. For up-to-date information on hatches, as well as conditions, you should consult the fly shops listed in the Fly Shops and Guides section of each region. Fly pattern choice is subjective, and many different patterns, as long as they are presented well, will work. However, many of the patterns in this book were designed to catch trout in the fisheries covered in this book. Fly boxes stocked with the patterns appearing throughout the book will stand you in good stead on all California waters. Of course, it is always a good idea to stop by a local shop for up-to-date local knowledge.

[image: Image]

While this book attempts to provide the most current information on where to go, hatches, and best fly patterns, there is no substitute for the knowledge provided by local fly shops or spending the day on the water with an expert guide.

Choosing a dozen or so fisheries to include in a guide book is a subjective undertaking, like trying to choose the best grains of sand on a beach. California is simply loaded with great fly-fishing opportunities. New books could easily be written on California’s stillwaters, bass-fishing opportunities, salt water, and extensive backcountry. And while I dabble in all of these from time to time, I am a wild-trout guy at heart with a preference for moving water.

When selecting fisheries for this volume I opted toward waters that were already famous, an admitted ploy to avoid death threats and barroom brawls over “spilling the beans” on someone’s favorite secret fishing spot. Fortunately, we can all learn to fish the places we already know better. I also avoided focusing on places that could be potentially “loved to death” by increased fishing pressure and stampeding hoards of anglers. Some say the more places there are to fish, the chances of any one place being overrun diminish. I agree with that. But the fact is there is so much good water in California that anglers willing to hike a bit farther than the next guy can often find blissful solitude almost anywhere. Access to good fishing in California is fairly simple. If the river is appropriate for boat traffic like the Lower Sacramento, American, Yuba, and Trinity, you are not trespassing as long as you are below the high-water mark. Properties owned by government agencies like the USDA Forest Service are considered to be public property. All other waterways are private property.
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You can find solitude and unpressured fish simply by walking far from the access parking lots and fishing off the beaten path.
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Bill Reid hoists an East Walker brown with obvious enthusiasm. The fact that fish like this are a possibility throughout much of the year adds to the river’s legend and popularity. KEN REID PHOTO

By continuing to publicize the places selected in this book, I intentionally offer them up for protection in perpetuity. Few do a better job of fiercely guarding fisheries than fly anglers.



CALIFORNIA’S BEST FLY FISHING

PART I

NORTHERN CALIFORNIA
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Pit River rainbows very often have small heads and deep bodies, an indicator of rapid growth. The fact that the river is a food factory probably helps.

Once one of the most fertile areas in the world for anadromous fish like salmon and steelhead, most Northern California rivers were shackled between dams and powerhouses in man’s lust for cheap energy. What manifested was bad for the ocean-run fish, but a bonanza for wild trout. Streams were no longer as vulnerable to extreme seasonal flooding and the water flowing from beneath dams stayed cold year-round. The tailwater fisheries created protected trout from the harshness of the hot summers and stabilized these streams as great trout habitat. This area of California has more world-class wild-trout streams in a dense concentration than anywhere else I know of, without the bitterly cold winters of Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming.

The successes of California Trout and the fisheries management practices they pioneered in this part of the state also contribute to the area’s richness. It started with Hat Creek, but they have been intimately involved in the management of every major California wild-trout stream. The beloved wild-trout section of Hat Creek was created, almost from the ground up, by a few dedicated individuals chasing a dream. The story of how Hat Creek was created is classic in California angling lore with tentacles reaching into the origins of the California Wild Trout Program and California Trout, Inc.




Northern California Fly Shops and Guides

Hat Creek

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Clearwater Lodge
P.O. Box 920
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(888) 600-5451
clearwaterlodge.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

Vaughn’s Sporting Goods
37307 Main Street
Burney, CA 96013
(530) 335-2381
citlink.net/~vaughnfly/

Fall River

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Bob Norman
Riverbend Adventures
P.O. Box 281
Douglas City, CA 96024
(530) 778-3540
riverbendadventures.com

Clearwater Lodge
P.O. Box 920
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(888) 600-5451
clearwaterlodge.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

George Durand
(530) 474-4316

The Fly Shop
Churn Creek Road
Redding, CA 96002
(800) 669-3474
theflyshop.com


McCloud River

Alan Blankenship
Three Rivers Guide Service
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 925-7990
threeriversguideservice.com

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Clearwater Lodge
P.O. Box 920
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(888) 600-5451
clearwaterlodge.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com


Craig Nielson
Shasta Trout
512 Sarah Bell
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 926-5763
shastatrout.com

Hart’s Guide Service
(530) 926-2431
snowcrest.net/ronhart/

McCloud Fly Fishing
Adventures
(530) 964-2533
mccloudflyfishing.com

Ted Fay Fly Shop
5732 Dunsmuir Avenue
Dunsmuir, CA 96025
(530) 235-2969
tedfay.com

