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  CHAPTER 1


  Steelhead on the North Umpqua


  My introduction to the North Umpqua began in 1955 at the age of eight with family trout fishing outings. In my early teens, I discovered summer steelhead and, later on, winter steelhead. The many years since have allowed me some insight as to the moodiness of these fish. I was fascinated by the river, the fish, and everything about it.


  I received a fly-tying kit for my eleventh birthday and was selling trout flies to my dad’s log-truck-driving buddies that very summer. Back then, trout flies sold for 15 to 25 cents each, depending on the pattern. In the early years that followed, I fished mostly for trout. When I was 13 or 14, I would hitch a ride with my dad in his log truck if he happened to be hauling logs in the North Umpqua area. At times, my brother Don or, occasionally, Dale Greenley would tag along. We always had a great time exploring the river. As soon as I was old enough for a driver’s license, I was on the river at every opportunity.


  The North Umpqua River has the reputation of being among one of the more-difficult steelhead rivers that you may encounter. It’s a reputation gained from as early as the 1920s and 1930s when fishermen began to ply the river with a fly. It earned this standing primarily for three reasons. First, it’s a difficult bedrock river to wade, with many stretches treacherous to the beginning wader. Second, the steelhead may hold only in certain sections of any given stretch of water. Last are the steelhead themselves, for they are indeed a finicky fish. And therein lies the key. At the risk of sounding too simplistic, you can learn to wade safely, where steelhead are likely to hold, and a few tricks that stimulate steelhead into taking your fly. I call it triggering a response. With a little knowledge and persistence, North Umpqua River steelhead can be caught with regularity. With that said, it doesn’t necessarily mean every day! The fish are often moody and unresponsive. Warm water temperatures during late summer flows, or high, cold winter levels, do affect the fish. Heavy rafting pressure often pushes fish to the safety of deeper water. Rafting over spawning salmon or steelhead is detrimental to their task at hand. The fish often react to angling or rafting pressure, especially in low, warm water. They self-regulate. They don’t bite well! Under these conditions, a few fish are hooked at first light and last light, so all is not lost. It’s that chance or hope that drives steelheaders in their quest.


  Nothing is absolute when fly fishing for steelhead. Steelhead are like people in that they are all different. Just as there are aggressive people, there are aggressive steelhead. This aggressiveness may change from day-to-day or even hour-to-hour. I have learned over the years to watch for and identify these changes. Be alert! An angler should never be steadfast as to one method of presentation, one size of fly or pattern. Be aware of the fish’s element, especially how changes may affect them. Insect hatches may stir their interest in your fly. (See story in “Deadline” section.) A change in water temperature, light, or barometric pressure can have a tremendous effect on steelhead.
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    The lower end of Interference Pool


  The North Umpqua is unique in that there are very few of the gravel bars that are common on many steelhead rivers. It’s a bedrock river composed of volcanic basalt. There are many ledges of solid rock with channels and troughs cut by volcanic action and time. The tailouts of the pools are, for the most part, rock-lined or strewn with a jumble of boulders and rock shelves. There are but a few gravel-bottom tailouts. Steelhead, as a general rule, will be found in these tailouts and rocky areas. They need a comfortable place to hold and rest with the least amount of effort. They will also hold in the bowl of slightly deeper water just before a tailout, letting the main force of the current run overhead. A large section of bedrock in the middle of the chute may provide the necessary cushion in the current to enable a steelhead to hold in front of it, or perhaps behind, depending on the force of the current or the size of the obstruction. Reduced, even current is the key to their holding areas. If the water is very fast, they may nose up to a rock of small proportions or saddle into a depression in the bedrock. It’s not uncommon for them to be in a crevice in the rock or under an overhanging ledge—whatever conditions exist to create a comfort zone to ease the force of the current. These become potential holding lies. As the water level changes due to heavy rain, or as in our case a release of water from the power dams, the steelhead may be spurred into changing where they hold. There are many holding areas and spots not in a tailout situation—these just have to be learned. First-time anglers, in general, will find steelhead holding at the tail end of most pools. It is a good place to start and a good place to locate your first North Umpqua steelhead.


  Flies and Presentation


  


  Flies used on the North Umpqua are large in comparison to other rivers. Steel-head flies tied up to 4/0, as well as oversized Intruder-style offerings, are often useful during the winter months. The larger fly hooks are hard to come by as many have been discontinued. Size 4-1/0 are the most productive for summer fishing. Smaller or larger patterns are used as follow-up flies. It is often said that “any color steelhead fly will work as long as it’s black.” The most popular standard patterns continue to be the Skunk, Green Butt Skunk, Black Gordon, Black Prince, Black Leech, and Silver Hilton. Brighter flies like the Umpqua Special or Thor, and recent patterns like the Freight Train, a Randall Kauffman pattern, are also good choices. More subdued flies such as variations of the Orange Bucktail Caddis and a variety of Muddler patterns are also constant producers. White fly patterns like the Alaska Mary Ann and the Cannibal are effective and produce well but are seldom seen in steelheaders’ fly boxes today. In recent years, some of these patterns have fallen by the wayside in favor of the flashy Intruder-style feathered lures. In their own right, these are effective fish catchers when fished deep. I occasionally fish them but tied with much less flash than the factory offerings.


