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Foreword

Ifirst met Karl Weixlmann on a stream. And for people who know him, this is a rhetorical question, but where else would you expect to meet Karl Weixlmann? It was a hot Sunday afternoon, late in the spring steelhead run. He was wading down a creek in Lake County, Ohio, scouting conditions for trips scheduled for the following week. Yet, he still took time to offer a few flies and advice on how to catch steelhead in a small stream, under tough conditions, to a pair of strangers.

A college friend, Bill McMahon, had never fished for steelhead, and I was looking forward to hosting him for the next day and a half. The Chagrin River was in perfect condition, and I intended to head there in the morning. I knew of several pools that were loaded with aggressive drop-back fish. I had picked Bill up at the Lost Nation Airport and I thought we would have dinner and catch up a bit, but we had a few hours of light left and he was anxious to go fishing. So, I grabbed a few things out of the barn and we headed upstream on the little creek near my house.

It didn’t take long until we came on a half dozen skittery fish holding in a daisy chain of deeper pools. As I started getting Bill set up, I realized that in my excitement to see my old friend, I had grabbed a box full of large streamers that were completely oversized for the conditions at hand. I figured we would have to make do, although the white streamer I tied on was ridiculously large for the small water. Bill didn’t care and was excited to start casting to the group of large trout swimming in the crystal clear water. I gave him the basic one, two, what to do, and I set off to check out the next upstream pool, which was a little bit deeper and better suited to the limited fly selection I had.


[image: frn_fig_004]
There are many variables to consider when choosing which tributary to fish. Some creeks may fish well for only a day or two. Some may take a week or more to drop into fishable conditions. Some remain so low and clear throughout the season that you no longer want to fish them, and yet that can change overnight.
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Shale substrates dominate the topography of most Steelhead Alley tributaries, with high shale bluffs that form canyons in remote regions that are surprisingly close to major metropolitan areas like Buffalo, New York; Erie, Pennsylvania; and Cleveland, Ohio. State agencies have increased access to some of these areas, providing perpetual fishing easements for generations to come.

As I was going upstream I saw another angler coming around the bend and I could tell by the way he was moving he was at ease and in his element. I said hello and asked if he had seen any fish. He said not in the next pool, but there were a few isolated fish holding in some deep slots farther upstream. I glanced up the creek and took a moment to do a little mental calculation on how much daylight we had left and how long it would take us to get there. I turned and headed back downstream to get Bill. The other guy was going the same way and already 30 yards ahead of me.

As I came around the bend, I was both happy and a little surprised when I saw Bill lift his arm and set the hook on a fish, and I hustled down to help him. After a quick picture, the fish was back in the water and I began explaining our options to Bill—either stay and play around with these fish or take a good hike upstream. While we were talking, I was also checking to see if there were any smaller flies tucked in the box. Suddenly, I heard another voice: “You know, guys, that fly is entirely too big—do you have any smaller stuff?” The other angler had reappeared and I sheepishly tried to provide a rational explanation for the situation we were in. As I was going on, this fellow pulled a box out of his vest, popped it open, and pointed to a selection of small, innocuous streamers. They were perfect for these conditions.

He started to tell us about the versatility of this fly he called his “Little Precious,” why it worked, and why “even though these are big fish, in these conditions, an oversized fly is generally not very effective. This water is really skinny and I am sure these fish have been pounded. Sometimes they’ll even move away from a big streamer like that. Here, you guys can have these.”

I thanked him for the two flies and told him that I really appreciated what he was saying, and feeling a little embarrassed, repeated that I had honestly just grabbed the wrong box. He then asked if I had any egg or nymph patterns and suggested with the water this clear, he would try rigging a small fly under a bushy dry, and asked if I had anything like that with me.

Now, I have spent a great deal of time living, working, and fishing in Steelhead Alley. I know more than a handful of reputable guides from Ohio, New York, and Pennsylvania and used to know most of the fisheries biologists associated with Lake Erie. I have guided numerous elected officials and influential representatives from the outdoor industry, worked with a half-dozen angling clubs over the years, and watched, and participated in, the development of this fishery. I readily recognized the enthusiasm, and desire to share information, that is indicative of being not only a successful but an exceptional guide. I interrupted him by asking, “Are you a guide?” He stopped and said, “Yes, I am. My name is Karl Weixlmann. I mostly work in Pennsylvania, but I thought I should take a look here in Ohio. Our streams are really slowing down and are pretty skinny, but your tribs aren’t any better.”

I had heard of Karl and knew several folks who consistently fished with him for steelhead, and not only in Lake Erie streams. I knew that Karl also was one of the few guides in Steelhead Alley who fly-rodded for steelhead nearshore in the big lake. And he is also known for his smallmouth bass trips around Presque Isle. I knew Karl was the real deal and I told him as much. I introduced myself, and to my surprise, Karl said, “You’re Steve Madewell?” Evidently, he had heard about me too!

Karl started apologizing for telling me how to catch steelhead but that the fly my friend was using was just too big. He also starting going on about how he knew that I had been instrumental in buying stream frontage in Lake County and how appreciative he was of my work. I already knew from several friends that Karl was a highly regarded guide, but I got a real insight into just how good a guide he was based on his enthusiasm and the tremendous amount of information he was willing to share in a brief encounter with a couple of strangers.

