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FOREWORD

I often find myself skimming through new books, sifting the gravel to find the garnets. Once in a while, however, I discover a book that demands a thorough read, even returning to reread. This is such a book.

In writing Fly Fishing Pressured Waters, Nicholas Conklin and Collins D. Illich have created a resource that is part wake-up call and part call to action, one that not only makes us better anglers in the current climate of our sport but also makes us more aware of the need to be better stewards of the treasures that have been entrusted to us for a short time. Through their writing, we learn to be more successful and responsible anglers. This book benefits readers individually by making us better prepared and efficient on the water and off, but it also benefits us collectively as we navigate a future in our sport that will surely put more pressure on our resources.

The L.A.S.T. approach to casting, with the emphasis on understanding the path of the rod tip, is a unique and effective learning tool. It should send us all out to the backyard to observe our rod tip path. The authors emphasize the need to spend time selecting the best rod for the job, whether one we own or one we’re considering purchasing. They then underscore the need to practice real-life scenarios.

Line management, especially mending, is an oft-overlooked art. When done correctly, it enhances a drag-free drift. When done incorrectly, it yanks the fly out of the current lane, rips the surface of the water, and likely spooks the fish. I found their tips regarding line management and mending quite useful.

The thoughtful presentation on gear (including vest, packs, and fly boxes) provides valuable insight for choosing the best option for your preferences, even to the point of getting the right net. I found a lot of gems in the packing, repacking, and gear cleaning advice. I’m now hoarding moist towel packets and even repurposing desiccant pouches to throw in my streamer box and to pull moisture out of wet gear. I remember, a few decades ago, opening an old, disheveled box of fluffy, furry flies with rusted hooks and eyes that I had to throw away. I won’t have to do that again!

In the course of this book, Conklin and Illich offer the best description of the complete angler since The Compleat Angler, whether drifting or wading, emphasizing the need for a game plan and preparedness. They describe an angler who is conscientious, observant, and aware of other anglers, ready for any contingency on the water.

This book is a must-read for all anglers, in part for our safety and enjoyment, but also for the safety and enjoyment of our fishing buddies. It will likewise help us fulfill our obligation to further the sport we love and to protect its resources.

With their years on the water as guides and instructors, combined with their many years in the fly-fishing industry, Conklin and Illich are uniquely qualified to share this information. Theirs will be an important voice in our sport for years to come.

—Jason Randall, author of Nymph Masters: Fly Fishing Secrets from Expert Anglers
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This book, like many books, was an investment in time and endeavor of fun. We set out with a clear goal: to share what we have learned from others, from ourselves, and, often, from plain luck. What we wanted to create was a book not meant for the accomplished, tenured angler. While we hope they can mine the text for gems as they would dig around for a size 22 midge from an old, trusted fly box, we wanted to present a modern text about this sport and how the focus should always be on fun. While we feel we have interwoven these chapters with a fair amount of humor, we did want to present as many facts and as much knowledge as possible. We have always felt that too many books have a twinge of superiority. We did not like that. We aimed to approach it slightly differently; we hope we achieved that goal.

From sitting on a one-track bridge overlooking the Madison River to countless philosophical strategy sessions at the local bar, we have spent many hours crafting what we feel is something the industry needs—if not needs, just another way to consider approaching the sport, and the water.

I have many great people to thank, without whom I would have never emerged from my safe, wood-and water-saturated life to make the permanent move to Texas. While my acorn did not fall too far from the tree of skilled outdoors people, our paths seldom crossed and many of them passed on before I made the fatal mistake of getting into this dirty, fish-scaled business. I do owe personal gratitude to my siblings, parents, and all the folks I have met who have been as close as family and have contributed much to my life. I am likewise indebted to my partner Camille for her encouragement and support for the many hours and days spent in pursuit of this project and of an angling lifestyle.

No one book, video, or fly-fishing presentation of theories can ever be 100 percent accurate or the end-all, be-all in terms of information. Many terrific books have come before this one, and we passionately believe that if we are not all faced with economic collapse and subjected to a Mad Max lifestyle of basic survival, there will be more to come. The authors and anglers who have contributed to the vast libraries of fly-fishing literature deserve recognition. We have studied much of what they have written and how they have approached the sharing of fly-fishing information. What we have compiled about fishing pressured water is not new or meant as a rule, but rather thoughts based on experiences and some principles to help guide the way. It is our thoughts and experiences penned to help mitigate the barrier to success for anglers of all skill and experience levels.