  Tied in a variety of sizes, the Muddler Minnow is an excellent neutral fly that should be in every steelheader’s fly box. I have found size 1/0 or 2/0 Muddlers are useful for winter steelhead. For summer use, Muddler-style wet flies tied on size 6 to size 2 hooks work well fished either wet or as a skated dry fly. A riffle-hitch can be used when skating this type of fly, with two half hitches just behind the clipped deer hair head, making sure the hitch comes off under the bottom of the fly. This will allow even a soggy muddler to lift and skate at the surface.
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    Bucktail Royal Coachman


  The riffle-hitch is an Atlantic salmon technique normally reserved for thinly dressed wet fly patterns, where a double half hitch is tied behind the main knot just ahead of the wing of the fly. The hitch is tied either on the left or right side of the fly head depending on which side of river you are fishing. I sometimes fish a riffle-hitched fly in the surface film of smooth-flowing pools or thin water tailouts. I use it in an effort to trigger a response, often as a last-resort method. I have found it useful when fished in late summer and into the fall months, especially during the first light of day or last light with a thinly dressed size 6 or 4 fly. Tracking the fly fished in a placid pool with its telling vee as it swings across the current can produce heart-stopping results. In recent years, the riffle hitched fly has largely been replaced with foam-bodied or foam-lipped skaters. Dry flies tied with closed cell foam float and skate like corks. Every fly box should have a selection of a few well-hackled dry flies to dead drift as well as foam-bodied skaters. Fished with patience, patterns like the Improved Sofa Pillow, Royal Wulff, White Wulff, and the Steelhead Bee continue to produce when situations call for a natural drifted fly. These standard patterns can be found in a number of fly-tying books.
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    My Fly-Tying Station—Many hours have been spent tying and creating steelhead flies here.—A painting by Joe W. Howell


  Skating patterns of the newer foam flies are often preferred to the older, clipped deer hair style of Bombers or Whisker patterns. I bought one such clipped-hair-body style Whisker fly at a local shop in the 1990s while in Quebec, Canada. Since it lacks any other name, I simply call it the Green Thing. I continue to fish this monster of a bug with good success. It’s tied on a size 2, 4X long hook with a split wing and tail of dyed yellow calf hair. The body is dyed, emerald-green deer belly hair, packed tight and clipped blunt at the head, tapering slightly to the tail. Palmered dyed yellow grizzly saddle hackle is wound to the split wing, with several turns of hackle in front of the divided wing to complete this bushy fly. I particularly like fishing the Green Thing on pools dappled with sun/shade or the last light of evening. This pattern is big, gaudy, and ugly, but it works! It plows a deep furrow in the surface of the water and has taken steelhead for me after other standard patterns had failed. It triggered a response!


  Red is another color that is often forgotten when it comes to steelhead flies. A couple of red fly patterns not in much use by the majority of today’s steelheaders are the Thor and the Killer. The Thor’s early fame began on California’s Eel River, quickly gaining popularity as a very productive pattern.


  Stan Knouse, one of the Steamboaters founding members, tied steelhead flies for Steamboat Inn in the 1970s. He introduced the Thor for use on the North Umpqua with consistent success. It’s still a pattern I use today.


  The Killer, a Washington steelhead pattern, appeared sometime in the 1940s. Though not as widely known as the Thor, it is nonetheless a good choice when you want to present something different than just another black fly.


  I prefer fishing red patterns when the sun is on the water. They have produced well for me under bright-water conditions.


  The Thor and Killer consistently yield summer and winter steelhead—tied in size 4 and 2 for summer and 1/0 for higher winter flows.


  The origins of the Polar Shrimp questionably ranges from the Eel River in California to Washington State sometime around 1932–1933. According to Trey Combs’ 1976 book Steelhead Fly Fishing and Flies, the Shoff Tackle Company of Kent, Washington, was commercially producing a Polar, or orange, Shrimp around that time.


  Other resources have patterns that are very similar, differing only by the shade of orange and/or materials used for the body. Some early versions used orange yarn instead of chenille. Gantron yarn and fluorescent chenille came on the scene in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Polar Shrimp patterns were soon tied with fluorescent flame or fluorescent orange chenille bodies.


  Early fluorescent colors were very light sensitive, often fading within a short time when exposed to sunlight. The light fastness in today’s fluorescent colors is better, and there is a larger selection. In an old 1964 Herter’s Catalog from my library, fluorescent colors were marketed under Herter’s Original Radiant Color, offering only three colors of chenille and seven colors of floss.


  Some early patterns were dressed with wings of polar bear. Today, white bucktail or calf tail are more commonly used.


  One early Eel River tie differed only by having a wing of dyed yellow calf tail with an orange yarn body. Two Polar Shrimp patterns I have in my collection, tied by Polly Rosborough in the 1960s and 1970s, differ slightly, both tied on gold hooks. One pattern features a red tail, with a polar bear wing and fluorescent orange body. The other has a dark tangerine orange yarn body with an orange tail. Both of Polly’s Polar Shrimp patterns are ribbed with flat gold tinsel.


