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Small Streams for Trout

By: L. Woodrow Ross

If you have limited time to fly fish and are intimidated by big rivers, here is a hot tip.  Small streams and rivers are easier to fish and can yield big results.  That stream that you have been crossing on the way to the big name rivers may hold some surprising opportunities.

It may not seem as glamorous as the big water, but you will find that you can learn the nuances of fishing the smaller streams much quicker and easier.  It is easier to read the water and you can reach all the places that you feel have the potential for holding trout. 
Many of these freestone streams are not very fertile and hatches are small and unpredictable.  The result is that fish tend to be more opportunistic and fly selection is not as critical.  A good attractor pattern that has one or more good “triggering” characteristics will catch fish, and is a good choice for this stream type.  These are things like rubber legs, upright wings or some other aspect that cause a trout to strike instinctively.  
Many attractor patterns don’t look like any particular insect, but incorporate some of these key triggers that cause trout to react.  They just look like food.  The pea-sized brain of a trout works more on instinctive information than a rational thought process.  That is the reason that we sometimes catch trout on flies that look nothing like insects that you would expect to encounter in the area where you are fishing.

If you fish small stocked streams, you might want to try using an egg pattern.  They resemble the pellets that the fish are accustomed to feeding on, and are universal fish food.  Some purists question whether egg patterns are unethical, but they are artificials just as much as other flies that we use.
Another advantage of fishing the smaller streams is that most pools are not as deep.  It is easier to get a nymph down to their level when they are not rising.  Even so, it will be necessary to use weighted nymphs or pinch on a split shot to get the fly down to the proper depth.  It is often necessary to place the nymph in the face of the trout.  When the water is cold and the fish are in good holding water, they will not move far to intercept a fly.  Their metabolism is already very slow, and their food requirements are minimal.  They have the ability to measure the food value against the energy required to pursue and catch their prey.
There is something intimate about fishing a small stream.  If you fish in cold weather when the crowds are watching football on TV, skiing, or vacationing in the Bahamas, you can fish in absolute peace and soak in the blessed solitude.  A day on the river with no human contact is a treasure to appreciate.
The camaraderie of fishing with friends is great as well.  It is nice to be able to hold up a nice trout, shout at friends to get their attention before you place it gently back into the water.  In spite of this, the days we often remember with the greatest fondness are the bleak cold days when we challenged the elements alone on one of those small streams that many bypass for the more revered destinations.

Several years ago, I was fishing on the North Mills River.  It was a cold day and the gloves and fleece felt good.  Several nice fish fought well and already were swimming freely in the river again.  It was a successful day as noted later by the entry in my journal.     

I moved to a different pool and eased into the water at the tail of the pool.  Several trout in the 10” to 11” range responded to the nymph.  While working this section of the pool, some fish were observed rising to small flies above the pool.  A size 18 compara dun replaced the nymph, and after easing a few steps up stream, a couple of similar sized rainbows joined the count.
Scanning ahead of the area, a dark shadow kept appearing in a bathtub sized depression in the faster water tumbling into the pool.  No rises were apparent.  The fish appeared to be nymphing as the current brought food into the pool.  This seemed to call for a bigger offering, so a size 10 black stonefly was selected to replace the compara dun.

I positioned myself to make a quartering, upstream cast that would allow the fly to reach the fish before the leader.  The first drift produced a strike, but it was obvious it wasn’t the phantom shadow that taunted me.  A nice 13” rainbow fought well and soon rejoined his kin in the cold current.
Cast number two produced nothing.  Number three proved to be the winner.  As soon as the stonefly drifted into the small pocket, the line tightened.  When the hook was set, a gigantic rainbow catapulted from the pool.  His size was shocking in the small river.  He fought the five weight Sage rod, running downstream toward me.   After a few strong runs, he came within a rods length.  He held his position, sideways in the current.  He appeared to be about 24” of irridescent beauty.  The pink stripe and black dots on his side glistened were clearly visible.  He was a magnificent representative of his breed.  
After this tantalizing look, he ran to the opposite side of the stream and tried to bore into the space under some large boulders.  I was able to turn him twice and then he ran downstream past me into the larger pool.  There were some snags where he headed and more pressure couldn’t turn him.  Then, there was that gut-wrenching moment when the hook pulled free and he turned in a most leisurely fashion into the depths of the green water.  I spoke to him as he departed, “All I wanted was a photo.”
These moments remain forever into our memory.  They are indelible and as fresh as the day they occurred.

There is no guarantee that you will hook a 24” rainbow if you fish the small streams.  Actually, it is unlikely.  The benefits, however, are many and I suggest that you will not regret the time you spend on them. They will reward you with fond memories and good fishing. 

Sidebar:

Fun Small Stream Destinations
Access to a wide selection of rivers is available.  Check out Jimmy Jacobs’s book, “Trout Streams of Southern Applachia”, for maps and details of southeastern rivers.  You can glean lots of information about the small, lesser known gems that will offer a great escape to some great fishing.  Here are a few examples of rivers on the French Broad River Basin.
North Mills River – This small river is between Brevard and the Asheville Airport, on highway # 280.  This is a well-stocked delayed harvest stream.  There is a campsite with facilities at the North Mills Recreation Area, and primitive campsites are available upstream at various locations.  Stream access can be at the recreation area or 3 ½ miles up a gravel road to Trace Ridge Access Area.  You will encounter some mountain bikers and horseback riders, as there is an extensive trail system, but everyone is usually courteous.
East Fork French Broad – Located North of the Davidson River up Highway # 276, near Rosman, NC.  This is another more heavily fished delayed harvest stream.  It is easily accessible, can fish well at times and gives up some good trout.
South Mills River – This is accessible from Highway # 280 from the south or from highway # 276 north of the Cradle of Forestry.  It is a wild trout fishery and can hold some nice fish if you hike away from the road.  It is listed as one of the top 100 streams in the US.

Davidson River – This is another river that merits a top 100 rating.  It has something for everyone.  It has a catch and release section that holds some of the largest fish in the small NC rivers.  There is a delayed harvest section as well.  It is paralleled by Highway # 276 and gets pounded pretty hard, but still produces some great fishing at times.  Private water is available below the Pisgah Forest park area (contact Davidson River Outfitters at 828-877-4181 for details and rates).