I say “our” pointedly—anyone who works in fishing, and fly fishing specifically, has a responsibility to share knowledge, not show it. My coauthor and I wish only to share a bit about what we have learned from others and from many cold, frustrating, fishless days. With any hope, one of these sentences may compel even a self-proclaimed expert angler to try something new. Or, at the very least, take one of these thoughts and attack it with vigor, hoping to disprove the authors. We welcome that too.

I have been lucky for much of my professional career to work alongside fly-fishing greats, who have helped shape my many years spent on the business side of the sport. I would never have made it to this stage without the trust and kindness of those at Temple Fork Outfitters. While many kind, generous, and giving people have come and gone, the current ownership and management have shown nothing but support for my growth in the industry and this project. For that I am thankful. Many thanks to David Sams and the family at Lone Star Outdoor News, who took a chance on a young writer and helped me start my Texas journey.

Without my many years spent on the road, working dusty, dirty convention centers and drowning away the day’s triumphs and tragedies, I would never have met such important mentors and friends. While the logo they wear on their shirt may change, I will be forever grateful to people like Jason Randall, Nick Curcione, and Ed Engle. All of them have shared a side of themselves and their gifts without asking. I truly consider them close friends and mentors despite age or distance. Without their mentorship and friendship, I would never have gotten even the initial lines of a book pitch scribbled out.

Many others contributed to this effort, whether in words, free ideas, questions, solutions to common angling problems, or time on the water. Our deep appreciation goes to our friend and incredibly talented photographer Oliver Sutro. We would also like to thank the crew of anglers and friends who volunteered their time and likenesses here. Our time spent capturing and crafting images was enjoyable and special due to their willingness to share their skills and time.

We would like to acknowledge several folks not necessarily tied into this insane circus called fly fishing. We appreciate the countless hours the staff at the Avenue in Dallas, Texas, allowed us to sit in their establishment while crafting the finer points of this text. They were always accommodating, and we appreciate that kindness.

—Nicholas Conklin
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Those who lived close enough to fishable lakes and rivers were able to spend many uncrowded hours on the water during the lockdown. It was initially a solitary time, with little influence from other anglers; fish could evade harassment, and the resource flourished. As factual information about the causes and effects of the COVID pandemic came to light, anglers started to travel again, and fishing pressure increased. PHOTO BY CAPT. COLLINS D. ILLICH



INTRODUCTION


We, the authors of this book, met twelve years ago working together inside the sportfishing industry. Over that time, we have driven hundreds of thousands of miles together fishing across the entire United States. We are fortunate. Our partners not only support our passion but also encourage it. Every few months we load up a truck and head somewhere to explore new or longtime favorite waters. Many times, these trips take us to places we instantly fall for, and success comes with relative ease (whatever the barometer for success is that day). Other trips are meant to avenge the curse of previous struggles and fishless days.

On a recent trip to the West, we were doing our part in supporting the local establishments. Whether at the bar, boat ramp, or fly shop, we were constantly barraged with chatter about the “number of anglers” on the water. We spent the rest of that trip talking about fishing, fishing pressure, and the future of our sport.

We came to one conclusion: Angling pressure is only going to increase. That is a pain for the angler. But in the end, it’s good for the fishery, its establishments, and the shops and their guides. Angling pressure protects the resource. We know that idea can be hard to digest as a sport angler, but look at the 1980s Texas redfish scene. Acres of fish diminished to nothing until the sportfishing anglers’ attention was applied. Now it is a vibrant, sustainable fishery.

Our conclusion on that road trip was that angling pressure is not going to shrink. Our best strategy is to think about how we can better approach our waters with more anglers fishing around us while enjoying the time and angling success. That is the impetus for this book.

Our intent was initially just a conversation about one location or another. We spent most of the time on that road trip discussing approaches and how we could achieve our goals with a seemingly endless number of like-minded anglers around us. During that trip, we decided to start writing it down.

The cold, hard facts are simple: More people are fishing, and unless you have some killer trust-fund access to miles of private water, you and your approach need to adjust, or you will not enjoy your time on the water. Fly Fishing Pressured Waters is not designed to be a guidebook but more of a philosophical approach. Take some time, be thoughtful, and enjoy your time on the water.

We hope our book helps you do that.

—Collins and Nicholas
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CHAPTER 1 UNDER PRESSURE

Fly anglers who have spent time around the boat ramps, public access sites, or dusty logging roads of the western United States have likely noticed a flurry of activity. During the initial stages of the COVID pandemic, most Americans faced hard realities or were at least troubled by the concept of an uncertain future. By the time most of us arrived at some semblance of comfort, there weren’t any hard facts on how to return to our previous lives. We had to foster a “wait and see” attitude while doing the best we could to stay safe and healthy. Like the proverbial “travel safe” texts we receive before departing on a plane, we had no control, and we were along for one of life’s most bizarre, back-alley taxicab detours.

