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Introduction:  The Eternal Search

I hit the jackpot on my first trip to a Puget Sound sea-run cutthroat trout beach—way back in 1996. I had fished for sea-run cutts quite a bit in Oregon—on the coastal rivers, bays, and inlets—and I’d made a few trips to Willapa Bay, which sprawls over the Washington Coast just north of where the Columbia River rumbles into the Pacific Ocean.

In fact, my first sea-run cutt ever was an accident. I was lugging a surfboard along an Oregon beach near Newport when I stumbled across a tiny coastal stream winding through the beach sand and flowing directly into the Pacific Ocean. It was early fall, and the first rains had rolled into the creek and given it the muscle to break through tons of sand and find the ocean breakers. The stream was vodka-clear as it swept over the beach sand, and I spotted trout waving back and forth in the deep water of an outside bend. I stopped for a second. I had heard about sea-run cutts ever since I moved to Oregon in 1986—Coast Range locals called them bluebacks—but I somehow thought of them as rare, almost-mythical creatures.

I spent most of my time fly fishing the great rivers and lakes of Oregon and Washington, especially Oregon’s Deschutes, Crooked, Fall, and Metolius rivers and the big, beautiful lakes of the Cascades Lakes Highway—and Washington’s great eastern lakes.

Then a kid wearing hip waders and a University of Oregon ballcap appeared around the bend. He got on his knees as he approached the bend and lobbed a Roostertail spinner into the water. Two of the cutts charged the spinner. The kid hooked the fish that won the race. A silvery, chunky trout writhed in the current and ended up in the net. The kid killed the trout with a wave-rounded rock and pinned it onto a clanking chain stringer. The kid nailed another cutt on his next cast.

I got a little dizzy.

I lugged the surfboard back to the old Ford F-100 and pulled out my fly tackle. An hour or two later, I hooked two cutts on a tattered Zonker that had dangled from my vest’s drying patch for about a year. I let my cutts go, but I was hooked for good.

A few years later, a newspaper in Olympia, Washington, lured me away from a smaller newspaper in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. I hated leaving the fantastic wild trout fishing in the upper Willamette and McKenzie rivers, but I needed more money. And I had heard about sea-run cutts prowling South Puget Sound beaches—mostly from reading Les Johnson’s The Sea-Run Cutthroat Trout. I stopped by a local fly shop during my first week in Olympia, but the two guys behind the counter said I shouldn’t expect much good fishing for sea-runs on local beaches or in the creeks or rivers. I was gently told that I was in salmon and steelhead country—and it was time to grow up.

Trouble is, I didn’t want to grow up. I’d rather cast for trout than steelhead for one reason: trout tend to strike a fly more readily than steelhead. This fault of mine may make me a small-time slacker, but I can live with it. Some anglers will happily stand in bone-chilling, crotch-deep water all day in hopes of a strike from a winter steelhead. I’ll cast for winter steel, but I’d rather wade in knee-deep water along a beach casting for bumper-bright cutts that are silly for the right fly.

Anyway, I tied up some little Zonkers and Woolly Buggers and marched off to a local beach. I didn’t know that this stretch of pebbles and mud was an informal nude beach, but I got the picture pretty fast. I didn’t check the tide tables before the trip—I just hiked into the beach one evening after work.

The strong tidal current caught me by surprise—it looked like a river. It was in mid-June—right when the summer solstice brings on some of the biggest tidal changes of the year. The water level can drop up to 18 feet in six hours during these tides. I was clueless about all of this, but I did notice the little creek flowing across the pebbly, shelly, barnacle-crusted beach. That creek kind of reminded me of that first creek on the Oregon coast. Then a bright sea-run cutt arrowed out of the water and landed with a splash right where the creek flowed into salt water. Luck. Pure, gaudy, silver-plated luck.

That cutt—or one just like it—hammered a lead-eyed olive Woolly Bugger—tied with lots of olive Krystal Flash in the tail—on my second or third cast. I had originally tied this fly to imitate dragonfly nymphs pulsing around the shallows of Oregon’s fabulous Crane Prairie Reservoir. The fish was big—about 15 inches or so—and it had the slabby sides and zip of a fish that has been feeding on rich saltwater fare. I landed the fish, took a photo, and let it go. I didn’t catch any more fish that tide—I kept running up and down the beach looking for fish vaulting out of the water—but I started thinking that sea-run cutts were worth pestering.

