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  FOREWORD


  Ibegan fly fishing in the early 1970s and took up fly tying a few years later. In the beginning I concentrated my efforts on the fabled waters of the Greater Yellowstone Area, as any fly fisher would. These included such streams as the Firehole, Yellowstone, and Madison Rivers; the South Fork reach of the Snake River (from now on referred to as South Fork reach); and the Henry’s Fork. As time passed, I realized that the Greater Yellowstone Area hosts a superb variety of quality waters of lesser renown. Having always enjoyed discovery, I turned increasingly to visiting remote and lesser-known waters. So came visits to Fall River Basin, Shoshone Lake, Slough Creek, and the upper Yellowstone River; early-season visits to Heart Lake Basin, where I experienced the best inland trout fishing of my life; and other waters within Yellowstone National Park. With these came visits—too numerous to identify here—to waters in southeastern Idaho, southwestern Montana, and northwestern Wyoming.


  [image: In the first few decades of the mid twentieth century the South Fork of the Madison River was considered the best stream in the Greater Yellowstone Area on which to encounter grayling. Brown and rainbow trout have now replaced the grayling and cutthroat trout. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  Certainly in this quest, I have come to have favorite fly fishing locations, particularly meadow streams. Perhaps this comes from my early days fishing the Harriman State Park reach of the Henry’s Fork in its less-crowded past. I revel in the stair-step meadows of Fall River, Slough Creek, and Bechler River, all in Yellowstone Park. I feel the same about the meadow streams of southwestern Montana’s Centennial Valley and eastern Idaho’s upper Blackfoot River, along with numerous small streams. My quest for discovery in the fly fishing world continues, and I will share my accumulated knowledge with anyone having the same or better environmental values than I possess.


  As my fly fishing experience and knowledge grew, so did my concern for the fragile status of cutthroat trout. Certainly, others have the same concern. For example, Jimmy Gabettas, owner of Jimmy’s All Seasons Angler, in Idaho Falls and authority on fishing Greater Yellowstone waters, offers: “The presence of cutthroat trout may be an underlying reason for many fly fishing visits to our Greater Yellowstone Area. I feel almost duty-bound to act to protect not only them, but their habitat.” So I am not alone in having reverence for cutthroat trout, the sole native trout, albeit in different subspecies, in the area. How their diversion into subspecies came about fascinates me. To me their beauty as a salmonid is second to only grayling. These two fish, along with the Rocky Mountain whitefish, are the sole native salmonids in the Greater Yellowstone Area, excepting the lake trout population of southwestern Montana’s Elk Lake.


  [image: Three subspecies of cutthroat trout are native to the Greater Yellowstone Area. How this speciation came about because of regional geologic events is fascinating. Encountering cutthroat trout of the different subspecies becomes a goal of many fly fishers visiting the area. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  [image: The headwaters of eastern Idaho’s McCoy Creek offer stunning scenery as well as undisturbed fishing for Snake River fine spotted cutthroat trout.]


  Yes, I hear all the chat that “cutties” do not put up a spectacular fight compared to some exotic salmonid species introduced to the area. But I wonder if persons making such comments have encountered the westslope cutthroat that is being reintroduced to certain waters, or the Yellowstone or Snake River fine–spotted cutthroat trout in Heart Lake Basin. I would rather catch a 5-pound cutthroat than a 5-pound rainbow or brown trout for one simple reason: Much fewer cutthroat trout of that size exist. More important than judging fighting qualities is accepting the fact that cutthroat trout numbers are shrinking because of environmental changes that negatively impact the cutthroat’s natural equilibrium and because of competition from introduced exotic species. I have also come to realize the cutthroat’s economic value, as nowhere else on earth other than the Rocky Mountains does it exist in self-sustaining numbers. If it disappears, one of the compelling reasons for fly fishers to visit the Greater Yellowstone Area vanishes. Thus I support all efforts to preserve the cutthroat as well as the even more endangered Montana grayling. I encourage all fly fishers to do the same.


  I support the presence of exotic salmonids in the Greater Yellowstone Area. I admire the sporting qualities and beauty of brook, brown, lake, and rainbow trout, but I question their presence in waters where they appear to diminish the number of native salmonids. They certainly, however, fill a void in waters that have changed to the point where native salmonids can no longer sustain themselves.


  [image: Very large trout occupy several Greater Yellowstone Area small streams. Heart Lake Basin’s Beaver Creek, shown here, is an example.]


  INTRODUCTION


  Defining the Greater Yellowstone Area can be subjective, but Yellowstone National Park surrounded by Bridger-Teton, Caribou-Targhee, Custer-Gallatin, and Shoshone National Forests and Grand Teton National Park are certainly at its core. Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest is adjacent to these on the west. Therefore, most of the waters addressed in this book are within these public lands. Beyond this core lies a mixture of public and private land, the extent of which can be included in the area for the purpose of fly fishing.


  In the world of cold water fly fishing, trout reign supreme. Combine their popularity with the fact that the number of quality waters for enjoying these fish is diminishing throughout the country, and the result is more enthusiasts on fewer waters available to the fly fishing public. Nowhere in the country is this more true than in the Greater Yellowstone Area, the region where the most remaining high-quality wild inland salmonid populations can be accessed and enjoyed. On many rivers outside Yellowstone National Park, which limits motorized boat fishing to Yellowstone and Lewis Lakes, this increase is mostly due to the explosion of fishing from boats, particularly on larger waters. But the decline in quality fly fishing experiences does not have to be the case for fly fishers on Greater Yellowstone waters. That is simply because waters renowned in the minds of so many fly fishers, and therefore most visited, are only a portion of quality waters the area hosts. In this book, I reveal the many quality waters—moving and still, large and small—in this region that are alternatives to the famous ones. Many of the lesser known waters included in this book have scenery and fishing that rival or exceed adjacent famous waters. While they almost guarantee less crowded conditions, informational resources on them, up until this point, have been in short supply.