Pit River

Alan Blankenship
Three Rivers Guide Service
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 925-7990
threeriversguideservice.com

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Clearwater Lodge
P.O. Box 920
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(888) 600-5451
clearwaterlodge.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

Craig Nielson
Shasta Trout
512 Sarah Bell
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 926-5763
shastatrout.com

Hart’s Guide Service
(530) 926-2431
snowcrest.net/ronhart/

Vaughn’s Sporting Goods
37307 Main Street
Burney, CA 96013
(530) 335-2381
citlink.net/~vaughnfly/

Upper
Sacramento River

Alan Blankenship
Three Rivers Guide Service
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 925-7990
threeriversguideservice.com

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

Craig Nielson
Shasta Trout
512 Sarah Bell
Mt. Shasta, CA 96067
(530) 926-5763
shastatrout.com

Hart’s Guide Service
(530) 926-2431
snowcrest.net/ronhart/

McCloud Fly Fishing
Adventures
(530) 964-2533
mccloudflyfishing.com

Ted Fay Fly Shop
5732 Dunsmuir Avenue
Dunsmuir, CA 96025
(530) 235-2969
tedfay.com

The Fly Shop
Churn Creek Road
Redding, CA 96002
(800) 669-3474
theflyshop.com

Lower
Sacramento River

Art Teter Guide Service
41075 McArthur Road
Fall River Mills, CA 96028
(530) 336-6110
artteter.com

Bob Norman
Riverbend Adventures
P.O. Box 281
Douglas City, CA 96024
(530) 778-3540
riverbendadventures.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

George Durand
(530) 474-4316

Sac River Outfitters
10622 Petunia Lane
Palo Cedro, CA 96073
(888) 722-7483
sacriveroutfitters.com

The Fly Shop
Churn Creek Road
Redding, CA 96002
(800) 669-3474
theflyshop.com

Trinity River

Bob Norman
Riverbend Adventures
P.O. Box 281
Douglas City, CA 96024
(530) 778-3540
riverbendadventures.com

Brad McFall
P.O. Box 2515
Mammoth Lakes, CA 93546
(209) 484-1114
mammothflyfishing.com

Confluence Outfitters
20735 Manter Court
Red Bluff, CA 96080
(888) 481-1650
confluenceoutfitters.com

Ed Duggan
P.O. Box 867
Willow Creek, CA 95573
(530) 629-3554

George Durand
(530) 474-4316

Mike Hibbard
Shasta Outfitters
(530) 247-3970
shastaoutfitters.com

Sac River Outfitters
10622 Petunia Lane
Palo Cedro, CA 96073
(888) 722-7483
sacriveroutfitters.com

The Fly Shop
Churn Creek Road
Redding, CA 96002
(800) 669-3474
theflyshop.com

Trinity Fly Shop
P.O. Box 176
Lewiston, CA 96052
(530) 623-6757
trinityflyshop.com

Trinity River Adventures
361 Ponderosa Pines Road
Lewiston, CA 96052
(530) 623-4179
trinityriveradventures.com

Manzanita Lake

Guiding is not allowed on Manzanita Lake because it is within the national park. The Fly Shop in Redding is the best source of flies and information.



It all started with a group of fishing buddies who loved Hat Creek in the 1960s. The part that would become the wild-trout section looked much different in those days. The stream was narrower and deeper in those days, and there were at least two more islands in Powerhouse 2 Riffle. Hatchery trout were dumped in with abandon, and most of the wild fish were suckers, pikeminnows, and hardheads, not trout. A few visionary anglers decided to do something about it.

I tracked down Richard May, one of the original group of stalwart anglers who conceived and were able to convince others to sign off on a grand experiment to turn a section of Hat into a wild-trout haven. This concept had never been attempted before. According to May, others directly involved were Andre Puyans, Joe Paul, Bob Carroll, and Dr. Herb Joseph.

“Prior to the Hat Creek Project we decided on some broader issues. We wanted to do something about trout management in California. The state was inclined to answer every trout-management problem with the hatchery truck. We thought that bore no resemblance to the kind of trout fishing we knew and wanted to have in the future,” said May.

“We searched around and decided that our best deal was to affiliate with Trout Unlimited, which was kind of a fledgling trout conservation organization in Michigan, and use them as a template for going forward with our ideas. After we’d done that, we wanted a demonstration project to show what we meant about wild-trout management.

“Jim Adams, who was the chief fisheries biologist for Pacific Gas and Electric and a friend of many of us, had this idea that had been proposed by one of his biologists years previous to put up a rough-fish barrier on the North Fork of the Feather River. That project never got wheels. But Jim thought the idea would work in lower Hat Creek, which was infested with rough fish. If we could purify that stretch of water, it would be a great place to demonstrate what wild-trout management was all about.