I came back to the beach the next morning—and found bare mudflats stretching for hundreds of yards into the inlet. Giant moon snails oozed around on slimy rocks—and a pack of squabbling, scat-squirting sea gulls chased sculpin marooned in a tide pool. Thousands of clams squirted water into the air, and two naked coeds smeared greasy tidal mud on their bodies. It was an epic scene, but the trout were gone. I sat on that beach and realized it was time to learn more. I needed to learn about tides, what sea-run cutts eat, where they eat, and which beaches hold fish.

I thought I’d get most of this figured out over the summer. That was 15 years ago, and I’m still trying to figure all this out.

Anyway, as I sat on that beach 15 years ago and stared at fishless mud, I realized that I had to find other beaches. It’s amazing how many people like to walk around naked on this beach, and I was worried about hooking someone’s nether regions on my backcast. Nudists also like to talk to anglers, and that can be a distraction.

So I got out my DeLorme Washington Atlas & Gazetteer and circled every public beach in South Sound. There are about 2,500 miles of shoreline in Puget Sound and Hood Canal, and you’d be amazed how much of it is privately owned—or can only be reached by boat. But I found enough beaches—some of them just short stretches bracketing boat ramps—and started my tour. My research—plus some help from new fishing friends—helped me figure out what a good sea-run cutt beach looks like. I found more fish off rocky, pebbly beaches. Beaches without man-made seawalls—with cedar and madrone trees overhanging the high-tide mark—were usually good. Beaches that had points—or created points during the falling tide—are good, as points create rips, which are those delightful, fishy seams between fast and slow currents.

I found lots of fish hanging out near oyster beds or the bagged bunches of oysters that Puget Sound shellfish growers leave in the water. The oysters create current seams during rising or falling tides—and lots of marine critters flush out of the shellfish beds into the current. The trout know all about this, and they’re usually waiting with open mouths.

Beaches with drop-offs—where shallow flats plummet into deep slots—are fishy. Beaches that have creeks or streams flowing into salt water are always, always worth fishing—even if the creek isn’t as wide as a grade-schooler’s ruler. Sea-run cutts will run up the smallest streams to spawn—or rob eggs out of a chum salmon’s redd.

So what is my perfect beach? It’s a mixed bag of pebbles and stones—all coated with wader-slicing barnacles. Live trees are a canopy of green over the high-tide line, and dead trees jab into the water. Shellfish—and their shells—are everywhere. There are no seawalls to bollix up the beach. Few people—naked or clothed—visit the beach. Little points jut off the beach, and at least one creek dribbles water into the Puget Sound.

Yup, this is cutt nirvana—if the cutts bother to show up.

Finding these beaches means putting miles on the car, fishing the beach through the range of falling and rising tides—and in all kinds of weather. And sometimes you learn that the rules I just shared don’t matter so much.

I’ve caught lots of cutts while casting from the docks in a public marina. A big cutt rolled out from underneath a 50-foot yacht and walloped my fly during a big incoming tide one showery afternoon. The fish zipped around a barnacle-armored piling and broke me off, but seeing that silver blur come out of that expensive neighborhood got my heart rattling. I was just getting to know a new rod while waiting to interview some rowers from the local crew team.

One of my best spots is a narrow stretch of beach that borders a railroad line encased in tons of boulder riprap. Old pilings from a long-gone lumber mill stick out of the water, and there are few shells on the beach. The site of a burned-out plywood mill is a short distance away. Concrete slabs decorate the bottom just off the narrow beach, and the whole scene looks like it was airlifted out of a Detroit industrial area and dropped into Puget Sound.

But a nearby lagoon behind the riprap railroad bed—it fills and empties with the tides—pours clouds of baitfish, tiny crabs, shrimp, krill, and sculpin into the currents flowing along this wretched beach, and the cutts are often there.

I also spent a lot of time knocking on doors of waterfront homes. My years as the outdoor columnist of the local paper actually helped me get in the door—and onto the beach. I suppose people knew me—at least a little bit. And I always left small presents—restaurant gift certificates, a case of beer or even a bottle of scotch—during the December holiday season. I made lots of fishing friends this way. It never, ever hurts to ask. It helps to leave a note introducing yourself in the mailbox—and then check back a few days later.