  The Polar Shrimp pattern is the one that I have used for over 50 years on the North Umpqua. It was sold at the Blue Heron Fly Shop for 28 of those years. The early versions did not have silver ribbing. It was most effective for winter steelhead tied on 1/0 to 4/0 hooks.


  Steelhead fly patterns have come and gone from season to season since at least the early 1920s. Popular trout flies tied on larger hooks were often early favorites. Patterns like the Black Gnat, Professor, Western Coachman, and, in some areas, the still-popular Royal Coachman were converted to bucktail hair wings. They often sported jungle cock shoulders for a little added flash on what could otherwise be a drab-looking fly.


  In Field and Stream magazine published in June 1916, W. F. Backus wrote a short story, “Steelhead Trout of the Rogue River.” Quoting a portion of that article: “The reel, a strong sensible one of the single acting type, holds a full fifty yards of heavy enameled line. A six foot leader and a number four Coachman with flashing jungle cock shoulders complete the equipment.”


  Other steelhead flies that originated from trout flies are the Pink Lady and Bucktail Orange Caddis. They are still productive flies though seldom seen today.


  Many early flies dedicated for steelhead were regional, tied and used on home rivers. Among the early fly patterns, some gained widespread use. The Purple Peril, an early Ken McLeod pattern from Washington State, is still popular on the Umpqua.


  The Skunk fly most likely originated on the North Umpqua River. Recalling a conversation I had many years ago with early North Umpqua steelheaders Clete and Don Krogel, they claimed the Skunk as a pattern their mother, Mildred, came up with in the mid-1940s.


  The Bergman Black Prince is a steelhead fly that was mentioned briefly in only a couple of books. In correspondence from Mike Kennedy around 1973, he stated that Ray Bergman used the fly while on the Umpqua in the mid-1930s while staying at Clarence Gordon’s North Umpqua Lodge. The pattern was tied on a size 6 or 8 hook with a red hackle fiber tail, black floss body, small, flat gold tinsel ribbing, and black hackle with a black hair wing.


  Other patterns invented by Ray Bergman for the North Umpqua are the Surveyor and the Sawtooth. These are both patterns listed in the 1938 book Trout by Ray Bergman. In that book, Bergman dedicates a chapter to the North Umpqua experience. Of the Bergman steelhead patterns, I think the Sawtooth is the most useful and attractive. The Surveyor is a reversed-color combination of the Umpqua Special, having body colors tied in opposite order.


  [image: chpt_fig_004]

    A sunburst of Golden Demons—This pattern was a Zane Gray favorite that was first fished in the mid-1930s. Originally a turkey wing trout fly, the steelhead hair wing version followed soon afterward.


  No mention of early flies would be complete without at least a comment about a few of the older fly patterns, most originating in the early 1930s.


  The Golden Demon, reportedly a New Zealand trout fly, was brought to the Rogue and Umpqua rivers by Zane Gray. The pattern is dressed with a yellow tail, large oval gold tinsel body, hot orange hackle, and brown bucktail wing. An earlier trout version was dressed with wings of brown turkey or bronze mallard.


  The Cummings Special is a Ward Cummings pattern with some input from Clarence Gordon.


  The Stevenson Special from the mid-1930s was tied by Clive Stevenson of Roseburg, Oregon. (Listed in Trey Combs’ book, Steelhead Fly Fishing and Flies). When I was working at Umpqua Gun Store in the early 1970s, I recall talking to Clive about his flies and fishing experiences. He stated then his preference for guinea fowl for hackling on many of his steelhead patterns. He held his hands up in front of me, moving all fingers at once, stating, “I just like the way it moves in the water—long and spidery.” Other relatively unknown patterns on the North Umpqua from the 1930s through the 1960s were the Orange Gordon, Gray Gordon, and Joe Davis Special.


  Newer patterns like the Wonder Leech and the Black Bandit were the first of the Lead-Eye series of steelhead flies I developed originally for winter steelhead. After the arrival of Hareline’s Cactus Chenille to the fly-tying world, the steel-head leech patterns soon took on a new look. Flies tied with Cactus Chenille bodies instead of chenille became the norm. They were faster to tie and just as effective, maybe more so under some water conditions. My creative tying juices went crazy. In my fly shop, I sold Lead-Eye Leech patterns with colorful names. The all-black Bandit Leech and the black-and-purple Wonder Leech were both tied with silver core black chenille heads and bodies, palmered with black saddle hackle and black or purple rabbit strip tails. With the introduction of Cactus Chenille, the body on the Black Bandit was changed to large black Cactus Chenille. The orange Halloween Crawler, tied all black except for a body of bright orange large Cactus Chenille, produced well. The Black Bandit pattern soon gave way to the Starlite Leech series, tied in black or purple with heads of fluorescent green or fluorescent fire orange chenille. They are the only Lead-Eye Leech patterns to stand the test of time. The Starlite Leech is still offered for sale in two colors through Umpqua Feather Merchants to fly shops everywhere. The gaudy Clown Leech displayed bright colors tied with a white rabbit strip tail, purple Cactus Chenille body, and silver doctor blue hackle with fluorescent green chenille wrapped around the lead eyes. The latter was never offered for sale in the shop but occasionally produced a dim-witted winter steelhead. That winter, I had opportunity to fish it in a high, muddy flow and hooked and landed a bright 7-pound buck after other patterns failed to work. I mention it here just to show that, at times, steelhead will take anything!