We decided to exercise, dig our hands into the mud and garden, and tweak our overly optimistic checklist of activities we had always wanted to do (or at least endeavored to do since we learned of it that morning on Instagram). Could we safely accomplish these tasks within the confines of our homes? The outside world was a scary one, and we dared not venture beyond our property lines.

Those of us with local access opportunities found a new sense of calm and easy, unpressured fishing. It was initially a solitary time, with little influence from other anglers. Fish were able to evade harassment, and the resource flourished. Monitors of the collective fisheries hid safely from the headlines, and any soon-to-be catastrophic blunders were seemingly miles down the road. For a time, a pleasant (albeit uncertain) peace existed.

Those who had drifted from the sport found the time and ability to return to their former leisure-time activity. Fishing-related interests were reignited, perhaps not out of love, but rather out of a deep impending sense of doom (or sheer boredom). We all felt the finger on the flashing red button of total societal collapse, and many of us were willing or unwillingly forced to reexamine our own lives. Former interests and passions once pushed to the back of the closet now seemed attractive again and worthy of a spot on the kitchen table. Squeezing in that extra hour or two in the office in the hopes of impressing a superior now seemed inconsequential. The value of late-night business meetings or happy hours seemed far less critical. Precedence was given to an early morning fishing trip or to a few hours spent reading up on the latest bug hatch, trout species, or new fly reel.

As anglers pulled rods, reels, and tackle from the back of the closet, something incredible happened. Those “keep busy to stay sane” activities were forgotten, and true passion activities reemerged.

For those already active in the sport, a few things broke from their husks and fluttered to the surface, beyond merely an increase in their fishing time. A large amount of time is spent piddling around the internet, looking at reports, studying the weather, and digging into all the most recent product advancements. Anglers far removed from their favorite trout waters took to the internet either in hopes of escaping the monotony of a work-to-live routine or to spend money on tackle like it was going out of style. What broke was a sense of servitude, which led to a desire to spend more time actively engaged, not just thinking about it or telling friends about the yearly trip.

However, this intense period of page four–level internet research and ravenous purchasing soon gave way to the desire to get out and actually fish. As restrictions loosened, more anglers took to the water. Those who were already on the water started to feel the squeeze. With a deeper sense of knowledge, those brand new to the sport who finally had the time, money, and energy to participate did so.

Since the invention of sportfishing, the number of anglers has been a frequent trope. In recent times, crowded ramps, empty fly bins, and “non-locals” have become points of consternation. It has become an easy excuse for many that the fewer number of fish landed is in direct correlation to the number of people fishing. The all-too-common reminiscence of “how it used to be” has done more to decelerate the growth of the sport and hinder modern resource management.
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During the COVID lockdown, those who made their living on the water had the time and energy to focus on what was most important, time spent enjoying the sport with family and close friends. Thoughts of frustrating float days and difficult clients soon drifted away as minor liner notes of another place and another time. PHOTO BY CAPT. COLLINS D. ILLICH



Those who were not part of the local intelligentsia were silently looked down on and their non-native dollars were begrudgingly accepted. Fears of outsiders tainting these bucolic fish towns were discussed openly at bars and fly shop counters. Underdeveloped, myopic quips at the expense of paying customers bulged out like belly fat over an overworked belt and pair of Wranglers. If you had a flat brim, a pair of flip-flops, and an out-of-state rental car, you were public enemy number one.

While the jokes have aged as well as the bag of potato chips hanging behind the bar, we feel the tide is turning on many of those beliefs. Because of advancements in modern angling techniques and tools, intense environmental constraints, and a rapidly growing population, we have found ourselves in unexplored territory. And new territory requires, if not demands, new ways of thinking.

The collective inability of anglers to effectively discuss the protections needed for our resources, how to manage increased participation, and how to encourage a new generation is not a novelty. Increased angling pressure and less open water continue to be hot-button issues at trade shows, fly shops, and river-town bars. These unimaginative conversations and negative sniping have snowballed from a few wrinkled, sun-splotched curmudgeons sitting around a table to a digital earworm hindering participation and turning potential anglers and water advocates away from the sport.

Among anglers, it would appear as though solitude and success have become impossible to find. It’s not harder to find—it’s just that other like-minded folks have sought out the same thing, while a separate contingent has vehemently stood in opposition to the growth of the fly-fishing community.