  [image: The Greater Yellowstone Area abounds in beautiful but distracting scenery. Take time to enjoy and appreciate such surroundings, and upon leaving them consider taking part in the actions to preserve them for future generations. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  [image: Duck Creek, within Yellowstone Park, is a classic meadow stream. Above its meadow reach it flows through prime bear country, and thus should be visited with caution. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  With respect to salmonids species, many area waters, renowned or not so well known, are refuges for Snake River fine-spotted, westslope, and Yellowstone cutthroat trout, the sole historic trout natives to much of the Greater Yellowstone Area. Populations of these cutthroat species have diminished in renowned waters such as the Snake River, Yellowstone Lake, and the Yellowstone River, but in many less-famous waters, Yellowstone and Snake River fine-spotted species reign supreme. The same does not hold true for westslope cutthroat trout, which, like grayling, were nearly eliminated from the area. Reintroduction of the westslope in Yellowstone National Park waters and in certain waters in the southwestern Montana part of the Greater Yellowstone Area is in progress. Let’s hope they can obtain a foothold. Efforts to do the same for Montana grayling, also native to many area waters, have met with mixed success.


  [image: Greater Yellowstone fishing clubs not only act to protect salmonid habitat but hold outings to remote quality waters. Here Snake River Cutthroat members assemble during a lower Blackfoot River outing. Becoming a member in a club such as this cements friendships and serves as a platform to exchange fishing information in addition to taking part in actions with the goal of preserving regional coldwater fisheries.]


  Of the native salmonids present in the area, the Rocky Mountain whitefish seems to have best weathered the alteration of area waters and the introduction of exotic salmonids and non-salmonids. Receiving minimal respect from most fly fishers (eastern Idaho natives apply the term “stiffie” or “stiff,” while some Montanans call them “whistlers”), they should get more credit for taking a well-presented dry fly or nymph then putting up a dogged fight. Credit should also apply for being able to maintain their population through environmental change and the introduction of exotic salmonids better than the other native salmonids.


  Before discussing the alternative quality waters, it seems appropriate to overview the more famed waters. We will do this in terms of how and why they have gained such renown. Numerous works are available on strategies for fly fishing these waters, as well there should be, and the best span almost a century of experience. These waters remain extremely worthy of a visit, and there are surely times when they can produce an unforgettable quality fishing experience.


  Famed Waters Overview


  


  Since at least the beginning of the 20th century, such Greater Yellowstone Area waters as the Henry’s Fork, the Madison River, Yellowstone Lake, and the Yellowstone River were known to be exceptional coldwater fisheries for Montana grayling in certain waters, cutthroat trout, and Rocky Mountain whitefish. In the upper Madison River drainage, upper Gallatin River drainage, upper Ruby River, and Centennial Valley waters, Montana grayling accompanied westslope cutthroat. Both species were absent in the Henry’s Fork, the Snake, and the Yellowstone River drainages, each hosting Snake River fine-spotted cutthroat or Yellowstone cutthroat trout. Below physical barriers, Rocky Mountain whitefish accompanied these cutthroat, except within the Henry’s Fork. To the east, the same two salmonids populated the Shoshone River and Clarks Fork of the Yellowstone River drainages. Yellowstone cutthroat were the only salmonids native to Yellowstone Lake.


  [image: Expect plenty of company when fishing the fabled Firehole River. Like all Park waters, bad weather and shoulder seasons offer a chance to fish without the crowds. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  Within Yellowstone National Park between the Yellowstone River drainage to the east, the Madison and Gallatin River drainages to the north and west, and the Fall River Basin and upper Snake River drainages to the south lay a land devoid of salmonids because of barriers established through volcanic action. Many of these physical barriers are the spectacular waterfalls we enjoy today. By the late 19th century, stocking of salmonids by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (formerly the U.S. Fish Commission) began in this area. In 1889 brook trout were introduced into the Firehole River. They soon flourished and by the 1920s were accompanied by brown and rainbow trout introduced in its drainage. They, too, flourished to the point that rainbow trout is the dominant salmonid within the drainage, so by the 1930s the Firehole and Gibbon Rivers, easily approached by road, were added to the list of exceptional coldwater fisheries.


  As the early 20th century progressed, political pressure from eastern fly fishers and fisheries professionals dictated that brook, brown, and rainbow trout be introduced in other waters of the once salmonid-free area. Lake Michigan lake trout and brown trout were released in the upper Lewis River drainage. Shoshone and Lewis Lakes were chosen for the lake trout because they were considered to be an appropriate refuge for these Great Lakes fish. Both species flourished to the point where commercial angling took place on each lake in order to supply Yellowstone Park eateries with wild trout.


