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There is no other National Park in the United States with the abundance and 

proximity of fly fishing opportunities as there is within Rocky Mountain Nation-

al Park. Despite being 1/10th the size of Yellowstone National Park there are so 

many more options for fly fishing than even that prestigious National Park has 

to offer.  This is not a knock on other National Parks, truly, it is just impossible 

to find another park with the amount of streams and lakes packed so neatly into 

two pristine valleys. One could literally spend years exploring this National Park 

and walk away still not having fished every piece of water they wanted to 

fish.  There are multiple areas within Rocky Mountain National Park where you 

can park at one trailhead and have the option of fishing six completely different 

fisheries.  Also don’t be fooled into thinking it is only a fishing destination for 

hikers, if hiking isn’t up your alley there are also so many drive up locations to 

choose from that you could fish three or four different streams in a day and still 

make it back to Estes Park in time for dinner.  Another positive is, unlike some 

National Parks where you may have to drive hours to hop from one location to 

another you can make it to multiple fishing destinations in no time at all.  This is 

the lure of fly fishing Rocky Mountain National Park, the massive amounts of 

fishing opportunities packed into a small area.   

Overview Of Rocky Mountain National Park 

(Left): Fly Fisherman at 

the outlet of the Loch 

Vale in June.  Expect 

snow on trails and sur-

rounding areas above 

10,000 feet well into late 

June. (Below): A simple 

black beaded midge is a 

great pattern for many 

high mountain lakes and 

streams. 
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Rocky Mountain National Park was established in 1915 with land set aside by President Theodore Roo-

sevelt.  He worked closely with the  man who is known as the Father of Rocky Mountain National Park 

and it’s boundaries,  Enos Mills, who owned and operated the Long’s Peak Inn which was located on 

land near the Long’s Peak Trailhead. 
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Types of Fish in Rocky 
Mountain National Park 

If you are a ‘pig hunter’ looking for large fish every time you go out fishing you may 

be out of luck in most places in Rocky Mountain National Park.  But if your goal is to 

catch wild fish that will blow your mind with aggressive strikes and magnificent col-

ors then this National Park will be your cup of tea.  Since the National Park does not 

stock fish (with the exception of a few native Greenback Cutthroat rehabilitation are-

as) every fish caught inside of Rocky Mountain National Park will be a wild trout. 

This is probably why the colors of the fish are so amazing; blending with their natural 

habitat through the years of spawning to create some of the most beautiful fish found 

in any of the National Parks in the United States.  

(Above): Guide Melanie Schmidt with a Greenback Cutthroat from the 

inlet of Arrowhead Lake. (Right): A Colorado River Cutthroat caught out 

of Upper Haynach lake. 

Classic sized Brook Trout from      

Colorado River Headwaters 

Cutthroat Hybrid from upper Glacier 

Creek drainage 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

5  

This non native fish was introduced into the National 

Park early on (circa 1910’s) and has definitely taken 

hold in all locations it has been stocked.  Almost eve-

ry drainage in the park has Brook Trout in them and 

although not often large these trout are almost always 

the most aggressive trout you catch.  Keeping Brook 

Trout is possible and even encouraged by the Nation-

al Park, but proponents of catch and release fishing 

encourage all trout to be released so that others can 

enjoy catching these beautiful fish. 

Brook Trout  

The color and size of Brook 

Trout varies from drainage 

to drainage.  It is not un-

common to find streams 

where you will catch dozens 

of vibrant brook trout that 

don’t grow longer than 8 

inches only to find a lake in 

that same drainage where 

the fish reach 14 inches or 

more. 
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Sitting in many of the lower sections of the drainages in Rocky Mountain National 

park are these sly fish. The Brown trout was introduced alongside the Brook Trout and 

have definitely taken hold in many of the watersheds including Glacier Creek, Big 

Thompson River (Moraine Park specifically), Fall River (Horseshoe Park area), and 

the Colorado River Drainage (Kawuneeche Entrance to Colorado River Trail-

head).  Found in only one of the lakes in the 

Park (Sprague Lake) this trout does have 

the ability and possibility to grow very 

large and it is quite possible that the largest 

trout in the National Park are Brown 

Trout.  Although not a catch and release 

fish (visitors can keep brown trout that are 

12” and over) it is highly recommended 

that all brown trout caught in the National 

Park are released.  

Brown Trout 

Sam Rubaker shows off his mousing skills in the meadow sections of the National Park. Big Brown Trout will 

often hold in deep holes waiting for large flies and critters to come along. Many large browns swim up from 

Grand Lake in the fall to spawn in the Colorado River Headwaters..  