As an industry, anyone indentured to the manufacturing, retail, guiding, or outfitting end of the business now engages in a bizarre game of tug-a-rope. Manufacturers, sales outlets, and guides want the business and are excited by the recent increase in anglers and fly-fishing interests. However, there is a fine line. No one quite knows how thick or where this line begins—it’s a constantly moving target, which is not easy to articulate.
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As restrictions loosened and anglers became more comfortable gathering in the outdoors, many returned to the group fishing they enjoyed before the lockdown. Fishing with one or two other anglers is a time-efficient way to accelerate the learning curve on new or frequently changing water. PHOTO BY NICHOLAS CONKLIN



Yes, we want to make and sell products, but when is too much? How do we keep the balance? How do we develop the sport healthily and sustainably? How do we protect sensitive resources? These questions are posed whenever anglers gather and reflect on our sport from a micro or macro perspective. How they are answered will define what is passed on to the next generation.

From an angler’s perspective, modern resources have made it easier to find water to fish in a world that is constantly feeling more claustrophobic. Travel information is instantaneous, those hidden “secret” spots are not so secret, and searchers are no longer required to spend countless days exploring on foot. YouTube videos, podcasts, internet searches, and guidebooks make finding “fresh” water easier than ever. However, how and when we approach them hasn’t seemed to track on the same evolutionary path.

What is great for discovery and the individual angler frustrates the local or the angler who “grew up” fishing that water. Anglers with some perceived ownership of their water can get damned defensive (and sometimes criminally mischievous) when someone with out-of-state plates suddenly parks in “their lot.”

Fly Fishing Pressured Waters focuses on a skill-and mental improvement–based approach to becoming a more effective angler on pressured western US waters. Focusing on the Northern and Southern Rockies region, this book covers technique-specific, success-oriented tools and skills along with an approach that will help anglers gain efficiency and have more enjoyable days on the water. Whether floating or wading, we discuss techniques, tips, and realistic training aids to ensure anglers achieve success when fishing in front of or behind other anglers, chasing pressured fish.

Beginning in the Northern Rockies, let’s dive into just how many anglers have taken to the sport in recent years, with some of the most compelling numbers being data-driven by license sales. For simplicity’s sake, we break down the Northern Rockies as the states of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. Our research into the Southern Rockies consists of Colorado, New Mexico, and Utah.

At the beginning of 2021, officials with Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks estimated an increase in fishing license sales, with nearly 132,000 sold by early spring. Digging deeper, the department estimated a 12.5 percent increase in resident licenses and an almost 60 percent increase in nonresident licenses from 2020. The same staggering numbers can be found throughout the Northern Rockies, with the Wyoming department dropping subtle hints to non-residents to “stay home” on certain busy weekends.

A 2016 article in the Montana Standard reported that one 40-mile stretch of the Yellowstone River, which flows over 692 miles in total, endured an estimated 65,000 anglers between the spring and winter of 2013–2014. Research was conducted on the popular stretch of water between Livingston and Reedpoint. The report shows that most fishing pressure occurred from the Emigrant Bridge downstream to the mouth of the Shields River, around 30 road miles.

Shifting to the Southern Rockies, one of the states that typically sees massive migrations of new residents and second-home anglers is Colorado. Renowned guide and outfitter Dustin Harcourt, of Harcourt Fly Fishing, has spent the past thirty years fishing in and around Glenwood Springs, Colorado. He has been a firsthand witness to the increase in angling traffic, both pre-and post-COVID. Harcourt estimated that nearly 35 percent of local anglers have second homes in the region. Often referred to as “Little Texas,” he noted that many smaller towns in his area have seen incredible booms of new and non-resident anglers, thus leading to increased angling pressure. However, he stated that these transient anglers have done great things for the local economies. Because they are deeply passionate about the fishing, they have helped shape policy and awareness of the struggles that his waterways have endured. Harcourt estimated that nearly 80 percent of his clients are from out of state, from locations like Texas, California, and Missouri.

After polling several well-established guides in Aspen and the Roaring Fork Valley, it was estimated that around 70 to 90 percent of clients were non-resident. While not vastly different from before 2019, the consensus was that traffic has increased and the occasional or seasonal angler is now a more permanent fixture in the Colorado angling landscape.