The search never really ends. A boating angler can find endless miles of good beaches, but wading anglers must hunt out and learn their spots. Each beach has its own foibles—such as the pods of big ocean-run coho salmon that cluster off one beach every October. It’s tough to hook these big coho while they’re getting ready to run up a local creek—and it’s even harder to land them. But magic strikes every now and then.

Sea-run cutt anglers are a friendly bunch at a party or fishing club meeting, but they probably won’t share their beaches with you. You’ve got to find them on your own—at least at first. But finding a beach and figuring out the elegant puzzle of each one is as much fun as hooking a trout. It becomes an addiction inside the addiction of fishing for these weird, wandering sea-run cutthroat trout.

And there are those moments of pure luck. After a while, you find some beaches that are luckier than others.


CHAPTER 1
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Springing with the Chum Babies

Spring officially started a week ago, but that is just a date on the calendar. Real spring—buds popping into leaves and blooms, songbirds making a racket at dawn, and sea-run cutthroat trout prowling Puget Sound beaches for baby chum salmon—doesn’t follow human rules. The first sight of tiny chum salmon noodling around just off Puget Sound beaches is when spring happens for me.

I was sitting on a gravelly, shelly Puget Sound on a cloudy, drizzly late March day, and small pods of baby chum salmon—tiny, silvery fish about two inches long—dimpled on the surface near the shore. Bright silvery streaks—sea-run cutthroat trout and a few resident coho—suddenly slashed through the small fish. The cutts—with their dorsal fins poking out of the water—sharked around in the slow water between a fast current rip and the shore. My heart thumped, and winter—even if it snowed the next day—became history.

South Sound’s sea-run cutthroat trout love a meal of tiny baby chum salmon—and there are plenty of them just off Puget Sound beaches from early March through late May. Millions and millions of little salmon—the offspring of the millions of adult chum salmon that gouged nests into stream gravel, spawned, and died the previous fall—wiggle out of the stream rocks and head downstream to Puget Sound. Many of the tiny fish still have a tiny yolk sac attached to their silvery bellies.

A lot of those tiny fish will get bigger throughout the spring and make their way to the Pacific Ocean. A small percentage of those lucky survivors—but that small percentage usually means more than a couple million big, snaggle-toothed salmon—will return to those same small South Sound streams in three to five years. Puget Sound usually gets a return of several million chum salmon each fall—these are good days for these fish.

Some biologists believe chum and pink salmon are thriving in many parts of Puget Sound because the fry hurry out of their stream nests and head right for salt water. Other salmon, such as coho and chinook, spend a year or more in the streams of their birth, and that makes them more vulnerable to the hazards of living close to humans. Chum and pink salmon also can spawn in creeks and streams that tend to go dry during the summer, as the fry zip out of the creek long before the western Washington wet season, which lasts from October through May, ends.

The sea-run cutts and local coho know when the baby chum hit the beaches, and they eat as many as they can. The chum stay close to shore and feed on plankton as though their lives depend on it—because their lives do depend on getting bigger as fast as possible. That’s why many Puget Sound sea-run cutthroat anglers carry flies that imitate baby chum salmon in sizes that range from an inch and a half to about three inches or so. Many sea-run cutts lock onto the plentiful supply of young, tender salmon for weeks at a time.

Just about every stream in South Puget Sound and Hood Canal—from the big Nisqually River to tiny, no-name, jump-across creeks—are chum salmon spawning grounds. That means a steady river of young baby chum flows into Puget Sound through late May.

The cutts depend on the chum for much-needed protein after the long winter. Cutts grab one of Bob Triggs’ Chum Baby streamer flies or Doug Rose’s Keta Rose with the savage speed of a Wall Street banker grabbing bailout money.

All these natural facts add up to natural carnage on Puget Sound beaches. Baby chum salmon gobble down microscopic plankton as fast as they can open and close their mouths. Cutthroat trout, coho salmon, seagulls, and even flounder scarf down the baby chum bounty while it lasts. And anglers wade through it all and cast flies and lures that imitate all those tiny salmon.