A Sprague Lake Brown Trout caught right at dusk, 

this is when many of the larger fish come out to feed. 
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Rainbow Trout 
One of the least common fish caught in Rocky Mountain National Park despite being 

heavily stocked in the streams and drainages just outside of Rocky Mountain National 

Park.  It is quite possible to find wild rainbows in Glacier Creek and the Big Thompson 

River (lower sections of the Moraine Park area).  There are also a few lakes that have 

wild rainbow populations (Jewel Lake being the most notable).  Since Rainbows spawn 

in the spring alongside cutthroat it is also quite possible to find strains of cutbows 

(Rainbow / Cutthroat hybrids) when fishing these areas. Once in a while you may find 

a stocker rainbow that has swam up into the National Park waters.  Although rare it is 

easily identifiable as they are much more likely to have a pinkish red stripe and 

snubbed fins from the hatchery.  

Traditional Rainbow Trout have a silvery color, black spots on 

body and fins, and a pink band running down the side. 

Wild Rainbow Trout have the same black spots and a redish 

orange band running down the side. 

Wild Rainbow Trout caught from upper Glacier Creek. Notice the difference from stocked Rainbow  
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Cutthroat Trout   
Definitely one of the more touchy subjects for many park managers and fisherman is 

the cutthroat fisheries in Rocky Mountain National Park.  As people will tell you time 

and time again that various strains of cutthroats are ‘definitely’ a specific strain of cut-

throat when in reality it is quite possible a hybrid or an entirely different strain.  In 

truth, with the exception of some lakes, there are hardly any 100% pure strains of cut-

throat species left on the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park.  This being be-

cause there have been so many strains of cutthroat introduced that inbreeding between 

them has likely happened at some point. The most notable argument is over the treas-

ured Greenback Cutthroat (Colorado’s State Fish) which was thought to be extinct until 

a pure strain was found in Bear Creek outside of Colorado Springs. The strain that was 

introduced into Rocky Mountain National Park years ago was thought to be the pure 

strain but has since been found to not be 100% pure.  So realistically there are no ‘pure’ 

strains of Greenback Cutthroat trout in Rocky Mountain National Park as of 2022.  But 

a 98% hybrid is very abundant and if you are looking to catch rare strains of cutthroat 

the National Park has many.  Along with the Greenback Cutthroat strain you will also 

find Yellowstone, Colorado River and the Blue Lineage strain of Yampa Valley and 

many hybrids in the park.  

Greenback Cutthroat caught from Arrowhead Lake. Many cutthroats keep their magnificent coloring 

throughout the summer and well into fall despite spawn being over. 
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Yellowstone Cutthroat 
Yellowstone Cutthroat can only be found in one lake within the National Park, Lake 

Haiyaha.  A native fish to northern Wyoming and Yellowstone area the Yellowstone 

cutthroat were stocked in Rocky Mountain National Park in the early 1900s. The first 

stockings occurred in 1908 and was said to continue through the 1920s. According to 

the park, “the purpose of these stockings was to create a recreational fishery,” which 

was a common practice at the time.  Today the fish have likely made their way down 

the outlet stream of Lake Haiyaha into lower Chaos Creek and most likely inbred with 

the other strains of cutthroat trout in the many other Glacier Creek feeder streams.   

(Above) Lake Haiyaha is home to Yellowstone Cutthroat. The deep and cratered 

lake is best fished from belly boats. Fish in this lake can be some of the larger 

cutthroat caught on the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park. (Left): Be-

low Lake Haiyaha is Chaos Creek which is part of the Glacier Creek drainage.  

This creek contains hybrid cutthroats which have likely crossed DNA with  Yel-

lowstone Cutthroat to create some amazingly colored fish. 
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Colorado River Cutthroat 
Colorado River Cutthroat are the only native species of trout found inside of Rocky 

Mountain National Park.  Efforts to reintroduce the Greenback Cutthroat have been 

hindered by crossbreeding, making the Colorado River species found throughout the 

drainages of the west side the only native cutthroat strain in the park (for now).  The 

fish is magnificent in that it can inhabit the smallest of creeks with gorgeous coloring 

or become lunker trophies pulled from high mountain lakes.  The Colorado River 

Cutthroat has trouble competing in fisheries where Brook Trout and Brown Trout in-

habit, making many of the lower stream drainages almost barren of their presence, but 

the higher up you go the more likely you are to find this amazing specimen. 

(Top Left): A small stream Colorado River Cutthroat caught above 10,000 feet from the Tonahutu Creek drainage.  