  Through downstream drift and later planting, the Lewis River and the Snake River down to Jackson Lake became primarily brown trout fisheries. Likewise, rainbow and brown trout took the Madison River over from westslope cutthroat and Montana grayling because of downstream drift from waters in the park. Both exotics flourished in Hebgen Lake after it was filled in 1917. Hebgen Lake was also the death knell for the native salmonids in upstream tributaries such as the South Fork of the Madison River, Grayling Creek, and Duck Creek. Into the first decades of the 20th century, the South Fork of the Madison River was considered by many anglers to be the best grayling stream in the Greater Yellowstone Area. Now it hosts brown and rainbow trout and Rocky Mountain whitefish. Escaping from private fisheries, rainbow trout began hybridizing with Henry’s Fork cutthroat until cutthroat-rainbow hybrids (cuttbows) dominated prior to the mid-20th century. Later in the century brown trout were introduced in the Henry’s Fork below lower Mesa Falls and in the South Fork reach as well as some of its tributaries. So whether through downstream drift or planting, we have the salmonid makeup of today in many Greater Yellowstone waters.


  In most cases the quality of area fisheries remained after exotic salmonids took hold. But in the early 20th century, only the well-healed angler could afford to fish these waters. It was the affordable automobile and a developing infrastructure that first allowed the middle-class angler to reach the Greater Yellowstone region. As these anglers visited the area in increasing numbers, beginning just before mid-20th century, they sought information on where and how to fish within it. In those days Dan Bailey, Don Martinez, and Bob Carmichael ruled the fly fishing retail roost and catered to visitors. Outdoor magazines and newspapers were the main media. Thus when outdoor writers such as Ray Bergman and Joe Brooks came to the area, Bailey, Martinez, Carmichael, and Yellowstone Park Ranger Scotty Chapman, known to be experts on where and how to fish the area, were consulted.


  [image: Few waters are as renowned as the Harriman State Park reach of the Henry’s Fork. Famed for massive and varied mayfly emergences, abundant terrestrial insects, wildlife presence, and large, vigorous cuttbow trout, the reach attracts crowds of fly fishers through most of the season.]


  Naturally, owners of fly fishing retail establishments would send the inquiring writer to waters that would most likely benefit their businesses. Thus with roads paralleling or adjacent to much of them, the Firehole, Gallatin, Madison, and Yellowstone Rivers; the Snake River in Jackson Hole; the Henry’s Fork; and Hebgen, Henry’s, and Yellowstone Lakes were suggested and targeted. And the writer, perhaps on a tight schedule, subject to whims of area weather, and unsure of available transportation home, found it most convenient to drive to these superb waters to acquire information for articles to be offered to outdoor magazines or newspapers. Perhaps that writer did not visit these waters at all but took information directly offered by Bailey, Martinez, Carmichael, or Chapman to fashion his piece.


  As the century passed its middle, a few more waters such as Slough Creek and the Gros Ventre River, the lower reaches of each being adjacent to passable roads, became featured in media that now included television. With the advent of television, the fly fisher aspiring to fish the Greater Yellowstone Area could now observe more of its natural beauty as well as observe firsthand its superb fishing opportunities. This ability is now enhanced through the Internet. Today rivers such as the Firehole, Gallatin, Madison, Yellowstone, North Fork of the Shoshone, South Fork reach, and Henry’s Fork are among the most discussed and visited streams in the fly fishing world, and rightfully so. In fact, so popular is the South Fork reach, that restrictions may be forthcoming to lessen social problems created by overcrowding at some locations. Thus to the present day, area fly fishing retailers promote the angling quality of these renowned waters on which the success of their businesses relies. These businesses are also in the forefront of protecting their habitat and hosted fishery. Doing so is understandable especially when success so much depends on satisfying customers during the relatively short fishing season spanning from late spring to early autumn.


  Backcountry Waters Overview


  


  In the last several years, the number of anglers requesting visits to quality remote fly fishing locations in the Greater Yellowstone Area has grown dramatically. Increasingly we in the local fly fishing industry hear something like “Hey, I had good day on the Madison, but I sure got crowded when fish became active. Can you send me to a place where there are not so many people fishing?” I advise visiting anglers to visit the famous waters—they are most certainly worthy of attention—but leave time and bring resources to try some of the lesser known, high quality waters in the area. You will end up with a greater appreciation for what the area offers from a fly fishing standpoint as well as enrich your experience.


  [image: Wind River Lake, near the head of the Wind River, is adjacent to US Highway 26/287 on the east side of Togwotee Pass, making it easily accessible. Stopping to fish from its shoreline during sunset gives witness to a beautiful alpenglow display. Nearby streams combine to form the Wind River, which eventually becomes the Bighorn River.]


  A common question when recommending off-the-beaten-path waters to fly fishers is: “Why should I spend time walking when I could drive to a river or lake and be fishing quickly?” It is true that some of the waters I cover in this book require considerable effort to approach, but others not so much. Be assured that there are reasons why the time spent getting there does not necessarily detract from the time spent fishing. These reasons can be a key to enjoying so many quality waters that require some physical effort to reach. Explanation is in order and follows: The Greater Yellowstone Area is high country. The atmosphere here is thinner and drier than in lower elevations, meaning that heat radiates outward through it more quickly. For example, I have seen July water temperatures in the Bechler River in the mid-40 degrees F (all temperature references are in degrees Fahrenheit) at nine in the morning. That’s cold enough to chill your beer and to discourage wading wet! Thus it takes waters, particularly moving waters not influenced by a shallow upstream reservoir, at these temperatures longer to heat back up to a level where most aquatic insects are active. In its meadow reach at that time of year, Bechler River water temperatures typically rise to the mid-50s by mid-afternoon. During lower-than-normal water conditions, they can reach as high as the low 60s in July and August.


  Of course, cooler weather can change this thermal progression. Therefore, during the middle of the fly fishing season (June into September), when most visitations take place and aquatic insects are most active, with the exception of late-summer Trico activity, certain spinner falls and streamer presentation, being on the water early is not always necessary for success. The same applies to many terrestrial insects and aquatic insects finishing their life cycle on land: Cooler early-in-the-day air temperatures take more time to reach levels where these insects become active.


