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To Mom, thank you for everything.
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Marnie Schneider holds a nice fish at Logging Lake.
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To put a tenderfoot on spider bread, beans, bacon, and black coffee is often too severe; but when interspersed with plenty of trout and huckleberries picked in the valleys, that makes a perfect ration.

—Albert L. Sperry, 1938
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Preface and Acknowledgments

A few things changed since the last edition, and I did my best to update all the content to current conditions. There have been a few closures and unfortunately no robust recovery of bull trout populations to levels that would allow active game fishing. There have been some successful efforts to protect remaining native fish populations and lots of improved research and monitoring of vulnerable populations. Fishing is still an important part of the Glacier Park experience for visitors, and many of the things I did as a kid can still be done today. That really is the beauty of our national park system.

I hope that as you read, and then fish in the park, you appreciate how important it is to preserve fishing opportunities in Glacier Park. And when your kids and your grandkids visit the park with you, they should still be able to catch-and-release wild cutthroat and hopefully someday bull trout again. You can help the preservation of Glacier’s native fisheries by learning to carefully identify native fish and release them in sensitive waters. For those of you who want to take your GPS and find a little-visited lake, just to see if it has fish, I salute you and hope to aid in your quest.

The descriptions in this book are based on my firsthand experience in Glacier Park and the surrounding area, a survey of fisheries research and literature on the park, and the suggestions of knowledgeable anglers and biologists. I have done my best to compile complete information about the waters of Glacier. However, although based on the most reliable and educated sources, in the end, all the information contained in this guide is solely my best estimate of the fishing conditions, species present, and so on. It does not necessarily represent the precise opinion of the National Park Service; Blackfeet Fish and Wildlife; US Fish and Wildlife Service; Montana Fish, Wildlife, & Parks; or anyone else.

I hope someday to appreciate the park as much as those who lived it all their lives and shared it with me. Monty Parratt especially deserves my thanks for writing the Foreword, only a sliver of his many Glacier adventures. His fish-first perspective on Glacier Park continues to be essential for preserving those opportunities for future generations. Mark Parratt gets the prize for, to my knowledge, the biggest fish caught in Glacier.

Many people made this book better, and many people made me better, as an angler and guide. Thank you to everyone who paved the way for this revision. I am forever indebted to Mike Block and Doug Niemann for teaching me to row. I love to row.

A special thanks to Casey Schneider for lending his excellent photography editing and skill to this project. Also, thanks to all my fishing friends who have taken pictures of me with fish over the years. Most important, thank you family—Kim, Josie, and Casey—I wish you many happy trips in Glacier.




Foreword: Fishing at Sun Camp on Saint Mary Lake

My father, Lloyd Parratt, was a summertime ranger naturalist in the Saint Mary Valley from the years 1944 to 1963. Our family had the unique opportunity to live in government housing at Sun Camp Ranger Station, a log cabin built in the 1930s down by Baring Falls. Baring Creek ran right beside my window, set in the ever-changing solitude of Saint Mary Lake.

My brother Mark and I were ardent fishermen and took on many challenges that the wilderness of Glacier National Park handed us. Most of our years fishing were on the east side of the Continental Divide near Saint Mary Lake. We fished with bait most times. We sometimes had as much fun catching grasshoppers and finding maggots as we did fishing. We caught mostly whitefish and lake trout in front of the Sun Camp Ranger Station. We would almost always catch our limit of whitefish, but once in a while the whitefish would suddenly stop biting. Then we would go get our father. He would put his rubber hip waders on and walk out into the rift of Baring Creek. Three or four casts with a Daredevle and Dad would have one of those mammoth lake trout on the line while his rod made that distinctive pulsating action.

As Mark and I grew older, we would troll for the big ones down deep with the oversize Daredevle. Occasionally we would hook up with one of those awesome creatures and end up with a fish tale that most would not believe. Some big Mackinaws (lake trout) tugged us around for what felt like an hour. The largest one we ever caught was over forty pounds, which Mark reeled in. We did catch several fish in the fifteen- to twenty-five-pound range.

Sometimes when the wind was blowing a mist off Saint Mary Lake, we would hike to Saint Mary Falls above the lake to fish. We would fish over ledges with thirty feet of line out. The water was fast and the fish were feeding at the bottom twenty feet below the surface. The trick was to get your bait down and keep it down. We dragged in many whitefish this way.

We ate every fish we caught and sometimes kept the fish alive in an old washtub in the shower with a window screen over it and the cold water from the shower flowing continuously from Baring Falls. The melt water from Sexton Glacier, on the cirque between Going-to-the-Sun and Matipi Mountains, fed the rich waters of Baring Creek and our bathtub.

In our early years Mark and I explored every square mile, every stream, and every fishing hole of the Saint Mary Valley, the Belly River, the North Fork, and as much of Glacier National Park as we could. What an incredible place to grow up and to fish. I hope you can explore some of those holes, too.