As we finished exchanging our initial introductions, Karl began asking me about how I had been able to get the money for streamside acquisitions, and if that could be done in New York and Pennsylvania. He continued asking question after question about some very complicated systems and processes. And it was at that point that I began to realize Karl was much more than a guide.

He told me that he was working on a book and would like to include some of this information, and he wanted to make sure he got it right. I said there was a lot involved and I would be happy to answer his questions as best I could, with as much detail as possible, but this was much too involved to go over in a few minutes on the stream. We agreed to touch base later in the week.

That is how I met Karl, and this brief encounter provides a perfect illustration of who he is—a guide committed to providing the best possible experience to his clients, constantly scouting and taking inventory of ever-changing conditions. He is an eternal ambassador to the sport, forever working to protect, enhance, or improve conditions essential for all things associated with fly fishing.

Karl is always willing to stop what he is doing and share information and techniques to help others whether they are potential clients or not. I ultimately came to realize that Karl is an environmental advocate and an interdisciplinary thinker who has recognized the connections between recreation, economics, science, and politics. He is committed to lifelong learning and wants to know not only how to do something but also why things work the way they do. And he is forever the educator and the consummate guide.

In our subsequent conversations, Karl explained the concept of this book, and I repeatedly told him that this was an ambitious project. I know from years of fishing and working on Ohio stream projects that river conditions constantly change and can sometimes change rapidly. I began to think about what Karl was doing. I realized that he was not only providing a wealth of information about where to fish but also would be using current conditions to illustrate how to fish, and in doing so, craft a remarkably informative book that would capture a snapshot of how things are now in Steelhead Alley. And as we became better acquainted, I realized how well suited Karl was for this task as he constantly travels around, always looking for the best options to match the skills and expectations of his clients to stream conditions.

Folks who have been chasing steelhead in the Alley know that things continue to evolve and change. Resource management priorities and policies shift, and ecological conditions can and have improved but could just as easily deteriorate. There have been significant advances in technology creating fishing trends and new techniques. I came to realize that this book was something very special and Karl was the perfect person to write it.

You will find it a well-written, enjoyable read that is loaded with information. It will improve your angling capabilities and make you a better informed and more appreciative angler. And maybe, just maybe, it will inspire you to become more involved with your local angling club and more engaged with your local water.

On a final note, should you ever get the chance to listen to Karl give a presentation or to spend a bit of time with him on the water, you will find he is just as engaging as this book.

—Steve Madewell

former Deputy and Executive

Director of Lake Metroparks




Introduction

Steelhead Alley comprises over 400 miles of southern Lake Erie shoreline in three states: Buffalo, New York, at its eastern end; Toledo, Ohio, on its western flank; and Pennsylvania’s shoreline in the middle. We are blessed on the south shore of Lake Erie to have such a wide variety and sizes of tributaries in which to learn our craft. Our region might not have the best coldwater river habitat in the Great Lakes for producing wild steelhead, but it arguably has the highest catch rates per hour of fishing and the most diverse lineup of watersheds in which to pursue our sport.

Steelhead Alley is likely the best location within the entire Great Lakes region for catching a steelhead on a fly. Catch rates of over one steelhead per hour of fishing have been frequently documented, although that certainly does not happen on a daily basis throughout the entire length of a season, or on certain tributaries.

This book is the culmination of over 20 years of guiding and fly fishing throughout the Alley. I have tried to compile here the most extensive and detailed information on Steelhead Alley fly fishing, from the smallest streams that you could jump across to the largest rivers that take years to learn. It’s a totally comprehensive compilation of where, when, and how to get your steelhead fix on the Alley.

Steelhead Alley has become my home and workplace, where my “office” changes with the seasons and moods of the fish. One day I’m on Elk Creek in Pennsylvania, the next day I’m on Conneaut Creek in Ohio, and the day after that I’m somewhere on the beach fishing the surf zone of Lake Erie. In years past, I spent a lot of time guiding and fishing on Cattaraugus Creek in New York, one of the premier tributaries within the entire Great Lakes system and a favorite trout stream of my youth above the Springville Dam. This constant change and adaptation is what I like so much about fly fishing for steelhead.


[image: frn_fig_006]
Andrew Steele Nesbit stalks steelhead on New York’s 18 Mile Creek. The best steelhead anglers, in my opinion, are hunters in some form or the other.
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Environmental changes occur during a steelhead season that can affect run timing, tributary conditions, and fish location. Rain, stream flow, air temperature, water temperature, leaf drop, freeze-up, and ice-out all matter when choosing a place to fish and what technique you are going to use.

Although you may personally enjoy fishing certain tributaries more than others, and it’s been said that learning just one or two tributaries well is a secret to success, each tributary may actually have days when it fishes better than all the rest. It’s up to you to be on the right stream or river at the right time, under the best water conditions, on the particular day you are fishing. Even then there are going to be times and conditions when a particular section of a tributary fishes better than the rest of it. That’s one of the fascinating aspects of steelheading. It’s a puzzle that you have to piece together, and if you spend a lot of time on the water, it’s a puzzle that changes daily.

I rarely fish the same tributary or section of tributary for more than a couple days in a row, even when water levels are stable. The fish move. It’s not static and it’s everevolving. And just when you think you have things figured out, Mother Nature lets you know that you don’t.