(Above Left): Long bodied female Colorado River Cutthroat, female cutthroat are easily identifiable as they do not 

have the deep coloring that is found on most of the male counterparts. (Above Right): Joe Brunworth holds a 

lengthy Colorado River Cutthroat from Haynach lakes, this healthy fish was caught in the early 2000’s. 
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Blue Lineage - Yampa  

Valley Cutthroat 
The Blue Lineage of Yampa Valley Cutthroat Trout is traditionally found in the head-

waters of the Yampa River in northwest Colorado. This lineage is one of the four rec-

ognized lineages of the Yampa Valley cutthroat trout, with the others being the Yel-

low, White, and Green lineages. The Blue lineage was stocked alongside the Yellow-

stone Cutthroat in the early 1900’s and gets its name after the bluish coloration that 

can be found on the flanks of their fins. Due to crossbreeding with Greenback Cut-

throat and some other hybrids in the lower stream drainages the fish often caught in 

creeks and streams are not pure strain Yampa Valley Cutthroat.  Nevertheless in many 

lakes these fish are purebred and are wonderful to catch due to their fascinating colora-

tion, they truly are a treasure to see on the end of your line.   

(Above): Massive Yampa Valley Cutthroat caught on a Parachute 

Caddis from a belly boat out of Loch Vale. (Top Left): Beautiful 

male Yampa Valley Cutthroat caught out of Loch Vale inlet 

stream. (Bottom Left): Wonderfully colored female Yampa Valley 

Cutthroat caught from outlet of Lake of Glass.  Notice, all of these 

fish were caught out of the same drainage but coloration and 

spotting is different on each. Yampa Valley cutthroat are some of 

the most interesting fish found in Rocky Mountain National Park.   



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

12  

Greenback Cutthroat (Hybrid) 
Colorado’s state fish, the Greenback Cutthroat Trout was once abundant throughout 

the state. However, due to overfishing, habitat destruction, and the introduction of non-

native fish species, the Greenback Cutthroat Trout was pushed to the brink of extinc-

tion. Efforts to restore Greenback Cutthroat populations in Rocky Mountain National 

Park began in the 1970s. However, it wasn't until the 1990s that genetic testing re-

vealed that the fish being stocked were actually a hybrid with the Colorado River Cut-

throat Trout, a closely related species. It wasn't until the 2000’s that true Greenback 

Cutthroat Trout were discovered in a remote stream in the South Platte River drainage 

and efforts to restore this species using these genetically pure individuals began. Thus, 

most of the Greenback Cutthroat found in Rocky Mountain National Park are a hybrid 

which is believed to be around 98% pure Greenback.  When discussed in this book it is 

referenced as the Greenback Cutthroat but technically it is not the 100% pure strain.  

Still, catching one of these fish it is the closest most of us will ever come to touching 

what is ‘essentially a Greenback Cutthroat Trout’.  Remember, all Greenback Cut-

throat fisheries in the park are treated as pure fisheries where all waters are designated 

catch and release using debarbed flies and lures only.  

(Above): Male Greenback Cutthroat caught from Spruce Lake  

(Right): Scott Brown holds a chunky Greenback Cutthroat 

caught from Arrowhead Lake. 
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Guides Notes: As of 2023 there is one area in the park where they are introducing 

the pure strain of Greenback Cutthroat and that is in the river drainage below Bluebird 

Lake.  This area will be closed to fishing indefinitely until they figure out whether or 

not to open it to recreational fishing.   

(Top): Another Greenback caught from Arrowhead Lake on Parachute Caddis, Arrowhead is home to 

some truly colorful fish. (Above Left): Greenback caught from upper Big Thompson drainage. Notice 

different coloring compared to lake fish. (Above Right): Greenback caught from Fern Lake inlet.. 
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Flies & Hatches  
There was a phrase that was coined by the local guides in the 1990’s, it may have been 

the guide Bobby Zuellig from the Estes Angler Fly Shop who said it first, “catching 

fish in Rocky Mountain National Park is ninety percent presentation and ten percent fly 

selection.”  This ratio may still pertain to the backcountry fishing areas of the National 

Park but some of the ‘easier to access’ fishing spots have changed a bit and are proba-

bly more like fifty percent fly selection and fifty percent presentation.  So people fish-

ing should have a pattern that the fish expect to see and present it correctly.  

 

Here are some of the best hatches and when you can expect to find them.  

Midges 
These are the first bugs to start hatching in the Estes Valley and the last you will see. 