  [image: This typical dwelling for herders that come from a variety of South American and European countries indicates another legitimate backcountry use outside of Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. Most Greater Yellowstone national forests have grazing allotments that are used from June into September. Consider stopping by to converse with an occupant. Doing so could enrich your visit to the Greater Yellowstone Area.]


  [image: Established trail systems in the national parks and national forests of the Greater Yellowstone Area provide access to much backcountry. This sign at the Bechler River Ranger Station offers a tantalizing number of choices to fish beautiful, unspoiled waters as well as many scenic wonders that beg to be photographed.]


  Understanding the impacts of these atmospheric conditions is most important when one considers fishing these off-the-beaten-path waters where few if any alterations by man has impacted their natural physical characteristics. Paying close attention to oncoming weather before visiting a backcountry water can pay dividends in terms of angling success. Such is not always the case with some of the area’s renowned and easily approachable waters. That is because outside Yellowstone National Park, several waters below impoundments are tailwaters for many miles and are thus impacted by the temperature of the stillwaters above, particularly if those stillwaters are shallow. When a natural temperature profile changes, impacts on aquatic insect behavior take place that greatly affect resident salmonid feeding behavior.


  A good example is the difference in time when Green Drakes emerge. The famed emergence in the Harriman State Park reach of the Henry’s Fork peaks around mid-morning, usually in mid-June, because water in the relatively shallow Island Park Reservoir, a few miles above, has not radiated heat as fast as moving water below, resulting in a warmer inflow. The same Green Drake emergence peak from Fall River Basin waters, not far to the east in Yellowstone Park and without any upstream impoundments (except for a minor and intermittent inflow to Fall River from Grassy Lake Reservoir), is around mid-afternoon when water temperatures reach the low 50s. The same applies to this emergence on the Lewis River between Lewis and Shoshone Lakes and the stretch in the meadow below Lewis Lake. Because both lakes are deep and cool, the Green Drake emergence on these water takes place weeks later than on the Henry’s Fork. To a lesser extent, the same applies to other Drunella mayflies. Compare the time of emergence of these insects in waters such as the South Fork reach to its tributaries Bear, Big Elk, Palisades, and McCoy Creeks, for example.


  The point of this discussion is that there is ample time, in many cases, to enjoy a leisurely journey to many off-the-beaten-path places and perhaps a hearty breakfast or even lunch before the best fishing on these waters is available. Take time for photography or on-stream observations that may aid in having successful fishing later in the day as well as enhance the quality of the visit.


  [image: Large cutthroat trout can be encountered in many Greater Yellowstone backcountry waters, regardless of size. Even though competition and degradation have reduced their range, much of the area remains their bastion. This book will reveal many quality waters to visit if your quest is to encounter them.]


  Water Types and Fishing Strategies


  


  The Greater Yellowstone Area contains water types hosting salmonids from large lakes to tiny ponds and from major rivers to small creeks. All range throughout the elevation profile from around 4,500 to just under 10,000 feet. Within each of these types are physical similarities that can be addressed in the general sense. These similarities provide information for an overall fishing strategy for a given water type. Thus to minimize repetition, we discuss the interaction of physical character, common hosted life-forms, and strategy here. Where there are significant differences, natural or man-made, within a given water type that influence strategy, we pinpoint such in the discussion on individual waters. Because we are discussing backcountry waters, visitations are fewer than on waters adjacent to roads and habitation. Therefore, information on life-form activity is less complete than on much-visited waters any time of the season. It is thus in the best interest of the fly fisher to include a variety of tackle in order to meet any angling condition during a backcountry visit, and any area fly shop worth visiting should feature nearby backcountry waters information that will help in the selection of fly patterns and tackle.


  The numerous stillwaters in the area vary from beaver ponds to lakes encompassing several square miles; most are natural, some are man-made. The higher in elevation the water, the later ice-out occurs, the shorter the growing season, and the later aquatic insects mature. Usually the maturation sequence of major aquatic insects in still waters begins with dragonflies and then moves on to damselflies, then Speckled Dun mayflies, then Tricos, all overlapping in varying degrees. On nearly all stillwaters, midges emerge throughout the season and scuds, leeches, and minnow species are present. Caddisflies, mayflies, and stoneflies follow a usually predictable life cycle. Less-numerous food forms are available but will be discussed later only when significant. Therefore, the wise fly fisher takes sinking lines of various speeds, an intermediate line, and a floating line to meet any situation of fish feeding on various life-forms. Likewise, fly patterns imitating the complete life cycles of major life-forms should be included in the accompanying fly box. Depending on the size of the fish, lightweight to medium-weight rod-reel combinations are appropriate for fishing stillwaters.


  [image: Meadow streams of quality, small and large, abound in the Greater Yellowstone Area. No other area can likely match its number of such streams. Examples range from the small but well-endowed with cutthroat South Fork of Tincup Creek, Torrey Creek (below), to the majestic and pristine Bechler River hosting cuttbows ranging to several pounds.]


  [image: Smaller waters abound in the Greater Yellowstone Area. Many offer a measure of tranquility not found on the fabled waters. JOHN JURACEK PHOTO]


  Streams are more numerous and physically varied in the backcountry than stillwaters. Therefore, there is no overall strategy for fishing them. Strategy formulation must be directed to water type rather than the stream as a whole, and it is important to realize that most area streams have varied water types within their reach. Also, early-season visits must take into account runoff impacts. All Greater Yellowstone streams are subject to effects of runoff, even those located below a large stillwater body because runoff deepens and cools the lake, making outflow cooler.