One of the best flies is Bob Triggs’ Chum Baby streamer. That said, any silvery, grayish, greenish streamer fly—in the size that matches the tiny fish skittering through the shallows—will get hard strikes from hungry fish. I’ve found it’s pretty important that your fly matches the size of the baby chum skittering around just off the beach. It pays to carry flies in a variety of sizes—and it also pays to have a pair of scissors handy to trim longer flies to size.

Those hard strikes—when a hefty cutthroat trout slams that fly and pulls the fly line out of your hand—are why I prowl the beaches whenever I can during spring—the real spring.

Washington anglers have to release every cutthroat trout caught in salt water, but that’s OK. We don’t get to keep the first lime-green leaves of spring—or the parakeet-yellow forsythia flowers or the rattling, piercing songs of morning songbirds.


CHAPTER 2
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The Life Cycle of Sea-Run Cutts

Puget Sound’s sea-run cutthroat trout are coastal cutthroat trout, fish that are native to the West Coast of North America from northern California north to Alaska. Some coastal cutthroat migrate into—and out of—salt water throughout their lives. Other populations live in freshwater creeks and lakes.

Generally speaking—it is almost impossible to nail these fish into specific behaviors—coastal cutts tend to want to migrate to bigger water—rivers, lakes, or salt water—if they have a chance. That said, I’ve caught small, beautifully bronzed cutts in tiny streams flowing into Puget Sound that look as though they’ve never kissed salt water. And some cutts in larger Puget Sound rivers, such as the Nisqually, seem to spend their entire lives in fresh water, while another chrome-bright fish hooked off the same gravel bar drop-off still carries sea lice from Puget Sound. How can this be? No one really knows, and that is part of the fascination of these mysterious, magnificent fish.

Scientists and anglers break down coastal cutts into these life histories:

Resident cutts live in small streams—usually above barriers, such as waterfalls, that prevent them from migrating downstream to larger rivers, lakes, or salt water. These fish are usually heavily spotted, carry a bronze tinge, and tend to mature when they’re small. These streams are usually not very fertile, so food is scarce—and so are bigger fish. A big one is 10 inches, although I’ve heard tales of larger fish coming from streams in areas that don’t suffer from the woes of logging, road building, and other human activities.

Fluvial cutts are usually born in the headwaters of small creeks, but they migrate downstream to grow bigger and fatter in larger rivers. In Washington, anglers find fluvial cutts in the Nisqually, Cowlitz, Lewis, Snoqualmie, Yakima, and other bigger rivers. Fluvial cutts are also found in Olympic Peninsula rivers, such as the Elwha, Sol Duc, Hoh, and Wynoochee rivers. Northern Washington rivers, such as the Skagit and Sauk, also hold fluvial cutts. As I sit here at my desk, it is 2011, and two dams are about to be removed from the Elwha River. In Oregon, the Willamette, McKenzie, and all larger coastal streams hold fluvial cutts. In all these bigger rivers, the cutts find more food—often salmon eggs and decaying flesh, along with salmon fry and the usual buffet of midges, stoneflies, caddis, and mayflies. These cutts tend to migrate back up their home headwater streams to spawn.

In short, just about any river in western Washington, western Oregon, western British Columbia, western Alaska, or northern California probably holds coastal cutthroat trout, which become sea-run cutthroat trout if they can find a way to the Pacific Ocean. In many of these rivers, such as the Willamette and McKenzie rivers in Oregon, cutts happily interbreed with rainbow trout. You’ll also find many fish that are clearly cutts. In other rivers, you may have to work hard to find cutts. Locals may tell you there are no wild cutts in the river, but that is probably not true. If there are runs of steelhead or salmon in that river, you should find some cutts. In many cases, locals will outright lie about the existence of cutts in their stream. I know this because I’ve told a few whopping lies of my own—especially if someone marches right up to the water I’m fishing, spooks the trout, and then asks for tons of information.

So expect to find cutts—maybe sea-run cutts—in a river that flows on the west side of Northwest states and Canadian provinces. Here are two ways to find cutts in mystery rivers:

If it is fall or spring, and salmon and steelhead are spawning, tie on an egg fly and cast it below the melee of salmon sex and violence just upstream. Let the egg fly tick along the bottom—you may need a split shot or two on the leader. If that offends you, I’m sorry. Anyway, if trout are around, they’ll soon wallop the egg fly. Remember all those bottles of salmon eggs in the tackle stores?