In this book I have tried to compile the most detailed access information and individual tributary descriptions and reports, many of which you may not have heard of or given a second thought to, plus a few new techniques that I hope will help you put more fish in the net. They all have their own place and time. This is where I hope the knowledge I have gained from countless hours of observation, and the many miles of old-fashioned footwork I have done, can lead you to better outings on the water.

I cover how to fish different water conditions and how to fish the largest and smallest tributaries. I’ve also compiled the latest contemporary and most productive fly patterns, and tell you where, why, and how you should be using them. I also cover smallmouth bass, lake-run brown trout, lake trout, and the occasional Chinook or coho salmon that you can catch on a fly, along with the best tributaries and shorelines in which to find them.
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PART I The Fish and the Seasons

The diversity and history of Great Lakes coldwater and warmwater fisheries is an astonishing thing to ponder, and the metamorphosis of fish resources that has occurred within the last century is because of man’s intervention, alteration of the environment, and destruction of native species. Before Pacific salmon and steelhead became widespread, and exotic invasive species invaded, Lake Ontario’s Atlantic salmon population was wiped out due to overfishing, dam building, logging, agriculture, and industrial discharge. Lake Erie was known as the “Freshwater Fishing Capital of the World,” and Erie, Pennsylvania, became a mecca for early fishing technology, boat building, fish tug design, and nethandling invention and manufacture. Populations of sturgeon, lake herring (cisco), and whitefish became threatened, sparking a fish war between the United States and Canada. The once abundant and fabled blue pike, a relative of the walleye, became extinct.

Today, this former diversity has been replaced with coldwater species like Chinook salmon, coho salmon, pink salmon, brown trout, and steelhead. An evolutionary change has occurred within the entire Great Lakes system, much to the benefit of the avid fly fisher, who can now pursue species of nonnative gamefish that previously had not existed in an almost incomprehensible freshwater environment. Native warmwater species like smallmouth bass, largemouth bass, northern pike, and muskellunge all can be caught on a fly along Steelhead Alley. An enterprising fly fisher could even target carp, walleye, and native lake trout from our shorelines. The opportunities are boundless within the spectrum of the four seasons, with each species having its own unique niche and fly tackle requirements and techniques.


[image: chpt1_fig_001]
Early fall-run steelhead are just about the prettiest creatures you could ever lay eyes upon. This rosy hen fell for a Black and Blue Electric Stonefly.


[image: chpt1_fig_002]
Wild steelhead on the Alley can possibly be identified by a fully formed and veined dorsal fin, like this one caught in a tributary of Cattaraugus Creek. A better life history would be revealed by looking at a scale sample under a microscope and observing the growth rings. A stocked smolt’s first-year growth ring would be rather large due to constant feeding when compared to a naturally produced fish, which would have smaller year one or two growth rings.


[image: chpt1_fig_003]
When steelhead pour into the tributaries, they can often congregate in dense pods below any small falls that block their migration




CHAPTER 1 The Fish

Steelhead, brown trout, pink salmon, coho salmon, Chinook salmon, and even lake trout can all be caught from the shorelines, bays, and tributaries of what could be considered the most biodiverse Great Lake of all, Lake Erie. You could add warmwater species to that list such as smallmouth bass, walleye, largemouth bass, northern pike, muskellunge, catfish, and assorted panfish. You could even say that all of these species are migratory within Lake Erie’s watersheds, but for the purposes of this book we are going to cover the species more readily available to the tributary and shoreline fly fisher.

The shining star on that list is the steelhead trout. To a lesser extent, brown trout and the Pacific salmon species annually show up at the end of a steelheader’s line, though they are not often targeted individually. As of late, I see more lake-run brown trout being caught than either of the Pacific salmon species, though a lot of pink salmon catches were reported in 2023 on Pennsylvania’s east-side Erie tribs. A burgeoning fall lake trout fishery has been occurring on Lake Erie that is mostly available to the boater in the eastern part of the lake, though some are caught from shorelines near tributary mouths.

Another player that’s not often thought to be migratory is the smallmouth bass that runs up our tributaries just like steelhead from late April through early June. Good numbers of bass can often be caught miles upstream from the lake mouth. This diversity of fish species and availability can keep a Steelhead Alley fly rod bent over from September all the way until June.


[image: chpt1_fig_004]
True chromers are identified by dark, sometimes charcoal-colored backs followed by gleaming silver sides and a snow white belly. This fish is from New York’s Cattaraugus Creek.


[image: chpt1_fig_005]
Steelhead that have spent some time in the tributaries tend to have a darker coloration, with buck steelhead developing kypes and crimson streaks as they near spawning time.

Steelhead

In the late 1800s, fish culturists from around the Great Lakes became enamored with a trout species from the West Coast—the rainbow—first “discovered” by the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1806 on the Columbia River basin. The first pioneer of Great Lakes introduction was Seth Green in New York, who in 1874 hatched the first batch of “California” rainbow trout eggs and subsequently released them into Lake Ontario tributaries.

In 1876, when General George Armstrong Custer famously lost his Last Stand, rainbow trout were beginning to be introduced into Michigan’s Au Sable River. These original plantings of rainbows came from the McCloud River and were also called “California trout” and “Shasta trout,” because the glacial blue headwaters of the McCloud River formed at the base of Mount Shasta in Washington State.