  The diversion of water from the lower reaches for agricultural purposes is common in many of the streams we will discuss. Diversion usually occurs from the late spring to late summer growing season and lowers and warms water enough to impact both fish and insect activity.


  We begin with developing a general strategy for low-gradient reaches such as in meadows or flat areas. Some of these streams originate as spring creeks. Most have substrate of either silt, sand, or fine gravel, or combinations of each. Typically fish reside in deeper holes and runs here, but move to shallower waters or sheltered banks or toward the surface to feed. On most of these streams, runoff ends around the first of July and the general progression of aquatic insect emergences begins with March brown mayflies, Isoperla stoneflies, Pale Morning Dun (PMD) mayflies, damselflies, and Gray Drake mayflies. Where riffle-and-run or freestone reaches are adjacent, Giant and Golden Stoneflies are blown in by winds. Soon the mayfly emergence sequence continues with afternoon Green Drakes, evening Brown Drakes, flavilinea on some waters, then overlapping Trico, Mahogany Dun, and Blue-Winged Olive (BWO) mayflies later in the season. By early July terrestrial insects become important and increasingly so through summer, until frosts become deeper in early autumn. Leeches, burrowing annelids, minnows, some caddisfly species, and in well-vegetated parts scuds are always present.


  A riffle-and-run sequence comes about as a stream’s gradient increases and flow structure becomes more turbulent. Gravel, rocks, or coarser sediments make up the usual substrate in riffles, and surface turbulence is caused by this uneven substrate over which water flows. Pools, larger pockets, and deeper calm areas in these streams usually have finer substrate such as silt or sand. Streams consisting of silt or sand substrate alone do not develop the riffle-and-run feature. Meandering streams with a relatively coarse bed tend to develop a riffle-pool sequence with pools in the outsides of the bends and riffles between one meander and the next. Most erosion occurs in the deep areas and outsides of bends due to forces from the mass of running water but is compensated by settling of materials from upstream erosion. Eroded material can deposit in the riffle areas below as well.


  Aquatic life-forms in riffle-and-run reaches vary from those in meadow reaches. Deep pools and runs can host much of the same substrate as low-gradient streams, but riffles and their coarser substrate tend to host more caddisflies and stoneflies and different mayfly species. Widespread mayfly species such as BWOs, PMDs, Mahogany Duns, and Tricos can occur in these waters as well as in lower-gradient waters; however, other mayfly species can vary in number. The October Caddis is widespread in the area’s riffle-and-run reaches and present somewhat in lower-gradient streams. Annelids, crane flies, midges, and minnows are present in good numbers. Thus patterns to simulate all these life-forms in their various life cycles, where appropriate, should be considered. The presence of crawdads is a tip-off that a water body, still or moving, is high in dissolved calcium bicarbonate, so vital in building exoskeletons. Rarely are freshwater mussels present.


  Flows vary seasonally in a freestone stream based on the water supply. In the summer, freestone streams grow warm and have reduced flow after snowmelt inflow has diminished. Those having springs supplying most of their water do not vary seasonably as much in flow as streams having higher amounts of water from snowmelt unless the water table drops significantly. Freestone streams generally flow over denser sedimentary rock or hard, crystalline rock. Many freestone streams in the Greater Yellowstone Area are supplied by runoff from snowmelt. While reaches of these are common, few streams are freestone throughout their entire length. Many higher-gradient streams are combinations, with riffle-and-run or even meadow reaches. This is true of streams that flow through lengthy deep-canyon reaches of gradient, such as the Clarks Fork and Fall and Lewis Rivers. Aquatic insects here are more likely to be caddisfly and stonefly species, as in riffle-and-run streams, with annelids, crane flies, and minnows present. Both riffle-and-run and freestone streams call for light (such as 2-weight) to medium (5- or 6-weight) tackle, depending on the size of the stream and the salmonids it hosts, with floating and sink-tip lines.


  [image: Mid-to late summer means many Greater Yellowstone streams, such as the Gros Ventre River, shown above, drop to base flows. On reaching base flows, the streams tend to warm, meaning fish are likely to be more active during a few hours following sunrise or at twilight as the water cools.]


  The term spring creek refers to origin and implies a subterranean source that provides a constant flow of low water temperature. Spring creeks, or better stated spring creek reaches, are numerous in the Greater Yellowstone Area. They too can acquire a runoff component, and commonly a stream of such origin changes physical characteristics, such as becoming a riffle-and-run, high-gradient, or meadow stream on descending from higher elevations.


  Relative humidity is a major variable impacting the emergence density of aquatic insects. In the Greater Yellowstone Area, relative humidity less than 20 percent during the daytime is common during the angling season. Thus during afternoon hours, the atmosphere is at it driest, especially in mid to late summer, resulting in fewer insects of a given species emerging. Simply stated, insects do not dehydrate as quickly in humid air as they do in drier air. Therefore, the more humid overlying air is, the denser an emergence is likely to become, all other variables being equal. During these times rainfall can bring relative humidity up to concentrations more suitable for aquatic insect emergence.


  Perhaps the most dramatic rainfall effect is from thundershowers, which are common in the area during summer. When a thundershower approaches, relative humidity increases but air temperature begins to drop. During the shower, relative humidity rises as precipitation cools the atmosphere. But as the shower passes and winds die, relative humidity remains near its highest until the air begins to warm. This is when aquatic insects in season take advantage of these optimal atmospheric conditions to emerge in bulk. The result can be some of the fastest dry fly fishing, and this condition can take place several times during the summer season.