  Donavan Maddox appeared in the doorway of my shop one October morning in 1991. He was fairly new to the area, having fished the river for only a couple of seasons. Since he was also a fly tyer and a promising steelheader, we hit it off right away. It was only natural to show him a few places upriver to fish. Don’s first fish that day was hooked at Upper Williams Creek on a size 4 Black Bandit. The fly worked its magic in the deep water just behind a large boulder-like mass of bedrock, which was situated in the middle of the deep channel. It was a fairly brief encounter. Don’s fly rod bowed its resistance. The steelhead took a little line, gave a couple of stubborn headshakes, and won its freedom with a broken leader. No one likes to lose a fish to a broken leader, but I assured Don that it happens to everyone. Our next stop was the Ledges, where a 6-pound steelhead fell to the Black Bandit. Don grinned as he removed the fly from the fish and returned the steelhead to the river. Though many variations of leech patterns followed, the original Black Bandit accounted for a lot of steelhead and still does.


  The Polar Leech and the Pink Leech were created for winter steelhead fishing on the North Umpqua. They have proven their worth time and again on the Umpqua and other rivers that I have fished in the northwest and Canada.


  Fly Presentation


  


  In making your offering to a steelhead, the main objective is to slow down the fly. A natural dead-drift presentation in slow-to-moderate current speed is often all that is needed to hook a steelhead. As the fly line begins to belly out, a mend should be executed. This is simply rolling a loose loop of line upstream. This allows the fly to play into the fluctuating currents slowly as the line eases across the pool. The faster the water, the slower the fly should travel, thereby affording the fish a longer look at your bug. At times when steelhead don’t respond, a weighted fly may be necessary to induce a take, but even deeply swung flies are no guarantee. It does give the fly angler another option, especially in deeper water. I prefer for the fish to come to the fly, but at times, to catch a steelhead, it becomes necessary to take the fly to them. They will often violently attack your deeply fished Intruder or Lead-Eye Leech pattern.


  As with many types of fishing, morning and evening provide the most productive action. During summer, the steep, fir-lined river corridor provides many shaded areas well into late morning for low-light fishing opportunities. That is not to say steelhead can’t be caught in the bright sun. Steelhead fishing is productive throughout the day from mid-June through the end of July. However, as river levels drop and water temperatures rise during August, it can be harder to catch steelhead in the middle of the day.


  Techniques to Trigger a Response


  


  Steelheaders with several seasons of experience under their wading belts have usually narrowed their fly choices to a few fly patterns. These become their favorites. I have had days on the North Umpqua where the pattern didn’t matter, especially in early summer or later fall conditions. With a change in the weather, usually after a long dry spell, a barometer change with rain on the horizon often spells FISH! More fish are hooked during those times on a wide variety of fly patterns. Those are special times when, under the right situations, you drop what you are doing. It’s time to go fishing. It was one of those times during the 1960s with few fish being hooked, when it clouded up and the barometer changed. The steelhead stirred to life. Nine steelhead were hooked in the Kitchen pool that day by almost as many anglers.


  Often on a busy river, having other options in fly choice can make the difference in hooking a steelhead or not. You only have to look at the hundreds of fly plates in fishing books and the thousands of fly patterns developed over the years. All of the patterns listed have taken steelhead at one time or another. There is, however, a predominance of dark patterns. The reason is simple. They work well because darker fly patterns generally show up best under most light and water conditions. I believe the presentation of your fly to the steelhead is of primary importance. The fly pattern works if it has good visibility, silhouette, and motion. Many fly patterns intended to trigger a response are often used as a last resort. Sometimes, size or flash are useful elements, and it will make the difference. I know fly anglers who fish with only one or two patterns. Their theory is: “It doesn’t really matter; it worked once, and it will work again.” Just don’t try to convince those of us who call ourselves fly tyers! We have too much fun trying to come up with the perfect fly pattern. The imaginative creations of many late-night tying sessions by hopeful glassy-eyed fly tyers are a mixed bag. Most of these concoctions get wet once and are soon forgotten. Once in a while, though, a winner emerges. It proves to be a consistent producer. It’s shared as a secret formula among your closest fishing friends. It becomes a new favorite.


  There are two ways to look at steelhead flies. If you approach them as primary and follow-up patterns, you begin to see certain characteristics. These vary. Some patterns, for instance, seem to work better in one size, smaller rather than larger or vice versa. For better visibility, large flies and sometimes brighter colors produce well when fished in winter conditions.


  Although most consistently producing fly patterns fall into the generally dark or light categories, there is a third group. I call them wild card flies. Steelhead are moody and often quirky critters. They will refuse all offerings then suddenly rush at the strangest thing in your fly box. That’s why your box should always have a few off-the-wall concoctions. Extra-small, extra-large, or extra-gaudy—they may not be your first choice, but they sometime save the day. I know I get a real kick out of hooking a steelhead, especially a difficult one, on something different. I think the experience adds to the pleasure and mystique of my fishing and certainly to my efforts at the fly-tying vise. It’s a creative endeavor.