The United States Fish Commission imported more of these “California trout” to Michigan in 1880, and the state then began to barter its ample supply of native brook trout eggs for exotic trout stocks from Scotland, Switzerland, and Germany that then established brown trout within the state. The rainbows that were initially planted quickly became widespread and displaced native brook during the early 1900s. Early Michigan fishery conservation laws also referred to these fish as “California trout.”

By 1882, at least one tributary of every Great Lake had been stocked, and many of these trout, whether they were steelhead or not, ended up migrating to these large expanses of fresh water. These came from many sources such as Nevada, Colorado, and California’s Klamath River. Some, from Redwood Creek in California, were thought to be true steelhead. By 1895, the first rainbow trout were caught from commercial nets in Pennsylvania’s Lake Erie waters, where one of the world’s largest commercial fishing fleets existed.

It wasn’t until the early 1900s that a true ocean-migrating steelhead species was thought to be stocked when the Northville Hatchery in Michigan received trout that were identified as Salmo gairdnenri, the old scientific name for steelhead that were then thought to be a different species separate from rainbow trout (the old classification for rainbow trout was Salmo irideus). The first big success and establishment of steelhead within the Great Lakes occurred on Lake Superior when the US Bureau of Fisheries reported in 1904 that spring runs of spawning steelhead occurred on nearly all of the north-shore tributaries around Thunder Bay and Sault Saint Marie.

By 1914, millions of Oncorhynchus mykiss (Oncorhynchus is a genus of fish that includes Pacific salmon species, from the Greek interpretation meaning “hook snout”; mykiss comes from the Kamchatkan name for rainbow trout) were being planted by the state of Michigan, and they developed weir facilities for egg collection and propagation purposes on rivers like the Pine and Little Manistee.

The descendants of those original McCloud River and California trout stockings became the cornerstone of modern steelhead fisheries throughout the Great Lakes. With six subspecies of rainbow trout, many of which were probably used, hybridization, naturalization, and a motley assortment of intentional and unintentional stockings, a hodgepodge of steelhead genetic histories has been created. But one thing’s for sure: We all love to hook them up with a fly rod and watch them go airborne.

There seems to be unneeded debate as to what a real steelhead is, and I agree that the steelhead we fish for in the Great Lakes are not a true evolutionary and ecology-created species that is born in freshwater coastal rivers and tributaries of the Pacific, where they live as adolescents for several years before migrating to the ocean, feasting on the ocean’s abundance for several more years, and growing to extraordinary sizes before returning to their natal rivers to spawn and reproduce the next generation. This original range extended from the Aleutian Islands in Alaska down to the Baja Peninsula in Mexico, with diverse population segments within it.

Further complicating the issue is the fact that resident O. mykiss females can produce migratory steelhead offspring, and O. mykiss steelhead females can produce “residential” brethren. So, with two differing life cycles, one that spends its entire life in a stream environment can be called a rainbow, and one that migrates to and from a large body of water can be called a steelhead.

In addition to this migratory behavior, you can also distinguish a steelhead from a rainbow by a steelhead’s morphological and biochemical transformation from parr to smolt (a process called smoltification). The juvenile steelhead takes on a silvery sheen to adapt to its pelagic, open-water environment and exhibits schooling tendencies, which lower the risk of predation.

The migration back to the stream of its birth is a marvel. Dave Kelch, Ohio Sea Grant Extension Specialist, regarding imprinting of salmonids for return to specific release sites, explained it this way: “The ability of wild migratory salmonids to accurately locate their natal streams has been determined to be a combination of variables. The use of the sun as a compass, polarized light, ocean currents, temperature, olfaction and electrical and magnetic stimuli, and even some forms of pollution play a role in migratory salmonid returns. There are unique, local differences in soil and vegetation of drainage basins, providing each stream with a unique chemical composition, and thus, a distinctive taste/odor.

“Hatchery fish react in the same manner. Young fry are actually imprinted (exposed) to a very small amount (parts per trillion) of a chemical. A number of different ones are used, for example, morpholine or Beta-phenylethyl alcohol while in their smolt stage in the hatchery. Once released into a tributary stream they swim to the ocean (Lake Erie in this example) where they grow rapidly due to huge amounts of forage. When their return is calculated to occur, a chemical ‘drip station’ may be located at the mouth of the tributary, or even a ways upstream, providing the taste/smell these fish were imprinted to during the smolt stage.”


[image: chpt1_fig_006]
Natural reproduction of steelhead has been documented on Cattaraugus Creek tributaries in New York State, several tribs in Pennsylvania, and even tributaries of the Cuyahoga River in Ohio. Because of habitat restrictions, Steelhead Alley tributaries may never have self-sustaining populations of naturalized fish, but it’s still nice to know that a few “wilds” are floating around and that Mother Nature can prevail. Beautiful purple oval parr marks and perfect fin structure define this naturally produced steelhead that has yet to migrate to Lake Erie.


[image: chpt1_fig_007]
Most Pennsylvania steelhead that are stocked as one-year-old hatchery smolts can be identified by short, blunt, underdeveloped dorsal fins.

As Kelch points out, however, these steelhead don’t always make it back to the exact stream of their birth: “Yet if the habitat they seek is far from where they were released, they may be inclined to swim to another river or stream flow.” I know that a portion of stocked smolts do not in fact imprint upon the tributary into which they are released and move about Lake Erie in a helter-skelter manner. This is why most of New York’s fall-run steelhead fishery is composed of Pennsylvania fish, why Manistee strain steelhead stocked by Ohio are caught in Pennsylvania, and why we sometimes catch lake-run brown trout in Ohio tributaries.