  Relative humidity has a lesser impact on terrestrial insects than air temperature, which dominates in bringing on their activity. Prevailing weather conditions determine when air temperatures rise to a level where these insects become active. During fair weather, air temperatures usually rise by midday to bring on most activity in terrestrial insects and therefore availability to foraging fish.


  Precautions


  


  Certain aspects, natural and otherwise, must be considered before venturing into the backcountry. Fishing regulations vary by state. Yellowstone National Park, which spans Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho, has its own regulations. This is not the case with Grand Teton National Park, which is entirely in Wyoming and therefore subject to Wyoming fishing regulations. Access to private land varies by state in the Greater Yellowstone Area. For example, access restrictions in Wyoming greatly impact both wading and float fishing. A full understanding of access laws is essential.


  [image: If it were not for Wyoming Game & Fish purchasing public access areas or establishing access agreements, many Wyoming waters flowing through private lands would essentially be locked up. By law, adjacent landowners own stream bottoms in Wyoming, and wading such streams is illegal without landowner permission. In the same manner, boating anglers cannot disembark from their boats to contact stream bottoms or banks without landowner permission]


  [image: The lower reaches of many rivers, such as the lower Gros Ventre River, become dewatered during the agricultural season because agricultural water rights precede the establishment of national forests, thus reservoirs are present in many locations. Some of these have become famed and productive fisheries. Diversions from streams abound in lower reaches, and these can impact late-season salmonid populations.]


  The best way to determine up-to-date access laws, locations of public fishing access sites (particularly for Wyoming), and fishing regulations is to go to the state or park websites: Idaho Department of Fish and Game, https://idfg.idaho.gov/fishing; Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, http://fwp.mt.gov/fishing; Wyoming Game & Fish Department, https://wgfd.wyo.gov/fishing; Yellowstone National Park, https://www.nps.gov/yell/planyourvisit/fishing.htm.


  There is a particular reason for paying close attention to Yellowstone National Park fishing regulations. Park fishing authorities reserve the right to close any water during the fishing season if the water temperature rises to a level where resident salmonids are in danger from reduced dissolved oxygen. For example, in 2007 fishing in all park waters was restricted to early morning and evening hours because of unusually hot and dry conditions. Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks is adopting this practice through “hoot owl” closures. Therefore, checking the appropriate website for any stream or stillwater closures just before a visit is prudent. Occasionally park and state wildlife authorities will also close certain lands temporarily to protect habitat or wildlife. These will be posted on the respective websites. Protecting Greater Yellowstone wildlife has obvious economic benefits when one considers that the greatest accessible concentration of wildlife is hosted here. Protecting against invasive species is also a major effort. Montana now requires that all anglers, resident and non-resident, obtain an invasive species sticker in addition to a fishing license. Prevention procedures and information can be found on the websites listed above.


  [image: In the drying climate of the Greater Yellowstone Area, forest fire season holds potential restrictions to backcountry access. Late summer into October is the time of greatest fire danger. Especially during this time, it is prudent to adopt actions recommended by agencies overseeing public lands. Reporting the presence and extent of any observed fires helps to limit potential damage not only to lands but also to waters and their fish populations.]


  Seasonal road closures in the area can also impact fishing plans. Depending on the severity of the previous winter or a late spring, backcountry roads can easily open later than normal. Likewise, autumn snows can close roads earlier than normal. Occurrences such as landslides and downed timber can cause temporary closures. The best way to search for closures and detours is to go to the highway department websites for each state and for Yellowstone Park. For roads maintained by the USDA Forest Service (USFS) or the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), go to their websites for public information telephone numbers or current road closures. Also be aware that unstable soils abound in many locations within the area. Heavy rainstorms can erode these soils, sending enough sediment into streams and even stillwaters to cloud them for days. Parts of the Clarks Fork of the Yellowstone River, Lamar River, Shoshone River, and Snake River drainages are particularly prone to this condition.


  Most of the Greater Yellowstone Area is high country where weather can change in an instant. Snow can materialize every month of the year, even at elevations of 4,000 to 5,000 feet. Thunderstorms can drop air temperatures 30 degrees in a matter of minutes. Late- and early-season snow squalls can drop air temperatures even further. Add wind to any of these events and wind chill can even become life-threatening, especially when a person is wet. It is therefore wise to anticipate these events and prepare accordingly. Hooded rain gear supplements waders. Add to this a compact means to start an emergency fire, packable insulating clothing, and high energy food items. Polarized sunglasses with side protectors are a must. Natural potable water is becoming rare, even in the Greater Yellowstone backcountry. Carrying potable water is a solution, but better yet is carrying a portable water purifier, which guarantees a supply in case of emergency.


  Portable electronic distress beacons are becoming increasingly popular, and for good reason. Phone numbers, e-mails, or text messages can be programmed into it and the GPS location of the sender determined. When such a communication is activated, the device beacon sends the message and GPS location to a satellite, which relays this information to a selected destination. Such a device, usually kept in service by subscription, can be a lifesaver for a person in backcountry trouble. These devices can be found at sporting goods or outdoor activity stores or online. Whether an individual carries one of these devices or not, it is prudent to inform authorities such as a park or Forest Service ranger, or even an angling retailer, of your plans to visit a backcountry angling location. Also consider that cellphone service may not be available in certain backcountry locations.