“It was a hard sell, especially locally in Burney and Fall River Mills. Joe used to say it was a project that survived a thousand deaths before it went forward.” Finally a rough-fish barrier was constructed just above where Hat flows into Lake Britton.

“After cleansing the stream with rotenone, we restocked it with wild browns and a few hundred Hat Creek rainbows that we were able to recover during the electroshocking process. After we had done that we set the harvest regulations at a two-fish limit, no restrictions on method. This was a politically feasible approach for the first step in establishing a wild-trout management program where the habitat was managed. The fish were cropped only to the extent they could sustain their numbers in terms of sizes and numbers.

[image: Image]

The breathtaking scenery of Northern California’s rivers is a bonus to the fantastic trout fishing. There is good fishing up- and downstream of upper Mossbrae Falls, just north of Dunsmuir, accessed by hiking the railroad tracks.
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Guide Dax Messet plays a feisty McCloud River rainbow he caught on a nymph. The breathtaking scenery of many of California’s rivers is a bonus to the terrific fishing.

“After those regulations had been in place for a number of years, we could see that the cropping was being excessive. Not the numbers of fish, but the sizes of fish were beginning to descend. We were able to convince the California Fish and Game Commission to put in some restrictions on method of fishing, and a size restriction of 18 inches minimum. That’s what really started the momentum for the California Wild Trout Project, which put a dozen streams under similar management with individual regulations depending on habitat and fish population dynamics.”

Almost 40 years after this wild experiment, the effects are still being felt. Every fishery in this book is currently protected and managed through the California Wild Trout Program. The best wild-trout fishing in California would not exist without dreams and dreamers. The success at Hat Creek changed the face of wild-trout management forever.

Although more and more streams are staying open to angling year-round, not all have made the change. The traditional angling season runs from the last Saturday in April through November 15. Lakes have always been open all year long. This part of California has somewhat regular weather patterns: cool (not cold) winters; wet, rainy springs; and sweltering summers. The best fishing occurs in spring and fall; July, August, and September are the most challenging months to find consistently good fishing. Surprisingly, even though this is the northernmost part of the state, it is also the hottest during summer, which impacts the quality of the fishing. During summer when other streams in California are fishing well, northern California is subject to doldrums related to the intense heat. You can still have great fishing in the summer, but you have to pick your places wisely—some fisheries are cooler than others. You also have to make allowances for the blast-furnace conditions, choosing to fish early and late and taking a midday siesta.

It’s always astounding to me how, in our nation’s most populous state, there can be mile after mile of untrammeled blue-ribbon wild-trout water. Between the Upper Sac and the Pit River alone, there is over 50 miles of water to explore. Anglers love to stack up in the easily accessed spots, while there is so much virgin unfished water close by. All it takes is a willingness to hike a little farther. Holiday weekends are the worst and are good times to avoid Hat Creek’s Powerhouse 2 Riffle, for instance, but the more remote sections of larger rivers are often blissfully vacant. Sections of Pit 4 see only a few anglers in an entire year, and I live for these remote places. Seek them out and you will agree.
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Northern California’s challenging trout water provides anglers with the opportunity to hone their skills.

While you can separate yourself from the maddening hordes and find good fishing almost any day of the year in Northern California, this part of the state hoards one more provocative gift for the ardent angler. It is the opportunity to develop skill—an occupation scores of anglers have devoted themselves to. No other part of California offers a better opportunity to learn the nuances of fly fishing. Not only is there a lot of quality water but also an abundance of highly skilled guides, casting instructors, and fly-fishing schools. I know of no better place to become an expert angler.
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Hat Creek

More words per mile have been written about Hat Creek than there are wild trout per mile beneath its surface. Yet it remains the Mt. Everest of all California spring creeks. While never easy, it certainly is possible to catch fish here, even on the flat water. To succeed against these fish, reputed to be the wariest wild trout in California, is the ultimate validation of your skill as an angler.

Countless articles, reports, studies, surveys, and chapters have been produced, meetings held, and dollars spent on creating and preserving this dream. How could three little miles of spring creek water be worth all that? The perfect idea that became Hat Creek, sometimes as fragile and uncertain as a whiff of smoke in the air, hangs on in this tiny northern California hamlet with the tenacity of a pit bull. To many, Hat Creek is something like a shrine. Anglers come here with and without guides eager to test or improve their spring-creek skills. Many crash and burn, yet failure here isn’t the same as in other places. The difficulty of this flat-water fishing is understood and respected by those who fish here often and wouldn’t have it any other way.

When fly anglers talk about Hat Creek, they are likely talking about lower Hat, the wild-trout section. From Powerhouse 2 downstream to Lake Britton, it crosses under CA 299 in the shadow of a diatomaceous earth cliff just east of Burney. It’s a tranquil setting, but upstream is some of the most intriguing, low-gradient, meandering wild-trout water imaginable. All the fish have PhDs, and to them we are knuckle-dragging Neanderthals. Well, some more than others.