Most midges hatch at certain times of the day which varies based on time of the year 

and the water temps. It is best to stock up on midges in your box as even when big cad-

dis hatches may be taking place in lower elevations the high lakes and backcountry 

stream may just be seeing their first hatches, which is likely midges.  Also, the most 

finicky of high mountain fish can definitely be fooled by the correct midge pattern.  

 

April - May: Black (sizes #18 - #24), Gray (sizes #20 - #24) 

June - August: Black (sizes #16 - #20), Gray (sizes #18 - #22) 

Sept - October: Black (sizes #16 - #22), Gray (sizes #18 - #24) 

(Above): Brown Trout caught on Beadhead Olive Ribbed Midge from upper Mo-

raine Park. Midges are essential when fishing any season in RMNP. 

Griffith’s Gnat is a must 

have for RMNP. 

Chronocone Midge 
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Caddis 
 Caddis are a common sight in Rocky Mountain National Park and the Estes Valley. 

They can be found on rocks in streams of all sizes, starting to hatch when water tem-

peratures reach 52 degrees. They vary in size and color depending on location, and can 

be found in shallows waters even when the main area water temperatures are colder. In 

the high country, caddis are usually tan or light brown and range in size from #16-#20.  

Gray or dark brown caddis can also be found in many lower lakes and streams. Later in 

the summer the high country lakes can have larger tan caddis in sizes up to #12. It is 

recommended to always have a Caddis Fly on hand for most of the year.  

 

April - May: Tan (sizes #18 - #22), Gray (sizes #20 - #24) 

June - July: Tan (sizes #10 - #20), Gray (sizes #16 - #18), Brown (sizes #14 - #20) 

August - September: Tan (sizes #14 - #22), Gray (sizes #18 - #24), Brown (sizes #16 - #20) 

Guides Note: Goddardzilla #6 - #8 Dark Caddis.  This yearly occurrence at some lakes and 

streams is the emergence of a huge variety of caddis bugs referred to as the “Goddardzilla” 

hatch.  This huge caddis bug is known for landing on the water and skittering around while 

laying its eggs. It will look like a small bird as it dances its way across the water and can pro-

duce massive takes. A large Orange Stimulator or your largest Goddard Caddis may work well 

when you see these on the water. 

(Above): Pyramid shaped caddis shucks with emerging caddis. (Top Left): 

Huge caddis shucks found on rocks in Big Thompson River. (Bottom 

Left): Loose caddis crawling on rock pulled from Glacier Creek.  
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Mayflies 
Varying water temperatures and uncertain snowpack can affect common mayfly hatch-

es in RMNP. The BWO (Blue Winged Olive) hatch typically occurs on most streams in 

the park in early summer, followed by Callibaetis and occasional Mahogany Duns on 

some lakes. The PMD (Pale Morning Dun) hatch is the easiest to predict and starts in 

mid-July, peaking on the Big Thompson river in early August. Green and Gray Drakes 

may also hatch on the Big Thompson and Colorado River headwaters, though not con-

sistently, during July and August.  

 

May - June: BWO #16 - #20 

June - July: BWO #14 - #16, Callibaetis #12 - #14, Mahogany  #12 - #14 

July - August: PMD #14 - #16, Green and Gray Drakes #10 - #14 

September - October: PMD #16, Green and Gray Drakes #14 (both sporadic) 

(Top Left): Green Drake found on upper Big Thompson River. (Top 

- Right): Drake nymphs can be found throughout the lower drainag-

es in the park. (Left): Dark Mahogany Dun can be imitated by large 

Trico patterns or dark BWOs. (Above): Pale Morning Duns are the 

most common mayflies found throughout the east side of the valley. 
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Stoneflies 
As the snow melts, small black stoneflies known as Winter Stones can be seen crawling 

on the snow, this indicates that hatches are starting in the National Park and fish are go-

ing to start becoming active. These flies are often mistaken for early season midge 

hatches, but don’t be fooled the small black stoneflies are easy to identify (see below). 

Later in the season, small size #20 - #18 Yellow Sallies can be found in abundance on 

almost every stream with larger ones hatching as the season goes on. Occasionally, 

large Salmonflies can be found skittering accross the local lakes and streams, though it 

is not very uncommon.  It is recommended to have some #8 Stimulators on hand just in 

case. 

April - June: Winter Stones (little black stoneflies) (sizes #18 - #22) 

June - August: Yellow Sallies (sizes #14 - #20), Salmonflies (sizes #6 - #12) 

September - October: Winter Stones (sizes #18 - #22) 

(Above Left): Black Winter Stoneflies begin hatching in April and 

continue throughout the summer in colder waters. (Above Right): 

Yellow Sallies can be found throughout the summer as water temps 

rise. (Right): Large Salmonflies are not common in RMNP but can 

sometimes be found in lakes and streams during summer months 

(Above Left): Salmonfly found on North Fork of Big Thomspon River.  