The migratory nature of steelhead makes them easier to catch (generally) than stream trout. You probably won’t find one in the same pool as you did a couple days or weeks ago, or see one rising daintily to a mayfly hatch. The steelhead is not as spooky as a small-stream trout that probably has lived in the same pool for much of its life. A steelhead growing into adulthood in the Great Lakes has spent its life constantly moving, with little to no human contact. During ideal water conditions on the tributaries, they can actually seem easy to catch when you know you’re fishing through a pod of fresh-run fish. But when the water drops and goes low and clear, they can become seemingly uncatchable, especially after exposure to fishing pressure.

That is the enigma of steelhead: seemingly dumb one day, impossible to hook the next. That too is part of the attraction we have for them. They are simply not your ordinary fish.

NEW YORK STEELHEAD

New York stocks yearling Chambers Creek strain steelhead originating from Washington that tend to run later during the fall and early winter than Pennsylvania steelhead, which can enter the tributaries as early as mid to late September. These steelhead smolts are obtained from New York’s Salmon River fish culture station. The western New York tributaries of Lake Erie will get substantial runs of stray Pennsylvania fish, which may not necessarily imprint on the stream into which they are stocked in Pennsylvania, and run earlier than the Chambers Creek strain.


Steelhead Genetics

Salmonid species, including steelhead, have a lineage dating back to the middle Eocene era, approximately 33 million years ago. Eosalmo driftwoodensis was the first fossil species that represented a true salmonid fish and was found at Driftwood Creek in central British Columbia. Innovations in fisheries research and technological advances in genetic findings have shed new light on how steelhead evolved.

A genetic genome (genetic material) duplication event occurred sometime in this history, where an unknown salmonid descendant became a tetraploid fish, which has four sets of chromosomes. A 1999 ICES Journal of Marine Science study confirmed that a “possible duplication event occurred in steelhead evolutionary history thought to be related to the tetraploid ancestry of all salmonids.”

In 1989, steelhead were found to be more closely related to Pacific salmon species because of these genetic studies, and they received the taxonomy designation and scientific name of Oncorhynchus mykiss. The genus Oncorhynchus includes Chinook, coho, pink, sockeye, and chum salmon.

One of the earliest published uses of the term “steelhead” came in 1908, in association with California’s Santa Ynez River basin, which at one time had large historical runs and a recreational fishery of these naturally spawned Pacific Ocean migratory trout. That was, until the early 1950s, when the Bradbury Dam was constructed. Remnant populations of these wild, anadromous (a species that migrates from fresh water to salt water and back to fresh water) steelhead from the Santa Ynez River were used to develop an evolutionary history and conservation strategy in California during the 1990s.

Genetic analysis revealed that traits that were common among northern California and Alaskan steelhead were not found in southern California steelhead. Even though normal molecular evolution of fish species shows that the greatest amount of genetic diversity is found within the largest population of breeders, southern California steelhead showed the highest amount of genetic diversity in the smallest population size, possibly due to climatic cycles of ocean conditions, which cause shifts in abundance among different habitats. These, like many of the West Coast’s steelhead and salmon populations, have been listed as endangered, threatened, or a species of concern since 1991, under the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).

Sadly, because of dam construction, industrial damage, and the loss of historic habitat that have occurred since Europeans invaded North America, it looks like many of these indigenous populations of wild steelhead may no longer exist into the next century. However, within 176,000 miles of spawning habitat found within the boundaries of four states—California, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho—renewed recovery efforts for these iconic symbols of the West Coast have begun, with some positive results.

On a tributary of the Salmon River in Idaho, landowners, the NMFS, and the state improved passage and restored flows to the Pahsimeroi River for threatened Snake River steelhead and Chinook salmon where historical spawning habitat was once used. Partnerships between Native American tribes and the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife have developed hatcheries with wild brood stock while hydroelectric dams were being removed from the Elwha River in the Olympic Peninsula in northwest Washington.

Historic Campbell Creek in northwestern California received the help of almost 100 grassroots volunteers who removed in-stream barriers to migration and improved riparian habitat. These volunteers installed rock grade-control structures and 10 log structures, and planted nearly 3,000 trees that will provide shade, cooler water temperatures, and bank stabilization.

The NMFS reports that some of these threatened steelhead and salmon populations are now showing stable or increasing trends, and that “we are making progress towards our goal of preserving our natural legacy for future generations.” But are these battles being fought a little too late?


Even though New York has also increased stocking of Cattaraugus Creek with earlierrunning Washougal River strain steelhead fingerlings from Washington State, right now I believe most of its fall run is composed of stray Pennsylvania plantings. I’ve come to this conclusion because of the better water levels and tributary conditions on Cattaraugus during drastically low-water fall seasons in Erie, and because they look just like Pennsylvania steelhead: short, wide, and sometimes missing a dorsal fin or pectoral fin, or having some other deformed fin structure caused by raising approximately one million smolts in concrete raceways.

In December 2016, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) Division of Fish and Wildlife came out with a long-range, progressive plan titled Management Plan for Lake Erie Steelhead, 2016–2025. Goals include: (1) maintain catch rates of 0.33 fish/hour, (2) foster production of wild steelhead in areas of suitable water quality and habitat, (3) increase stream access, (4) protect and enhance stream habitat, (5) maintain simple and effective regulations, and (6) promote responsible stewardship of the resource. Yearly stocking goals are 255,000 Chambers Creek strain smolts that are spread out over nine New York State tributaries.