  [image: Give particular respect to landowners that allow access to waters on their property.Actions such as removing trash, closing gates, and reporting property damage and livestock abuse can gain landowner confidence and give further permission to trespass.Simply meeting with landowners to provide personal identification and sending them communications expressing appreciation and offering thanks for allowing trespass can guarantee additional access.]


  So many times I hear the comment: “That’s bear country, and I am not going there.” When I respond that I’m more likely to have a bad highway encounter while driving to any fishing destination than a bear encounter once there, I receive a blank stare. This stare indicates familiarity has taken over because highway incidents are commonplace, whereas bear encounters are rare and therefore incite fear of the unknown. Yes, much of the Greater Yellowstone Area is bear country, but there are measures that certainly decrease chances of an encounter. I subscribe to these in an almost fanatic manner.


  First, when huckleberries (early August) and hawthorn berries (late August to early September) ripen, I completely avoid certain areas. Second, I make noise to advertise my presence. This nearly guarantees that a bear on hearing the noise will take heed and leave my vicinity. Conversation with a fishing companion can suffice, as can whistling or singing, but my favorite action, especially when alone, is to carry a portable claxon horn and use it at intervals. Lightweight, compact, and inexpensive, these horns easily fit in a vest or shirt pocket. They are available in almost any marine supply shop. The noise they make is unearthly and carries for a good distance, even in timber, and easily carries over the noise of a rushing stream.


  [image: Electronic media such as Google Earth and Google Maps help in locating remote gems such as this meadow stream, an example of the numerous accessible meadow streams of the Greater Yellowstone Area. This one hosts Yellowstone cutthroat trout approaching 30 inches in length. A well-maintained road is nearby, but most fly fishers migrate to nearby well-known waters.]


  [image: Here is the lowest downstream of Fall River's tier of meadows in Yellowstone National Park. Nearest road is a mile or so away, so bushwhacking must be applied to reach it.]


  Next in importance is to have bear spray conveniently available, although a noise device such as a claxon horn reduces the chances of needing to use bear spray. Certainly an encounter at a distance is more desirable than one up close. There are many brands of spray on the market, but the best choice may be made by inquiring which one is favored by land management agencies or fish and game departments for equipping field personnel. Of course, one never approaches a bear, buffalo, coyote, elk, moose, or wolf. The best place to learn about backcountry behavior where wildlife is involved, including during overnight stays, is the Yellowstone Park website.


  So much for “mega-wildlife”—now for “micro-wildlife.” In season, mosquitoes can be ferocious enough to equal fear of bears in keeping persons out of not only the backcountry, but many parts of the area. Mosquito season here begins in early June and lasts well into July, especially in wetlands. Repellent heavy in DEET is a powerful deterrent for mosquitoes as well as for deer ticks, though it acts as a solvent on the surface coating on most fly lines. Citronella-based compounds have no effect on these insects. Problems from either of these insects can also be reduced through the use of clothing that provides appropriate coverage. Not to be outdone, horseflies take over as pests when mosquitoes pass their peak and the countryside dries. Clothing thick enough not to be penetrated by their bite is the best deterrent here.


  Clothing that provides a shield from intense sunlight is also necessary. High country such as the Greater Yellowstone Area means a thinner atmosphere and more intense ultraviolet radiation. Such clothing should be supplemented with sunscreen having an SPF rating greater than 30.


  How to Use This Book


  


  Each featured water begins with an overview followed by six specific categories:


  Access: Identity of roads and principle trailheads that access the water. In cases where more than one access route to the water is available, I give the most direct or most convenient.


  Coordinates: GPS coordinates are given for the most convenient access points. For certain streams a number of coordinates are given for access points leading to on-stream locations of high fishing quality. Internet sites are available in which GPS coordinates can be converted to DMS coordinates.


  Equipment: Though often a personal choice, I provide my recommendations for line weights, line types, and fly patterns. Fly patterns, so dependent on personal preference and therefore generalized, are given to simulate food forms in the subject waters. For all mayflies and caddis recommended, you should carry patterns that imitate the complete life cycles of these insects.


  Nearest facilities and services: Nearest town where accommodations, eateries, and rental, retail, and medical services are available. Campgrounds, rental cabins, and lodges are given when available and convenient.


  Information resources: Federal, state, and municipal agencies; visitor centers; and ranger stations are identified from which accessibility and usage information such as public access sites and travel conditions can be obtained. Pertinent United States Geologic Survey (USGS) flow station gage numbers (where available) and USGS 7.5-minute (1:24000) topographic maps are identified.


  Salmonids present: Salmonids, native and non-native, are almost exclusively the only sportfish in the area. Brook, brown, cutthroat, cuttbow, golden, and lake trout, grayling, kokanee salmon (infrequently), and Rocky Mountain whitefish make up the resident salmonids. Their species distribution here varies from water to water as given in the following descriptions. Some waters host only one salmonid species, while others host various combinations of these. Only a few waters, mainly reservoirs, host introduced (exotic) sportfish other than these.


  Much of the information included can be used to begin Google Earth and Internet searches. For example, the identified nearest towns can be the sources for information on services and weather forecasts.