Before you admire and let the trout go, run your finger gently over the back of the fish’s tongue. If you feel tiny teeth, you’ve caught a cutthroat trout or at least a cutthroat/rainbow hybrid. Cutts have these tiny hyoid teeth, but rainbows do not. Cutts also tend to have an orange or red slash—hence the name cutthroat—under their jaw. However, rainbows are close cousins to cutts, and some rainbow trout strains can have cutt markings.

If no mature salmon or steelhead are in the stream at the moment, but it eventually flows into the Pacific, you can still find cutts. Casting a streamer fly into the quiet water along the bends and undercut banks, especially during the low light of evening or morning, should coax a strike from cutts if they’re around. In addition, sea-run or resident coastal cutts will happily rise to mayflies, caddis, and other aquatic bug hatches. Go fishing on these streams, and you’ll find cutts—even if the locals swear otherwise.

Here are places where I know you’ll find coastal cutts—and if these waters connect to the Pacific Ocean’s salt water, you’ll find sea-run cutts from time to time: Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, including the great rivers that flow in Olympic National Park, and almost any of the small creeks and rivers that flow into the Pacific Ocean from Oregon, Washington, northern California, British Columbia, and southwest Alaska. Sure, this is a huge area. Exploring is part of the fun.

Adfluvial cutts are born in streams and rivers, but they spend most of their lives in lakes. These cutts migrate downstream to the lakes, where food is plentiful and the living is relatively easy. These fish tend to be the biggest of all coastal cutts, as there is a lot to eat and their bodies don’t have to undergo the stresses of living in salt water. The biggest cutts in the Puget Sound area probably live in Seattle’s Lake Washington, where a 5-pound fish is a common catch, and fish up to 12 pounds have been landed. Lake Washington cutts grow fat and big on a diet of stickleback, smelt, and salmon fry. Small lakes throughout the Puget Sound, southern Washington, and northern Oregon often host outsized coastal cutthroat trout. These lakes are secret spots to many, but a bit of research with a map can lead to some spectacular fishing. Many of these lakes are on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula. That’s the only hint you’re going to get from me, and if you enjoy a bit of research and exploration, that’s all you’ll need. A lake that becomes well-known as a producer of large, wild cutts soon sees more anglers than fish.

Anadromous cutts—the subject of this book—spend most of their lives swimming in salt water. In Puget Sound, cutts spend most of the year in salt water, but they charge up the rivers and creeks to spawn, which can happen almost any time between November through May. Puget Sound cutts will shoot up into fresh water to feed, especially when salmon are laying eggs and dying. Generally speaking, northern Puget Sound cutts—from Seattle north to the Canadian border—tend to spend their winters in fresh water, where the big rivers are full of food. South Puget Sound cutts (those from Seattle south to Olympia and Hood Canal) tend to spend their winters in salt water, as this area’s tiny streams don’t crank out a lot of food during the cold, high-water months of winter. All this said, remember that these fish do as they please—I’ve hooked sea-run cutts in fresh water—on dry flies—in the middle of summer.

FROM EGGS TO SPAWNING FISH

The life cycle of Puget Sound cutts begins as eggs laid in the clean gravel of a small headwater creek. Many of these creeks are quite close to homes, roads, schools, and other works of man, which shows how important it is to protect these waters—and prevent pollutants from flowing into these delicate habitats. After hatching, the cutts stay in the gravel until they’re about an inch long. Their location in the headwaters keeps them from having to compete with young steelhead and salmon for groceries. As the cutt fry grow into bigger parr, they migrate toward deeper, more protected water, and they like to hang out under sunken logs and overhanging tree branches. After about a year of eating, dodging predators, and surviving spates of high water and times of low flows, some of the cutts, now up to six inches long, swim downstream to the rich feeding—and many perils— of life in salt water. Biologists, such as the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Larry Phillips and former WDFW biologist Curt Kraemer—both avid sea-run anglers—tell me that some sea-run cutts don’t migrate to salt water until their second or even third year.