  The North Umpqua often provides a wonderful opportunity for an angler to see the fish to which he is casting. The river is typically crystal clear during late summer and through the fall months. In a few pools, you can watch the reaction of the steelhead to which you are fishing. Fishing over a sighted fish presents the opportunity to watch their response to different patterns as they are presented. There have been a few steelhead that would rise to inspect almost every fly offered yet would never take. Frustrating! These situations offer a good opportunity to change flies, to try something radically different.


  I cover the water differently when blindly searching a piece of water compared to fishing over steelhead I can see. More fly changes are invested in those I can observe. To an unresponsive fish, a change of flies every four or five casts is in order. I have had steelhead rise to the fly as many as 10 times before finally taking or refusing all fly changes. Although this rarely happens, it pays to have a little patience with an active fish. A radical change of fly patterns will frequently make the difference of being successful or not. A change from a dark fly to a lighter pattern, or an extreme size adjustment, does work often enough. I’m not trying to feed the fish, but I’m trying to trigger a response from the steelhead. The fly may resemble food, but on slow, deliberate takes, the fish’s curiosity makes more sense to me. I have had steelhead rise slowly up from the bottom, seize the fly unhurriedly, and slowly settle back to where they were holding. If you observe this, don’t wait until you feel the fish on the end of the line. Set the hook! A steelhead that slurps in your fly in this manner is almost always hooked in the front of the upper or lower jaw. When methodically fishing a pool to unseen fish, if you feel a slight bump, line drag, or hiccup, set the hook! If anything happens as the line swings through the current, set the hook! Occasionally, in the fall, the fly snags an unseen maple leaf drifting beneath the surface. I call these cheap thrills. A quick jerk on the line usually clears the foul hooked leaf and allows the fly to continue its swing across the pool. We all like those sudden, crashing grabs from a steelhead sending an electrified, abrupt, unexpected jolt through the rod and down your arm. They are indeed exciting! This often means someone wasn’t paying attention! Recognizing different ways steelhead take a fly and knowing where your fly is at all times results in more fish hooked.


  One evening, while fishing the Kitchen Pool and enjoying the peaceful quiet murmur of the river, I was working my fly, a size 2 Black Prince, through the waters of the pool. It was a good fly choice with a strong silhouette against the light in the evening sky. I was about halfway through the run, watching the slow swings of the fly line intently. The fly was silently led across the current as it slid beneath the surface of the smooth water. All of a sudden, the tranquility of the evening was broken by another angler as he noisily waded toward me, slipping and splashing all the way. He was shortly standing beside me.


  “Mind if I watch?”


  He was new to the river as I soon found out. He asked a few questions as I continued to cover the pool with my casts. The fly was swinging about mid-river when the line tightened up. I quickly moved my rod a couple of feet upstream. I felt a slight resistance as a fish took scarcely a few inches of line and was gone. I instantly lowered my rod and allowed the fly to finish the swing. Rarely, every now and then, a steelhead will follow and take again on the same fly presentation. I made two more casts without results.


  As I was reeling my fly line back onto my reel patiently, my newfound buddy was full of questions. “You always set up when the line hesitates?”


  I went on to explain that if the fly line pauses for any reason, I tighten up and check it out. The next day, the same young man entered the fly shop about mid-morning. He had hooked a steelhead in the Kitchen pool in mid-swing when, after a number of casts, the line suddenly stopped. In this instance, I’m not sure who was more surprised—the fish or the fisherman!


  There are times when you encounter a fish that seems to want to take a close look at everything drifting by. That is the one you want! An active steelhead holding higher in the water column and moving side-to-side is easier to entice to the surface than one lying deep, showing little movement. Deep-holding, unmoving fish will, at times, move to a weighted fly pattern. Sometimes you have to get down to where they live, but even a deep-running fly is no guarantee of a hook-up. In one instance, the deeply fished fly bounced off the nose of the steelhead and rolled over his back, off the end of the tail, and drifted on downstream. Not even a twitch from the fish! On the very next cast, as the deep running Starlite Leech approached my quarry, the 8-pound hen simply moved over a few inches to allow the fly to pass by before returning to her original position. She had clearly seen the fly and wasn’t interested. I reeled in and headed up the riverbank. In this instance, I felt there was no need to waste any more time. Like I used to tell my customers, “Sometimes they bite, and sometimes they don’t.”


  The angler’s choice of fly at such times often makes the difference for visibly active fish. But which fly? And why? I’m not sure why steelhead bite, and I’ll probably never know. It could be simply curiosity. At other times, it might be a predator/prey chase situation that excites the attack on your fly. Perhaps they take every now and then for food, or possibly some habit triggered by a hatch. I witnessed this once when small, gray caddis were emerging. (See the complete story in the section “Deadline.”) From time to time, I have seen steelhead rising to and taking the occasional march brown, stone fly, or October caddis. I’m just not convinced that it is for the need for food.