Delving into recent license sales in the state, the uptick in anglers is evident. From 2019 to 2021, license sales in Colorado grew by over 100,000. According to Colorado Parks & Wildlife, this increase is a combination of resident and nonresident purchasers. However, these sales numbers are slightly skewed by the fact that these licenses include a combination of items such as search and rescue.
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Even well-tenured anglers take the time to observe each other, as they scan the water for not only hatches but also the movement of other anglers. Anglers Jason Randall (near) and Ed Engle (far) have spent many seasons fishing Tricos. There likely hasn’t been a session or hatch that has played out the same, and the only constant is change. PHOTO BY NICHOLAS CONKLIN



In Idaho, over 376,000 licenses were purchased by anglers in 2020 through October of that year, 50,000 more than sold in 2019.

Similar numbers have come from the state of Utah, with the Division of Wildlife Resources taking a deeper dive into the increased participation, citing both fishing and hunting licenses on the uptick. They cite these numbers as combined, as many anglers and hunters have opted for a dual license. From March 2020 to February 2021, the division sold 222,124 combination licenses (which allow the holder to legally fish and hunt in the state of Utah), compared to 183,358 from March 2019 to February 2020. A total of 417,883 fishing licenses were sold during the 2020–2021 period, an increase of more than 100,000 licenses from the year before. While these numbers cannot be cleanly delineated into a resident/non-resident scenario, fishing pressure in Utah has increased, and fish likely haven’t bothered to check IDs as more wading boots have trudged into their habitat. Most public data is from the time period during and directly after the pandemic, but these numbers do not seem to be fading as we approach the late 2020s.

With a drilled-down point of view focusing on specific stretches of a river in the Northern Rockies, state agencies have begun to offer more specific numbers on how many catchable fish are present. Most conservative estimates typically cite around 3,000 to 5,000 catchable fish per river mile on the Madison in southwest Montana, which for a 183-mile river is an impressive amount. Call it 750,000+ trout. With the right approach, there are plenty of chances to have an enjoyable day on the water.

As mentioned above, these fish have seen many a Thingamabobber, every variation of a nymph, dry, or streamer, and a lot of activity. Life as a fish in any type of water is a challenge.

Pick any popular western river, and it quickly becomes apparent how the intense amount of yearly pressure can impact a fishery. Note that most numbers cited here were from the mid-to late 2010s, with data still rolling in during the initial COVID era and the boom in angling interest. We will discuss some angling numbers in the coming chapters, but the number of anglers from March 2020 to September 2022 far surpassed anything that has been collected from the West in many years.

The rapid rise in angling participation now stands in stark contrast to the ever-changing environment. We will refrain from lamenting the oppressive heat, variable water flows, and rise in dumbassery that occurs when humans take control, which inevitably leads to poor decisions, volatile interactions, and negatively impacted waterways.

While we are neither intelligent enough nor delicate enough to discuss in scientific verbiage exactly how the environment has changed, we strongly contend that it has, and unfortunately not for the betterment of the fish. As monitors and stewards of the resource, we must be thoughtful. There is only so much water and only so many fish. Temperatures are rising, and water levels are in a constant state of fluctuation. While we as humans can hide away in our homes, with the shades drawn and our A/C units cranking out ungodly levels of cold, crispy air, fish cannot.

Next time ask yourself, “Is it too hot to hook a fish, fight it, and land it?” Just think about sitting in big-city traffic: It’s 110 degrees, your A/C doesn’t work, your windows are inconveniently stuck closed, and you can get only a garbled, staticky weight-loss infomercial on the radio. Brutal, right? Just consider that’s how a western trout feels in July heat.

The same analogy can be applied to water levels. Consider what fish deal with when water levels rise and drop during the year. We equate it to sitting in your living room and every few minutes the ceiling drops a few inches. As the day wears on, the ceiling continues to creep closer, and you get nervous. Just then your kitchen closes off. Slowly your entire house compresses, and you’re stuck in a small section of your living room and the ceiling is still dropping in on you.

Water conditions are important to analyze, but so are the pressures from above. There is a well-known bluff on the upper Madison where eagles are known to congregate. It’s a slow, deep undercut into the rock. If you want a show, hook a fish there. It is a near guarantee your struggling fish will be plucked from the river, and not by your companion with
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Public land extends hunting, fishing, and hiking access toall.Its critical
to our sport and the community that everyone is encouraged to enjoy
these areas, respectfully. We hope to discover a way to allow more lands
to be publicly accessible, 50 anglers can work together to protect the
beauty of the natural world we have inherited. pHOTO BY JOHN MITCHELL
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Although traffic was often sporadic during the
COVID lockdown, anglers returned in hordes,
crowding boat ramps and public access sites
throughout the West. While activity increased,
many anglers failed to adjust their approach to
counter the traffic. PHOTO BY CAPT. COLLINS D. ILLICH
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Tactics, Techniques, and Strategies for Popular Western Rivers and Beyond