  Adding hard copy maps for each water would require too much space for the size of this book. Better quality mapping can be obtain through the internet. For example, combing use of Google Maps with that of Google Earth results in detailed and quality information that can reveal the path to and character of nearly any water in the Greater Yellowstone Area. In supplement, 7.5-minute topographic sheets produced by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) can add further detail.
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Wind River Lake, near the head of the Wind River, is adjacent to US Highway 26/287
on the east side of Togwotee Pass, making it easily accessible. Stopping to fish from its
shoreline during sunset gives witness to a beautiful alpenglow display. Nearby streams

combine to form the Wind River, which eventually becomes the Bighorn River.
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Three subspecies of cutthroat trout are native to the Greater Yellowstone Area. How this
speciation came about because of regional geologic events is fascinating. Encountering
cutthroat trout of the different subspecies becomes a goal of many fly fishers visiting
the area. JoHN JURACEK PHOTO
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Smaller waters abound in the Greater Yellowstone Area. Many offer a measure of
tranquility not found on the fabled waters. jorn juracek proto
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In the first few decades of the mid twentieth century the South Fork of the Madison River
was considered the best stream in the Greater Yellowstone Area on which to encounter
grayling. Brown and rainbow trout have now replaced the grayling and cutthroat trout.

JOHN JURACEK PHOTO
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The lower reaches of many rivers, such as the lower Gros Ventre River, become dewatered
during the agricultural season because agricultural water rights precede the establish-
ment of national forests, thus reservoirs are present in many locations. Some of these
have become famed and productive fisheries. Diversions from streams abound in lower
reaches, and these can impact late-season salmonid populations.
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This typical dwelling for herders that come from a variety of South American and
European countries indicates another legitimate backcountry use outside of Yellowstone
and Grand Teton National Parks. Most Greater Yellowstone national forests have grazing
allotments that are used from June into September. Consider stopping by to converse
with an occupant. Doing so could enrich your visit to the Greater Yellowstone Area.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_017.jpg
Meadow streams of quality, small and large, abound in the Greater Yellowstone Area. No
other area can likely match its number of such streams. Examples range from the small

but well-endowed with cutthroat South Fork of Tincup Creek, Torrey Creek (below), to the
majestic and pristine Bechler River hosting cuttbows ranging to several pounds.
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Duck Creek, within Yellowstone Park, is a classic meadow stream. Above its meadow reach it

flows through prime bear country, and thus should be visited with caution. jornuracek pHoTo
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In the drying climate of the Greater Yellowstone Area, forest fire season holds potential
restrictions to backcountry access. Late summer into October is the time of greatest
fire danger. Especially during this time, it is prudent to adopt actions recommended by
agencies overseeing public lands. Reporting the presence and extent of any observed

fires helps to limit potential damage not only to lands but also to waters and their fish

populations.
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Very large trout occupy several Greater Yellowstone Area small streams.
Heart Lake Basin’s Beaver Creek, shown here, is an example.
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Established trail systems in the national
parks and national forests of the Greater
Yellowstone Area provide access to much
backcountry. This sign at the Bechler River
Ranger Station offers a tantalizing number
of choices to fish beautiful, unspoiled
waters as well as many scenic wonders
that beg to be photographed.
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waters, regardless of size. Even though competition and degradation have reduced their
range, much of the area remains their bastion. This book will reveal many quality waters
to visit if your quest is to encounter them.
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Greater Yellowstone fishing clubs not only act to protect salmonid habitat but hold
outings to remote quality waters. Here Snake River Cutthroat members assemble during
alower Blackfoot River outing. Becoming a member in a club such as this cements friend-
ships and serves as a platform to exchange fishing information in addition to taking part
in actions with the goal of preserving regional coldwater fisheries.
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The Greater Yellowstone Area abounds in beautiful but distracting scenery. Take time to
enjoy and appreciate such surroundings, and upon leaving them consider taking partin
the actions to preserve them for future generations. jon jurace pHoto
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REMEMBER:
Respect
Private
Property

Managed Access Area

Give particular respect to landowners that allow access to waters on their property.
Actions such as removing trash, closing gates, and reporting property damage and
livestock abuse can gain landowner confidence and give further permission to trespass.
Simply meeting with landowners to provide personal identification and sending them
communications expressing appreciation and offering thanks for allowing trespass can
guarantee additional access.
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Mid- to late summer means many Greater Yellowstone streams, such as the Gros Ventre
River, shown above, drop to base flows. On reaching base flows, the streams tend to
warm, meaning fish are likely to be more active during a few hours following sunrise or at
twilight as the water cools.
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If it were not for Wyoming Game & Fish purchasing public access areas or establishing
access agreements, many Wyoming waters flowing through private lands would
essentially be locked up. By law, adjacent landowners own stream bottoms in Wyoming,
and wading such streams is illegal without landowner permission. In the same manner,
boating anglers cannot disembark from their boats to contact stream bottoms or banks
without landowner permission.
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Here is the lowest downstream of Fall River's tier of meadows in Yellowstone National
Park. Nearest road is a mile or so away, so bushwhacking must be applied to reach it.
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s of eastern Idaho’s McCoy Creek offer stunning scenery as well as undis-
turbed fishing for Snake River fine spotted cutthroat trout.
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Few waters are as renowned as the Harriman State Park reach of the Henry’s Fork. Famed
for massive and varied mayfly emergences, abundant terrestrial insects, wildlife presence,
and large, vigorous cuttbow trout, the reach attracts crowds of fly fishers through most of

the season.
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mpany when fishing the fabled Firehole River. Like all Park waters, bad
weather and shoulder seasons offer a chance to fish without the crowds.
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Electronic media such as Google Earth and Google Maps help in locating remote gems
such as this meadow stream, an example of the numerous accessible meadow streams of
the Greater Yellowstone Area. This one hosts Yellowstone cutthroat trout approaching 30
inches in length. A well-maintained road is nearby, but most fly fishers migrate to nearby
well-known waters.