Once the cutts arrive in salt water, their bodies must adjust to living in a different environment. It’s important to remember that cutts are basically a freshwater fish, and they must adjust their body chemistry to allow themselves to live in salt water. Trout and salmon making the adjustment from fresh to salt water undergo what biologists call smoltification. In short, cutts can live in fresh or salt water, but living in salt water places more demands on their organs and energy to keep their body chemistry adjusted to saltwater life. Kraemer and Phillips told me that they believe cutts living in salt water use a lot of energy just keeping their bodies adapted to life in salt water, which is why it is so rare to hook a fish longer than 20 inches, despite the rich food sources in salt water. This theory makes a lot of sense, as it is rare to catch a Puget Sound sea-run cutthroat trout that is longer than 20 inches, but resident coastal cutthroat in nearby Lake Washington, which has an outlet to Puget Sound, commonly grow much larger and heavier. Lake Washington cutts don’t have to fight the chemistry battle of living in salt water.

It’s easy to find swarms of small cutts—called smolts—along Puget Sound beaches and in estuaries from early spring through early summer. As the sea-run cutts grow larger on their diet of baitfish, salmon fry, and crustaceans, they tend to wander along the beaches in the sheltered inlets. Some cutts stay in the mixed waters of river estuaries most of the time, as these spots, where fresh water mingles with salt water, are nurseries for salmon, baitfish, crab, shrimp, and other tasty creatures, and the living is easy. Generally, sea-run cutts seem to stay near the Puget Sound shoreline, but I’ve seen them ripping into schools of salmon fry, anchovies, and stickleback more than a mile offshore. Other anglers and biologists have found sea-run cutts miles out to sea. In any case, cutts are eating machines throughout the spring, summer, and fall. But as the days grow shorter and colder, many of these fish—ones that are at least two years old—start preparing to spawn.

Biologists and anglers still wonder whether sea-run cutts spawn each year—or whether some fish skip a spawn and stay in salt water. Larry Phillips, who is studying South Puget Sound populations through tagging and spawning surveys, says no one yet knows. But biologists are learning more about this wonderful fish all the time.

Anglers start finding sea-run cutts in Puget Sound rivers and creeks in early fall. Some of these fish seem to follow spawning salmon back into fresh water, while others seem to be interested in spawning. In South Puget Sound, most spawning appears to happen from late fall through early spring, and the surviving spawners return to salt water very quickly. It’s a lot of fun to creep along a small, jump-across Puget Sound creek when flows drop and clear during a lull in the winter rains, and then spot some very big cutts spawning in very shallow water. Fishing for these spawners is usually illegal and as foolish as eating your seed corn.

Generally, cutts spawn in the headwaters of a creek—often in very shallow water. These spawning cutts fight for mates, gouge redds out of the clean gravel, mate, cover the fertilized eggs—and then take off for salt water as soon as possible. Cutts, unlike Pacific salmon, can spawn more than once. The eggs hatch into fry in six to eight weeks—if predators, pollution, or the scouring waters of high flows don’t destroy the redd. The hatched cutts lurk in the gravel and wait to grow into inch-long fish that will compete for food and space in their harsh, watery world. Small cutts tend to lurk in slower currents while in freshwater creeks, and they like cover, often in the form of downed trees and root wads.

Cutts and rainbow trout are kissing cousins, and these fish will happily jump into the same redd together and create hybrids. In the Puget Sound area, most rainbow trout in streams are either juvenile steelhead or adult steelhead that have returned to the stream to spawn. Many biologists, including Kraemer, suspect that some of the rare 20-inch-plus cutts caught in the Puget Sound salt water each year are rainbow/cutt hybrids.

As with all natural cycles, the life history of the sea-run cutt has no real beginning or end. We do know that cutts feed in salt water all summer and fall in northern Puget Sound—and twelve months of the year in South Puget Sound.

CONSERVATION

The human eye can fool our own brains.

Every now and then, an angler will hit a beach that seems to swarm with sea-run cutthroat trout. The fish—flashes of silver and olive-green—rocket through the rips, surge up over a drop-off to chase a fly or noodle along the shallow water. Fish shoot out of the water—or leave big, swirling boils on the surface. Every other cast brings a sharp tug on the line, and the electricity runs down the rod, through your hand, and explodes in your brain. It seems like there are thousands of cutts just off this one beach, and there must be millions of these wonderful fish swimming in the sprawling Puget Sound.

But the human eye can’t fool veteran anglers such as Joe Uhlman or Bruce Ferguson. These two have fished for sea-run cutts for decades, and they remember the heady abundance of the 1950s and 1960s—and the slow slide to oblivion during the following decades.