If production of naturally produced steelhead is also a goal, is there any recruitment? It was previously thought through scale analysis that as much as 22 to 25 percent of Cattaraugus Creek’s steelhead fishery was composed of wild, naturally reproduced fish. Recent studies using otolith microchemistry (otolith organs are a calcium carbonate structure found within the inner ear of vertebrate species) have proven otherwise, indicating that only 5 percent of returning steelhead to Cattaraugus and Chautauqua Creeks are wild.

To enhance natural propagation of wild steelhead in New York, the DEC has implemented seasonal closures from January 1 to March 31 on two Cattaraugus Creek tributaries, Spooner Brook and North Branch of Clear Creek. Catch-and-release artificial-lures-only regulations and fish passageways created on Chautauqua Creek are also supposed to help steelhead migrate to better spawning habitat.

The DEC’s plan places more importance on the larger-tributary fishery, stating that the open-water fishery for steelhead in New York’s portion of Lake Erie is less significant. Tributary fishing for steelhead in New York has a larger economic impact, with an estimated $3.2 million spent during the 2007–2008 season within three local counties. Some 263,545 angler hours were spent targeting steelhead in New York during the 2004–2005 season, with a release rate between 87 and 94 percent and a total catch of 129,562 fish on Lake Erie tributaries.


[image: chpt1_fig_008]
While Lake Erie may not produce steelhead on average as large as other Great Lakes such as Michigan and Ontario, some spectacular specimens of the species can be caught like this one that photographer Jack Hanrahan landed on Cattaraugus Creek.

According to angler diary programs, catch rates per hour from the 2003–2004 through the 2007–2008 seasons were a rather astonishing 0.6 fish per hour, but that dropped dramatically in the 2011–2012 survey to 0.34 fish per hour. Biologists in Pennsylvania and Ohio reported similar declines during the same period, and it has not been determined exactly what the cause is. Several factors including heavy predation of steelhead juveniles by adult walleye in Lake Erie and a surge in lamprey and cormorant populations have been cited as possibilities. DEC officials are also looking at alternative methods when stocking young-of-the-year steelhead to increase adult returns and survival of stocked smolts with a new pilot program.

However, I believe these release and catch rates may be skewed because the data comes from anglers that voluntarily produce seasonal log books and diaries of daily fishing activities. The individuals that go through the trouble of providing this information are more likely to be avid anglers and also catch-and-release oriented. I know this because I have been a participant in the past. Still, fisheries managers in New York responded to tributary angler requests with year-round, catch-and-release, artificial-lures-only sections on several of the tributaries, a 1.7-mile section on the main branch of 18 Mile Creek and 1.3 miles on Chautauqua Creek.

New York has also been changing its stocking strategy to further enhance tributary fishing. For example, 10,000 pen-reared yearlings have been moved from Dunkirk Harbor and are now planted in Silver and Walnut Creeks. Poor returns on Cazenovia Creek in southern Erie County have led to additional stocking on Buffalo and Chautauqua Creeks. NYSDEC will continue to “dial in” its steelhead stocking program as new return data is compiled in the future. Current stocking targets are as follows:


	Buffalo Creek, 15,000

	Buffalo River (net pens), 10,000

	Canadaway Creek, 20,000

	Cattaraugus Creek, 90,000

	Cayuga Creek, 15,000

	Chautauqua Creek, 45,000

	18 Mile Creek, 40,000

	Silver Creek, 10,000

	Walnut Creek, 10,000



With a continuing diverse management policy, James Markham, senior aquatic biologist for the Lake Erie Unit, said that the brown trout stockings into Lake Erie would no longer be taking place, as they made up only 2 percent of the tributary component. Originally meant to improve harbor fisheries in Dunkirk and Barcelona, a closure to the warmwater discharge from the power plant in Dunkirk has shown that catch rates are down and that boat anglers rarely target brown trout on Lake Erie.

The brown trout plants were substituted with 45,000 fall fingerling domestic rainbow trout from the Bath, New York, hatchery and were stocked in Chautauqua, Canadaway, Cattaraugus, and 18 Mile Creeks, where over 90 percent of the angling effort occurs. “Based on past performance, we hope that these fish will improve early season tributary runs in September and October,” said Markham. In addition, Cazenovia Creek, a “test stream,” was removed from the spring stocking list and changes are being made to the tributary stocking locations.

In an effort to increase catch rates that dwindled in the last two stream surveys, NYSDEC is embarking on a study to determine migration patterns of steelhead after they are stocked. Fish over 5 inches and fish less than 5 inches were stocked in 2015 and 2016, in the upper and lower portions of Chautauqua Creek, to determine the best results. It’s already been found that the smaller fish stocked higher up on the tributary had a tendency to migrate upstream, not down, and that the larger stocked fish have had a better chance at survival.

“Based on our research, we think we can hedge our bets and get better survival by stocking the smaller steelhead closer to the lake,” Markham said. What happens when the fish reach Lake Erie is not yet known, but the constant tweaking and research that New York does on its Steelhead Alley tributaries may have positive results in the future.