  To illustrate, one fall day, I saw a steelhead rise slowly to the surface to inspect a floating leaf. Yum, yum! Hungry, or just curious? At another time, as I was fishing at Boundary Pool, I watched a steelhead not more than 10 feet from me repeatedly sip in small fir needles slowly drifting in a thin foam line on the surface. A number of years ago, a fisherman entered the shop. He reported finding two large, adult crayfish in the stomach of a hatchery steelhead that he had cleaned. Another time, a customer tossed a finger-sized piece of beaver-chewed wood on the counter. “Sorry, I don’t sell anything like that,” I said jokingly. He looked at me a bit puzzled and went on to explain that the piece of wood was in the stomach of a steelhead he had cleaned. I know on other rivers, closer to the ocean, steelhead are still actively feeding, but on the North Umpqua, not so much. In nearly 60 years of steelhead fishing, I have found food in the stomach of only one North Umpqua steelhead. It was packed with two different types of cased caddis, an unidentifiable mass of nymphs, along with two large pteronarcys stone fly nymphs. Many of the small cased caddis were only 3/8 inches long. The steelhead had to have repeatedly nipped the cased caddis from the bottom as they slowly crawled about. It’s one of those situations that doesn’t make sense. Maybe that fish was just bored; otherwise, food would be found more often inside the fish that we all have taken over the years. I’m content, at least with my approach to steelhead flies. The “Trigger a Response” approach for me works very well, especially when fishing to sighted fish.


  Within the different categories of steelhead flies, wet or dry fly patterns, there are many choices to be considered. We all have our favorite fly patterns that we fish with confidence, each for a particular situation, chosen to catch fish. We fish them because they have worked for us in the past. Your favorite group of fly patterns may be different from mine, but adding a couple of unusual patterns would make a good addition to your fly arsenal. They do sometimes make the difference.


  Most traditional steelhead wet flies are basic hair wings. The Skunk is probably the most universally used pattern, year in and year out, on the North Umpqua. It was developed on the North Umpqua in the early 1940s by Mildred Krogel. I knew her sons, Clete and Don, who fished in the Steamboat area in those early years. Clete related how effective the Skunk was back then. His mother was the fly tyer of the family and had come up with a real winner. In the 1960s, Dan Callaghan added the popular fluorescent green butt, in the fashion of many effective hair wing Atlantic salmon patterns but tied with chenille instead of yarn or dubbing. Both the original Skunk and the Green Butt Skunk possess three essential elements of a solid steelhead producer: excellent visibility, good color contrast, and a strong silhouette.


  Traditional steelhead feather wing wet fly patterns, such as the Silver Hilton or Spruce, are also effective. They have caught a lot of fish. Other types of subsurface steelhead flies are various nymphs and assorted Spey patterns. Flies falling into the wet fly category also include the nontraditional Marabous, Intruder-style Leeches, Woolly Buggers, and Matukas. I tend to use them as follow-up patterns.


  Steelhead dry flies are designed to be fished with buoyant materials to float in or on top of the water’s surface. These are either presented to the fish dead drifted or skated. Wet fly patterns with a thin body profile may be fished with a riffle hitch. These sparse patterns are usually tied with a thin body of tinsel, yarn, floss, or dubbing. This type of fly fished in the surface film usually creates only a small wake on the water depending on where they are fished. For this reason, they are often best in slower-moving water.


  Obviously, there are times when steelhead won’t take any fly, no matter what they are shown. Stale steelhead of late summer or early fall, for instance, can be finicky. Heavy fishing pressure combined with warm, low water due to lack of rain are ingredients that tend to put steelhead in a dull mood. Yet, even at these times, the right pattern can sometimes trigger the most jaded steelhead into seizing your fly.


  Whether designing or fishing a new pattern, you should give thought to qualities likely to trigger a response, especially size, silhouette, color, flash, or motion. The more of these features a particular pattern incorporates, the more effective it is. For better results, choose a fly tied with materials that move rather than a pattern tied with hard, stiff material. Often, just the slow swing of the fly through a pool is all that is needed, so it helps to have a little wiggle or motion to the fly. I can’t stress the point strongly enough—don’t fill your fly box with only one or two hook sizes or one style or shape of fly.


  A steelhead’s eyesight is extremely keen. Twice I have witnessed steelhead come from a distance of 20 to 30 feet downriver to charge a fly swinging just under the surface. I have known of steelhead hooked on trout flies as small as size 16. These are surprising accidents and not the norm. I have hooked steel-head on heavy salmon wets as large as 5/0, and some Intruder patterns that, in length, were equal to a 6/0 hook. Choice of fly size varies greatly with water conditions. It’s the same with color.


  Bright, flashy patterns, such as the Polar Shrimp, are best used in the cold flows of winter. Dark patterns work any time of year. Many summer steelhead flies work very well in winter if simply tied in larger sizes.


  By the same token, you may improve the most subdued steelhead patterns by tying them with accents or highlights of bright color. Simple, one-color flies do take steelhead, yes, but by adding a discreet touch of flash or fluorescent material to the fly, the visibility and contrast are often enhanced. A good basic approach to fly design is light colors against dark and dark colors against light. This helps give your fly depth, which provides a necessary and needed dimension. It also greatly reduces the chance of your fly being dismissed by the fish as just another piece of drifting debris. Remember, a little flash goes a long way. The fly bins in your local fly shop do not need another flashy Mylar creation. Gone are most of the productive hair-wing patterns. The overly flashy flies do work at times, under certain water conditions.