Uhlman, who grew up on a Puget Sound inlet, recently drove me to Ferguson’s handsome waterfront home in Gig Harbor. As he drove, Uhlman pointed out beaches he fished decades before with his father. Uhlman also talked about the long—and successful—push to save Puget Sound’s wild sea-run cutts.

“I love these fish,” Uhlman said as he looked at a beach.

Ferguson hooked his first sea-run cutt in 1950, while fishing in western Washington’s Kalama River. Big sea-run cutts swam up the Columbia River and flowed right into the green currents of the Kalama.

“I’d walk out onto a bridge and look down,” Ferguson said. “And I’d see those cutts around the root wads and pilings. . . .”

Ferguson, who paired with Les Johnson to write Fly-Fishing for Pacific Salmon II, moved to Puget Sound in 1962—and plunged into the hot beach fishing for sea-run cutts and salmon.

“I started fishing, but I didn’t really start thinking until after I killed a bunch of trout,” Ferguson said during a recent early spring lunch in his home. Sea-run cutts swirled off the pebbly, shelly beach as Uhlman spooned potato salad onto plates.

“Fewer fish was the first thing I noticed,” Ferguson said. “And, gradually, it hits you—it’s kind of stupid to kill off what you’re trying to perpetuate.” By the mid-1970s, Ferguson and other Puget Sound sea-run cutt fanatics—such as Uhlman, Joe Trotter, Les Johnson, and many others— banded together to help bring the fish back from decades of overfishing.

Sea-run cutts were seen as tasty panfish—and not really as a gamefish in the same league as steelhead and salmon, Uhlman said. Many anglers kept limits of eight fish a day, and the cutts started getting smaller and smaller—or just vanishing. Many anglers never saw a 16-inch cutt—or one of the special 18-inch-plus, big-shouldered fish. Worse, it looked like many sea-run cutts never got a chance to run up one of their little streams to spawn. Ferguson said some spawning runs just about vanished.

State fish managers thought anglers wanted pan-sized fish for breakfast, and everyone seemed to forget the electric jolt of a big sea-run cutthroat trout on the line. Washington is salmon and steelhead country—where fish are weighed in double-digit pounds. Sea-run cutts, which rarely grow past the 20-inch mark, were considered second-class fish. But Ferguson and his many friends knew differently.

“These bigger sea-runs are trophy fish, even though they don’t get as big as salmon,” Ferguson said. “I’ve fished for sea-runs since 1950, and I’ve caught thousands of them in my life, but my biggest was 19.5 inches long.”

Big fish mean that sea-run cutts are getting a chance to spawn—often more than once. Trout, unlike Pacific salmon, don’t always die after spawning, and big fish produce more eggs, milt—and young cutts. A population made up of mostly small fish means that most fish aren’t getting a chance to spawn more than once—or at all.

It is important to remember that there are no hatcheries cranking out baby sea-run cutthroat trout. The Puget Sound sea-run cutthroat fishery is an all-wild fishery—and it is very delicate. Every sea-run cutt was born in a stream, creek, or river that feeds into Puget Sound. It was a real struggle to convince Washington fish managers and the state Fish and Wildlife Commission that Puget Sound sea-run cutts were in trouble, Ferguson said. But the Sea-Run Cutthroat Coalition—a group of fishing clubs and conservation groups—kept chipping away at the commission. Puget Sound fly-fishing legends, such as Ralph Wahl, joined the fight and just wouldn’t give up.

Luckily for the cutts—and today’s sea-run cutt anglers—these conservation-minded anglers were very smart. They did their homework and showed that sea-run cutt populations were shrinking and the large fish of the past were vanishing. They worked together to make effective presentations to the Washington State Fish and Wildlife Commission.

“We got our facts straight, and we weren’t nasty,” Ferguson said.

First, the catch limit in salt water was reduced. Then, in 1998—about twenty years after sea-run cutthroat lovers started worrying about overfishing—the commission made it illegal to keep any cutthroat trout caught in Washington salt water. Since then, Puget Sound wild cutthroat trout populations have rebounded, and anglers are catching more fish and bigger fish. Anglers hook and release cutts pushing 20 inches, and every one of these slivery, black-spotted, slash-jawed fish are wild. A world-class wild trout fishery—perhaps
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