PENNSYLVANIA STEELHEAD

In 1975, when I was 13 years old, my father gave me a Boys’ Life magazine that contained the article “Steelhead: The Rainbow That Went to Sea.” It had pictures of Boy Scouts from Troop 626 in Bellevue, Washington, where the steelhead trout is the state fish, bouncing down the Skykomish River in drift boats with snowcapped mountains in the background, guided by members of the Northwest Steelheaders Chapter of Trout Unlimited. “Suddenly, the surface of the water split open and a silvery bright, thrashing, living torpedo came leaping out,” wrote the author. I couldn’t believe that this mysterious fish species was a trout, and totally unlike the ones that I caught from local streams in western New York, and it made me want to catch one.

A hodgepodge of genetics including Washington strain, Skamania strain, and lake-run domesticated rainbow trout have created what author John Nagy has called “a unique, naturalized strain of steelhead that has adapted very well to the ecosystem of Lake Erie.” I’ll admit that Pennsylvania “steelhead” are on average smaller than other Great Lakes steelhead like the Little Manistee River strains stocked in Ohio, but Pennsylvania makes up for it with numbers.

The Pennsylvania steelhead fishery had its beginnings in 1966 when the 3-C-U Trout Association captured 800 naturally produced lake-run rainbow trout fry from 1 to 1½ inches long from Thomas Run, an upper Walnut Creek tributary. Because of this, a case could easily be made that Pennsylvania’s steelhead fishery began with wild genetics from what were previously known as lake-run rainbows.
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West Coast anglers may not like us referring to our steelhead that migrate from the largest bodies of fresh water in the world into its tributaries as steelhead, but there is still no other species on Steelhead Alley that has garnered as much arduous attention as chrome.

From this time up until the early ’80s, the Pennsylvania shoreline of Lake Erie was affectionately known as “Rainbow Row” before obtaining the moniker “Steelhead Alley.” Pennsylvania steelhead are short with wide girths and many of them will have a blunt or poorly developed dorsal fin. Some that you may catch do not even have a dorsal fin. I believe part of this can be attributed to hatchery confinement and raceway rearing facilities where the fish face into the current with their backs out of the water. Competitiveness for food may also result in the fish biting each other’s fins, sometimes resulting in fin deformities and hindered development, which can easily be seen in adult fish.

With the decline of planted coho salmon returns due to the diminished populations of alewife, the primary forage species of Pacific salmonid species in the Great Lakes and Lake Erie (this occurred because of the zebra mussel invasion, a nonnative, water-filtering, plankton-feeding shellfish), the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC) needed a more diverse predator and consequently started increasing steelhead stockings in 1982. Pennsylvania, even though it has the smallest amount of shoreline, exceeds all other Lake Erie jurisdictions in its stocking efforts, averaging a little over one million year-old smolt plantings per year since 2004.

Historical data of steelhead catch rates per hour have certainly gone down on Steelhead Alley tributaries. In 2004, New York and Pennsylvania reported catch rates of just over 0.6 fish per hour, which dropped to just over 0.3 for both states in 2015 and 2016. Likewise, the PFBC’s boat angler survey has coinciding data, going from a catch rate of over 0.5 fish per hour in the year 2000 down to 0.2 in 2015, a more than 50 percent decrease in the number of steelhead caught.

Yet, in a Godfrey Run lamprey wounding rate assessment conducted by the PFBC, data showed a decrease in fresh and healed wounds from 2010 to 2015. In 2010, 16 out of 100 steelhead were found to have healed wounds and 3 out of 100 were found to have fresh wounds, almost 20 percent of the sampled population. In 2015, less than 4 out of 100 steelhead were found to have sea lamprey wounds, but I’m not so sure that this small sample size from one of Pennsylvania’s smallest tributaries gives an accurate account of what is happening with Lake Erie’s entire steelhead population.

The assessment also concluded that the average size of adult steelhead declined by 60 mm during the six-year study period (that’s 2.36 inches), which is quite substantial, and that less four-year or older steelhead had been returning in recent years. I think that all of these complications are due to the drastically changing aquatic environment that is occurring in all of our Great Lakes.

A lot of Lake Erie steelheaders and local businesses related to the fishery have been complaining of poor fishing over the last several years. At an AFS (American Fisheries Society) symposium, steelhead populations of naturalized strains found within the Great Lakes and those native to the West Coast have declined due to “expanding human populations creating deteriorating water quality and increased angling pressure due to their beauty and fighting capabilities.” Well, steelhead certainly are beautiful, and maybe we are starting to love them to death and have been spoiled in past years with good and easy fishing, along with larger fish. Creel surveys conducted in Pennsylvania during the 2003–2004 season showed that 847,444 angler hours were spent targeting steelhead, with a total catch estimated at 533,873 fish and a release rate of 78 percent. Thankfully, the fishery in Pennsylvania saw a big rebound during the fall of 2022 that will hopefully continue into the future.

OHIO STEELHEAD

Every year, the biggest steelhead I see caught are probably going to come from Ohio, and they are going to be caught during the early spring months. That’s because Ohio does not stock a “naturalized” strain of steelhead like Pennsylvania—they stock Little Manistee River strain steelhead with eggs obtained from wild, stream-born fish taken from the Manistee River drainage in Michigan. When you look at a large, Manistee strain fish, you can see that they look way more like a West Coast, ocean-run fish.