The Wild-Trout Section

From Powerhouse 2 down to Lake Britton, Hat is as picturesque and beautiful a meadow trout stream as you could find anywhere. The stream bubbles out of a powerhouse instead of the ground, but here’s where obvious human intervention ends.

Powerhouse 2 Riffle immediately below the powerhouse is the most popular place to fish on Hat Creek if not, as the old joke goes, in all of California. Most Hat regulars know it as “the riffle,” simply because it is the only one. I have personally seen 45 anglers stacked up in this section at one time and, as you might imagine, it can get a little crazy. I heard one fellow address another, “If you cast to my trout one more time I’m going to come over there and thump your head!” Fortunately Hat is hardly ever this crowded, but you will hardly ever have the place to yourself either.
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Hat has a small population of fussy wild browns. If you can fool these fish, you are well on your way to becoming an expert angler. ANDREW HARRIS PHOTO
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Before trying to wade across Hat Creek, watch others doing it first, especially the guides who work here often. It is easy to get in over your waders, and the current is stronger than it appears.

The riffle is a bug factory and the only place on Hat Creek where an angler of average skill might consistently catch fish. The surface of the water is broken, disguising a slightly deeper trough that holds many fish. This is also the only productive nymphing water above CA 299.

Nymphing the riffle is pretty straightforward. You can get away with fishing a 9-foot leader tapered to 6X. Tie on one or two #16-18 nymphs and one medium-size split-shot about 10 inches above them. Use a small strike indicator about 5 feet above the split-shot. Larger indicators tend to spook these fish. Work out 6 to 8 feet of fly line and flip it in the water quartering upstream. Hold your rod high, and as your indicator passes in front of you, mend upstream so your fly line stays above the indicator. Then lower your rod at the same speed as the current until your rod touches the surface and your flies swing up to the surface.

[image: Image]

Anglers line up on both sides of the “slot” in Powerhouse 2 Riffle. Though nymphing is the primary tactic, evenings can bring fantastic dry-fly fishing.

At times, especially evenings, the riffle can provide outstanding dry-fly fishing for fish less selective than those in the flat water. During daylight hours it isn’t common to catch fish over 12 or 13 inches in Powerhouse 2 Riffle. But as a few Hat Creek regulars have discovered, the big boys come out at dark.

It’s legal to fish until one hour after sunset in this part of the state. Plan on heading out when you see others wading back to the parking lot for lack of light. I like to use a Type III full-sinking line, a short 1X leader, and a #10 black Woolly Bugger. Cast across the stream, throw a big upstream mend, and just hold on. There is no fly or strike indicator to watch as you swing the fly under the surface, but you will feel the grabs. As in all fishing, some nights you win, sometimes you don’t. But I’ve witnessed some truly impressive Hat Creek rainbows and browns taken this way and never failed to get a murderous grab or two.

Flat-Water Fishing

Once you’re below Powerhouse 2 Riffle, the water stays flat all the way down to the CA 299 bridge. The long straightaway immediately below the riffle can provide good fishing depending on the year and the time of year. Sometimes it has lush vegetation; other times all you see is silt. When the vegetation is there, so are the fish. When it’s not, move downstream. In the 20-plus years I’ve been fishing and snorkeling Hat Creek, I’ve seen two fish approaching 30 inches. One was on this first bend below the riffle.

Downstream of this straightaway, Hat jogs to the left and flows through an area of swampy cattails, muskrat holes, and eroding stream bank. But the vegetation is less seasonal here and the fish seem to like it. Like most of the flat water downstream, there is limited wading in this section and better casters definitely have a leg up. There’s no question where the fish are; you can see them rising, but it is difficult to deliver a fly to the feeding lane and get a long enough drag-free drift and not snag a cattail on your backcast. To add to the challenge, the deep water makes it tough to wade into casting range.

Downstream the stream takes a slight right-hand turn against a high bank on the western side. The deeper hole in front of the high bank, which is best accessed from the eastern side, is an ideal place to throw leech or Woolly Bugger patterns on a sinking line at dark. Until the stream takes another left-hand turn just above Carbon Bridge, the stream on both sides is almost too marshy for good access.
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Fooling trout from the bank often requires keeping your backcast high enough to prevent snagging surrounding vegetation.

The Carbon Bridge area takes its name from a historic toll bridge that was here until its removal in 1969. This is one of the most popular sections for dry-fly addicts, and it has its own parking section. The water here could not be more inviting. The clear, glassy flows caress rich, undulating vegetation, providing ideal habitat for trout, and the tawny fields rising from the water into rolling hills give the place a pastoral, peaceful look. If trout are going to be rising on Hat Creek, Carbon is the
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