  I was looking at the steelhead flies offered for sale in a couple of fly shops recently. They were mostly Intruder-style flies tied with an excessive amount of Flashabou and Krystal Flash. They were available in a number of different colors. There were too many, but they were dazzling to the eyes—the result of an overzealous salesman no doubt. Most would look great hanging on a Christmas tree! I do occasionally fish Intruder-style flies during the winter months, but I use just a little flash as an accent to the pattern. I fish with flies tied with marabou on occasion but find that patterns made with thin strips of rabbit are more durable and just as effective. Case in point: my Starlite Leech or Glo-Tuka patterns tied in black, purple, or baby pink colors are productive and durable flies.


  The visibility of a fly from the standpoint of its size is a factor. Steelhead wet flies in the range of number 6 to 1/0 merit the majority of our attention. Other size flies, whether larger or smaller, may have regional appeal. On Northern California or Southern Oregon coastal rivers with runs of half-pounder steel-head, rivers such as the Klamath or Rogue, size 10 to size 6 flies are standard. In some northern rivers in British Columbia with runs of larger fish, big flies tied on 1/0 to 4/0 hooks can be commonplace in the fly boxes of experienced anglers.


  Color is also important in how well a fly is seen. The most effective colors are those that can be seen by steelhead under the broadest range of light and water conditions. If you are fishing a floating line with an unweighted pattern, for instance, casting over fairly deep or fast water, which fly would be your best choice? Without hesitation, a larger, dark pattern with a good silhouette—like the Green Butt Skunk, Black Prince, or any number of darker fly patterns. On the North Umpqua, I favor fly patterns tied with black or purple. At times, I have found red to be consistently effective when fished in full sun conditions. While there are a number of red fly patterns, I have limited my selection to three patterns: the Thor, Umpqua Special, and the Killer.


  Contrast in a fly’s design helps the fish see the offered fly. The Skunk’s black chenille body and white bucktail wing accomplish this well. Light against dark gives depth to the design of a well-groomed steelhead fly. It usually has ribbing and sometimes a tag, hackle, or tail of different colors to help accentuate the pattern’s primary color and form. The Skunk’s silver ribbing gives it a little flash. The fluorescent green butt and tail of bright red hackle fibers add color. Finally, the soft, webby hackle provides movement, as does the bucktail wing.


  For someone new to the river, a large Skunk is an excellent choice for fishing fast, foamy currents. In most situations, the rule of thumb is to swim your fly at the speed of the current or slower. Really fast stretches call for much larger flies. I frequently tie on something on the order of 1/0 to 4/0 when fishing or searching fast or deep water on the North Umpqua. I do this even in the shallow, fast, clear flows of summer. Smaller flies in these pools and runs would be quickly swept away, seldom seen by steelhead holding in such foamy turbulence.


  If steelhead can’t see your fly, they can’t take it. Getting steelhead to respond quickly is the primary goal.


  Very little color can be seen in low light. If the fish hasn’t responded to a skated dry fly at dusk, my choice of fly that last half-hour before dark would be large and black, sometimes tied with a bit of flash in the wing or body. It could be any number of patterns, such as a Skunk, Black Prince, or a Black Muddler. A large Black General Practitioner tied with a long, wispy tail is also a good choice. They will sometimes respond to a big, bushy invader. Just about any large, dark wet fly with a simple silhouette often works at day’s end. Try holding your fly up against the sky, imagining it from the fish’s point of view. A fly tied with a defined shape that is big and hairy, with pulsating motion as it swings through the current, has on many occasions produced ferocious takes.


  My choice of skating patterns for midday fishing, with the sun high and bright, generally feature more color. I use flies with accent colors of yellow, red, brown, orange, gold, or green. The After Dinner Mint Muddler is a favorite and continuous producer. There is definitely something about the green that steel-head love. Sometimes, the purple and black Neon Night Muddler works when lighter colors have failed to entice steelhead. Lighter colors are easier to see anytime, in bright daylight or the dimmer, softer light of evening.


  When fishing floating flies, whether skating them or allowing them to drift undisturbed, my experience is that I get more actual hookups on flies tied to swim or rest flat in the surface film. Over-hackled flies may look pretty, but I have witnessed steelhead that rise to such high-riding, bouncy patterns tend to push the fly away. This is especially so with aggressive takers, and sometimes they won’t come back.
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    A pair of Silver Streak Speys—This is a simple but elegant fly that works well year-round. It is most useful when tied on size 2 to 2/0 hooks.


  When fishing wet flies, I generally use light or bright patterns as follow-up flies. They sometimes excite a fish’s interest when darker, primary patterns have failed. With dry fly patterns, particularly flies to be fished and skated on the surface, I usually begin with lighter-colored patterns and then follow with a darker dry fly offering.


  My primary wet fly patterns are usually dark, mostly black or purple. This includes the Skunk, Tiger Paw, Black Gordon, Black Prince, Black Leech, Purple Peril, or the Tranquilizer. All are proven patterns and can be fished with confidence.