They have big whale tails, as wide as or wider than your hand. Long and tubular, they look more like a submarine than a football. It seems as if this attribute, and maybe those wild genetics, allows them to fight harder than a Pennsylvania steelhead. To me they are even more beautiful. Most of them have perfect fin structure with full dorsal fins and spotted pectoral fins. They are the chromiest of the chromers that you will ever catch—their sides when fresh run are like a blinding hot white silver bar. I also believe that a lot of the really large fish caught during the spring in Erie are actually stray Manistee strain steelhead.

Although you will sometimes catch Manistee strain fish in late fall and winter on Pennsylvania and Ohio tributaries, most of Ohio’s early fall run is composed of Pennsylvania strays. The exception is Conneaut Creek, where the fishing has been better during the fall months of October and November because of PFBC plantings much farther upstream in the Pennsylvania section, where 75,000 smolts are stocked annually. The best Ohio fishing in my opinion still happens after ice-out in the spring, when the majority of Manistee strain steelhead run the tribs. A Pennsylvania or western New York steelheader can easily extend the spring season by jumping over the state line and keep hooking up with fresh-run fish, sometimes into May.

Five Lake Erie tributaries in Ohio are stocked with Little Manistee strain yearlings in the 6- to 8-inch range that have been raised at the Castalia State Fish Hatchery. These include Conneaut Creek, the Grand River, Chagrin River, Rocky River, and Vermilion River, with targeted stocking numbers of 400,000 per year. The Rocky River, because of its location close to Cleveland, has historically received the most fish with over 100,000 smolts stocked annually from 2012 to 2014, but those numbers dropped to just over 90,000 in 2015 and 2016. The Chagrin and the Grand Rivers were stocked with the most yearlings in 2016, with 96,680 and 95,512 smolts, respectively.
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Steelhead are too valuable to be caught only once. GC Conover releases her first one ever on the Grand River.

But changes have started to occur in Ohio’s steelhead fishery. The Little Manistee River fish weir in Michigan, from which the states of Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio obtain eggs from naturally reproducing steelhead for stocking programs, suffered tremendous losses of returning fish in 2016. A springrun steelhead count of 6,290 returning fish in 2002 dropped to 1,834 in 2016, greatly reducing the Michigan Department of Natural Resources’ (MDNR) capability for egg production and distribution to other states.


[image: chpt1_fig_011]
Ohio’s Little Manistee River strain steelhead have impressive whalelike tails that give them much of their power when hooked.

Because of this the Ohio Department of Wildlife (ODW), in order to reach annual steelhead smolt stocking goals of approximately 450,000 fish, has altered its steelhead propagation program. In the spring of 2015, ODW received 200,000 fertilized eggs from the state of Wisconsin that were of Chambers Creek and Ganaraska strain origins. They were then able to procure that fall an additional 210,000 Little Manistee strain fingerlings from the MDNR. What these management changes will do to the future of Ohio’s steelhead fishery has yet to be seen, though it might not change very much at all, and could make the fall fishery even better.

We can thank our friendly neighbors to the north, Canada, for the Ganaraska strain of steelhead, known as a spring-run strain naturalized to the Ganaraska River on the north shore of Lake Ontario. The Chambers Creek strain of steelhead, with West Coast origins from Washington State’s Tacoma Hatchery, will hopefully contribute more fish to the late fall, winter, and early spring fishery. Wisconsin originally received eggs for this strain of steelhead from NYSDEC


Brown Trout
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Though returns of planted lake-run brown trout are not nearly as good as those of stocked steelhead, fine specimens are landed every year throughout the Alley. Browns typically run up Steelhead Alley tribs to spawn during late fall. Some will certainly be caught sooner, and I occasionally see them cruising off the beaches in early October. Jesper Lindquist Andersen seems to have a knack for getting into them every season.
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Chris Mattern holds a gorgeous brown trout he landed right after ice-out in, of all places, Ohio. Brown trout can show up along Lake Erie’s shoreline as early as late September, but most are available to the tributary angler in late October, November, and into early December.





NEW YORK BROWN TROUT



PENNSYLVANIA BROWN TROUT
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Some of our Lake Erie tributaries are stocked with catchable-size trout, which can hold over for a year or two and are caught in some unusual places. This one was caught while fishing for steelhead in downtown Albion, Pennsylvania.






Lake Trout, Salmon, and Smallmouth Bass




LAKE TROUT
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Although a virtually untapped fly-rod species on Lake Erie itself, lake trout are available for those who want to fish “off the grid,” like this one landed by photographer Jack Hanrahan.





COHO AND CHINOOK (KING) SALMON
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One of the few places on Steelhead Alley where it’s possible to encounter a king salmon is on Cattaraugus Creek in New York, which coughed up this fish of a lifetime for avid fly fisherman Mike McCloskey.


[image: chpt1_fig_017]
Large in-stream boulders provide current seams and resting areas for migrating salmonid species. A few drifts along the inside and outside seams, and a couple in the slow water behind the boulder, are usually enough to produce a hookup.







TRIBUTARY SMALLMOUTH BASS
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Smallmouth bass migrate up Alley tributaries just like steelhead do from late April to early June. While they average a little smaller than Lake Erie and Presque Isle Bay bass, they provide an added tributary fishery after spring steelhead season.
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How can you go fly fishing for smallmouth bass without a nice selection of Clouser Minnows? Try natural colors like tan, olive, and white for clear water, and brighter colors like yellow or chartreuse for stained conditions.
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