—Monty Parratt
October 1997

Author’s note: Monty Parratt spent summers in his youth at the Sun Camp Ranger Station on Saint Mary Lake and later worked on Park Service blister rust crews in the Dry Fork Valley around Oldman Lake and other parts of the park. My first adventure with Monty was a day trip to Cerulean Lake. If you can do Cerulean in a day, my hat is off to you. He wrote this for me for the first edition of this book. We miss him dearly. He sure loved to fish in Glacier and would still be fishing if his luck had been better. For more on the adventures of the Parratt family, see Fate Is A Mountain by Mark Parratt (Sun Point Press, 2009).




Introduction

Glacier National Park may be better known for its scenery and the Going-to-the-Sun Road than for its fishing, but its waters offer the possibility of state record rainbow–cutthroat trout hybrid, lake trout, brook trout, and arctic grayling. Over the years fisheries management transitioned from a game-fish stocking approach in the early days of the park to a native fish preservation focus in recent research and management actions. Through it all there continue to be good fishing opportunities, especially for those willing to put a little sweat into it.

The National Park Service (NPS) estimates there are 135 named lakes and some 631 or more unnamed lakes or ponds in Glacier National Park. This makes the total number of lakes over 766, encompassing at least 26,029 acres of water. The largest lake is Lake McDonald at 9.4 miles long, 1.5 miles wide, 464 feet deep, and 6,876 acres.

The total length of intermittent streams is 1,307 miles, with the total length of perennial streams at 1,514 miles. The longest stream is Upper McDonald Creek at 25.8 miles, and the total number of streams is 563. These rivers and creeks flow from eight major drainages into three different oceans and harbor at least twenty-six distinct species of fish.

Whether your goal is to catch a fish for dinner or just get out in the park for some action on the end of your line, Glacier has a fishing trip for everyone. For example, try to get a large rainbow-cutthroat hybrid out of Red Eagle Lake, or fish after fish no matter the fly at Ole, Snyder, or Isabel Lakes. If you want challenging stream fishing, try Cut Bank Creek or the Belly River. If you want a guided experience, there are several licensed outfitters for the forks of the Flathead River, or try a bobber and a smile on Lower Two Medicine Lake. The fish will keep you happy.


[image: chpt_fig_001]
Fishing Elizabeth Lake for arctic grayling


The park has always been a great place to hike and catch trout in a wild setting. Having fished many waters in Montana, I appreciate the lack of crowds at most backcountry lakes in Glacier, an experience that is due to the regulating of backcountry visits by the NPS. The park requires a backcountry permit for all overnight trips, and you must stay at designated campgrounds. Campsites are grouped in small clusters, so your backcountry experience will likely involve other campers, but this keeps backcountry use at a constant level, which makes backcountry fisheries management easier for the NPS.




[image: chpt_fig_002]
Ev Lundgren shows his great-grandson how to fish at the Quarter-Circle Bridge.


Day-use areas, on the other hand, receive increased pressure with increased visitation. The effects of heavy river traffic are significant both on the environment and on the experience. At mountain lakes, like Avalanche Lake, you might have a crowd watching you cast and trouble finding your own rock without a little effort. However, a good and low-impact fishing trip is still possible there. Keep in mind, though, that anglers who leave a mess endanger the next visitor and endanger fishing in Glacier.

I recommend catch-and-release for most areas, but you can still catch and eat a fish in the park; check regulations for allowed areas. Ideally, catch fish about a mile or two from camp, clean and filet the fish where you caught them (hopefully a reasonable distance from camp), and throw the entrails into deep water away from camp. This keeps transport time to a minimum, but also keeps the smelly process of cleaning fish away from camp. There is no perfect way to reduce impact in the backcountry, but if everybody makes an effort to be as clean a visitor as possible, we all benefit.

The native fish of Glacier may not serve as essential a link to other wildlife as, say, Alaska’s salmon, but they do furnish loons, eagles, and sometimes people with valuable food. Though it is hard to imagine, many high mountain lakes have no fish. You can sit beside Dutch Lake all day and not see a single cutthroat rising or cruising, though before 1972, an official program stocked many lakes in the park, such as Dutch, Camas, Ptarmigan, and Poia. Some of the stocked populations survived, as did the Yellowstone cutthroat populations of Otokomi and Oldman Lakes and the rainbow population in Ptarmigan. Many did not reproduce, though, and the lakes reverted to their unpopulated conditions. Researchers identified that a majority of lakes in Glacier have some degree of hybridization between introduced rainbow and Yellowstone cutthroat with native westslope cutthroat populations. Only in a few genetic strongholds do populations remain unhybridized. For park fisheries managers the genetic integrity of westslope cutthroat and bull trout is a primary concern, leading to management actions to create fish barriers to lake trout upstream migration and to consider removing some non-native fish populations. Of course each of these efforts has to balance with the best use of limited funds to get the most benefit to native fish. But this focus does change the fishing landscape for anglers in some drainages.