  Flies tied in combinations of orange, brown, blue, lavender, gray, and white are close second choices. The Blue Leech, Coon Muddler, Orange Bucktail Caddis, Alaska Mary Ann, and General Practitioner, as well as a variety of Spey flies, are good follow-up flies.


  The silhouette of a fly is important. It’s the shape that the fish sees when the fly is back-lit against the water’s surface. From the fish’s point of view, a clean, simple form shows up well from most angles.


  The last and perhaps most important element in a steelhead fly is mobility. A fly that moves, wiggles, pulsates, or shimmies as it’s threaded through the current is much more effective than a fly tied hard and stiff. Make that fly come alive! This can be done either by choice of material used in its construction or by how the fly is presented to the steelhead. For example, some anglers fish a dry fly skater that is always twitched or jerked through the entire swing. However, I fish that presentation as a last resort, preferring a softer twitch every few feet as the fly skims across the surface of the pool. Fishing a steelhead dry with a violent, jerking action as it swings in the current may sometimes produce results. I’ve seen it work, but there are other ways to finesse a steel-head to your fly.


  Steelhead flies should be constructed with feathers or hair that breathe. Flies tied with marabou, webby hackle, bucktail, or rabbit will often provoke fish simply by their inherent movement, and they look alive! For Spey-style patterns, long-fibered feathers add extraordinary motion to the fly. In addition to these materials, rubber legs, shaggy dubbing, and Flashabou create a sense of life in various nymph, marabou streamers, and leech patterns, but a little flash on the North Umpqua goes a long way.


  A fly that moves enticingly as it struggles to swim in the current will always produce more consistent results. Patterns that are hard and stiff, such as the Comet or Boss, require softer hackle and a longer, sparser tail. These add motion to the fly when it’s buffeted by any current or turbulence of the river. Wet fly patterns with palmered hackle over their bodies may be properly tied with either stiff or soft hackling. A stiff hackle on a Bucktail Caddis, for instance, tends to vibrate and move better in fast flows. The same pattern fished in slow-moving water will produce more lifelike movements if tied with softer hackle. Yet a soft-hackled pattern fished in a fast, smooth run would have a tendency to collapse.


  Many hair wing steelhead flies are fashioned with calftail wings. I much prefer bucktail, soft polar bear, squirrel tail, or Arctic fox tail as winging material on standard patterns. Marabou or rabbit adds the needed movement on other selected patterns, which adds to the suppleness and lifelikeness and offers more action to a fly.


  On the North Umpqua, in the early 1960s and 1970s, hair wing wets were often tied with divided wings. A series of figure-eight thread wraps were tied to separate the wing into a V shape. This style of fly gives a different silhouette while also adding scissor-like vibrations to the wing. It’s an effective style of fly. While not in common use today, divided-wing wet flies still produce fish and should be considered again by present-day steelheaders.


  Steelhead can also be induced into taking a fly by artificially adding a specific movement to the fly at the right time. When your fly is hanging stationary in front of a fish or over a well-known holding lie, a little twitch or two to pulsate or bob the fly will sometimes entice the fish into inhaling your fly. Flies tied with materials that move when manipulated are a definite advantage. They no longer look like a lifeless blob of color. They swim well and appear lifelike.


  Steelhead are drawn to your fly, I believe, for three reasons: They may be curious, territorial, or some pre-smolt remembrance of food has been triggered.


  Don’t forget the oversized patterns, especially on heavily fished waters. One evening, while fishing a deep pool, I hooked a fish on a size 5/0 Green Butt Skunk after two smaller flies had failed.


  On another occasion, I watched a friend fishing a pool for an hour with a large, heavily weighted nymph. After he left, I followed in the same pool with a sparsely tied #4 Golden Demon fished wet in the surface film. Six casts produced two fine steelhead. (See full story in the section “Deadline.”) The odds were in favor of the big nymph in such deep water. Remarkably, the opposite fly is what triggered a response.


  Keep in mind: Regardless of what fly you start with, large or small, a radical change in color, size, method, or depth fished may provoke a steelhead to take your fly. As a last resort effort, I crashed a size 2 or 4 fly 3 feet in front of a holding steelhead. Often, the steelhead erupted to the surface, seizing the fly savagely. Triggering a response made the difference.


  I will often fish a weighted leech pattern in crowded, heavily fished water. Heavy rafting or angling pressure can push steelhead into deeper holding water. A weighted fly may be your best choice in deep waters. My favorite colors for summer are black, purple, or brown. For high, cold winter flows, I add fluorescent orange, pearl, and baby-pink as follow-up patterns. When the water temperature drops below 40 degrees, patterns fished deeply will produce most consistently. At these times, brighter, flashier flies may hold an advantage. Water clarity will dictate one color’s visibility over another.


  No discussion of steelhead flies would be complete without some consideration of different hook styles. Note: Some hooks may be obsolete, but any of the patterns listed in this book can be tied on your favorite hooks.


  Hook choice among steelhead anglers varies widely. If you prefer a hook with a turned-down eye, then the Tiemco 700 is an excellent choice for hair wing patterns. My personal favorite is the Tiemco 7999 turned up loop
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