Some folks still think that stocking a fishless lake is a good thing, and they are right. It is a good thing for anglers in the short-term, but later, when lake trout and rainbow trout outcompete the native cutthroat and bull trout, the native fish get closer to extinction and fishing for them ends. Stocked fish also take away resources from existing populations. The NPS does not stock the waters of Glacier anymore. Today the emphasis is on ensuring the future survival of the park’s unique native fish for the benefit and enjoyment of future generations. Park fisheries’ research advanced significantly since the last edition of this book, and today there is a solid understanding of which fish are where and a greater understanding of the hybridization risks between native and non-native fish. West of the Continental Divide, the native westslope cutthroat and bull trout are at risk from non-native lake trout in waters where there is no natural barrier. In addition, both rainbow trout and Yellowstone cutthroat trout have spawning patterns similar to westslope cutthroat, and this proximity leads to interbreeding and genetic hybridization. So where there are still relatively intact and genetically native populations of fish, the park focuses restoration and protection efforts on those populations. Fisheries managers take a hands-off approach to other populations of non-native fish that provide sportfishing opportunities and do not directly affect the native populations.

Given the mix of native and non-native fish in the park, most folks buy a book like this because they want to go fishing and catch fish. So the focus here is the fishing with a sensitivity to the native fish in one of the prettiest places on the planet, the lakes and rivers of Glacier Park.




Hike to Fish

Fishing in Glacier is different from some sportfishing in Montana. Some of the best fishing involves packing gear for an overnight in the backcountry, either carrying the pack on your back or using a horse or mule. Packing in with stock is a whole other topic, but there are a few things that can help you hike to fish successfully.

First, less pressure makes fishing better. Pressure is inversely related to ease of access. Studies have shown that even when there is a lot of pressure on a river, rather than fish populations decreasing, the fish tend to learn to avoid being caught. Again, this shouldn’t stop you from being very careful catching and releasing fish, because hook-caught fish do die as a result of being caught. But, overall in a system, the impact of anglers is typically a minor factor in fisheries management. Invasive species and habitat tend to trump the impact of fishing every time.

Second, this should give you a clue to make a little effort to visit a place that has fish but isn’t super easy to get to, and that’s where hiking to fish comes in. It takes some fitness, it takes carrying extra weight, it takes some mosquito bites, it takes some scratched legs, but when you pull a big fish out of a backcountry lake or stream that hasn’t seen a lure in years, it’s pretty satisfying. Glacier is a perfect setup for this. The bushwhacking is difficult; permits at prime lakes are difficult to get for everyone, not just anglers; and even in the backcountry the obvious spots along the trail or near the campgrounds get most of the pressure. So if you get away from the trail, away from the campgrounds, and out there on your own with the water and the furry critters, you can have some wonderful fishing to tell your children about and then bring them back when they can bushwhack better than you.


[image: chpt_fig_003]
Rafting it on Winona Lake
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For a long day hike, like the one to Katoya Lake, you don’t want to bring too much, so it’s best to pack light—a daypack and your favorite rod.


Getting your gear dialed in for fishing in the backcountry can take some time, but it does not take thousands of dollars of fancy equipment. The basics can be just as effective. I once carried a bunch of fly-fishing and spin-fishing gear into a lake and spent the whole time catching fish after fish without changing the lure I had on the rod in the case. Other times I’ve had to use everything I had and wished I had brought a packraft or float tube to get to deep water during the day.

The most low-maintenance setup is to bring wading boots and neoprene socks; skip the waders; have a light chest pack or vest or other setup, either fly-fishing or spin-fishing or both, depending on what you like; bring a lighter net, but not too small a net so you don’t miss a big fish; and make sure you have swivels and tippets and those types of things, because you can’t run to the store. And remember: In Glacier you’ll have to get a boat permit for any packraft or float tube, and you want to avoid felt bottoms altogether.




Daypack or Backpack Fishing Equipment

The following is a list of additional equipment you would add to your forty- to fifty-pound backpack or ten- to fifteen-pound daypack in order to fish and fish hard in Glacier’s backcountry. For more information on lightweight backpacking, pick up a copy of Backpacking Tips, by Russ Schneider (FalconGuides, 2005).

❏Wading Equipment

❏Lightweight waders

❏Neoprene socks

❏Wading boots

❏Fly Gear

❏Fly rod

❏Fly rod case

❏Fishing chest pack, vest, or fanny pack

❏Fly reel

❏Dry and wet line spools

❏Flies in fly box

❏Floatant

❏Clippers

❏Hemostats

❏Tippet

❏Spare leaders

❏Indicator (clear or white are the best)

❏Regulations or fishing license (if fishing outside the park)

❏Spin Gear

❏Box of lures

❏Swivels

❏Extra line

❏Needle-nose pliers (for disarming treble hooks)

❏Spin reel

❏Bait hooks

❏Spin rod

❏Spin reel

❏Box of lures

❏Swivels

❏Extra line

If you want to bring something to float in, such as a small raft or float tube, there are a wide range of options out there. I would say the packraft approach is good if you are not getting out on some big water, like Cosley or Kintla Lake in the wind. One thing that people tend to discount is wearing a life jacket, but it’s always a good idea, especially in a small raft.
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Taking a break after the long paddle across Quartz Lake
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