(Above Right): Check willow bushes and other shrubs for signs that 

Salmonflies may be around. (Right): Large Stonefly shucks like this are 

common on the lower sections of the Colorado River outside of the Na-

tional Park.  Starting in early June they crawl from the depths of the river 

to attach to rocks near the bank and hatch.   
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Fishing Licenses / Rules and Regulations 

Licenses  

Fishing in Rocky Mountain National Park requires a Colorado Fishing license for those 

16 and over, and unlike Yellowstone National Park there is no separate license for the 

park itself.  Free fishing days in Colorado (usually the first weekend in June) are also 

honored in the park and no licenses are available for purchase on those days. A license 

can be easily obtained online and downloaded to a phone, so a physical copy is not nec-

essary. The CID number is useful in case of loss or forgetfulness, so it is recommended 

to keep that information accessible. 

 

Rules and Regulations: 

Individuals 13 and older are required to use only flies and lures in Rocky Mountain Na-

tional Park. Those 12 and under can use bait, except when fishing for cutthroat trout, 

which requires the use of flies and lures in those areas. A two fly rig is the maximum 

allowed, using three fly rig (two or more dropper rigs) will result in a fine. It is always 

recommended to debarb flies when fly fishing for wild trout in the park, as many fish 

are aggressive and debarbing can help save fish. It is mandatory to debarb hooks when 

fly fishing in certain Greenback Cutthroat lakes, which will be marked with signs.  If 

you are unsure it is definitely best to go ahead and debarb your hooks. It is possible to 

keep fish in Rocky Mountain National Park and limits are based on species of fish.  

Most cutthroat areas are designated catch and release waters and Rangers are vigorous 

with their enforcement of these rules. (see page 199 for more information) 

Drainages like Fern and Spruce Lakes which hold Greenback Cutthroat 

are all catch and release. Some sections of these lakes or streams can be 

closed for various species habitat maintenance. (Above) A beautiful male 

Greenback Cutthroat caught from Loomis Lake in the Fern Lake valley.  
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PARK ENTRANCE FEES, TIMED  

ENTRY AND OVERNIGHT CAMPING 
ENTRY FEES 

As of 2023, entrance fees to Rocky Mountain National Park are $30 for a vehicle and $25 

for a motorcycle, per day. A week pass (7 days) costs $5 more and a year pass (valid from 

the month of purchase) costs $70. An All National Parks pass can also be purchased for 

$80, which grants access to all national parks in the United States and offers discounts on 

certain National Forest campsites and Monuments.  

 

TIMED ENTRY 

Overview Of Timed Entry Reservations System (as of Summer 2023) 

During peak months (May - October) the Bear Lake Area (Bear Lake Road Corridor): You 

must enter before 5:00am or after 6:00pm or you can obtain a permit through Recrea-

tion.gov.    All Other Entrance stations you must enter before 9:00am or after 2:00pm or 

obtain a permit through Recreation.gov 

 

More Details on Time Entry:  To control the number of visitors in the park, Rocky Moun-

tain National Park has implemented timed entry reservations for certain areas, particularly 

the Bear Lake corridor (Bear Lake Road turn off  up to Bear Lake Trailhead). During sum-

mer months (May - October) a separate entrance station must be passed through, with entry 

allowed only during specific hours (5:00am - 6:00pm) and with a timed reservation pur-

chased in advance for $2.00 on Recreation.gov. NOTE: 40% of reservations are held for 

the day before and released at 5:00pm, so last-minute trips may still be possible. Visitors 

must enter the Bear Lake area during the time slot purchased and failure to do so will result 

in losing access to the area. Visitors are allowed to leave the area and come back with the 

same pass but be sure to get the dash tag before exiting. The park also limits the number of 

vehicles allowed to enter all sections of the park between 9:00am - 2:00pm so entrance res-

ervations need to be made for this as well. To avoid long lines, it is recommended to enter 

the park before 7:30am, especially during high summer months. It is important to note that 

lines to enter the park can be very long and getting in an entrance line at 8:30am and think-

ing you can make it to the entrance gate before 9:00am is a risky move, especially during 

the peak summer months.  Your best option is to plan ahead and always try to get into the 

National Park early (before 7:30am). 
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BACKCOUNTRY CAMPING 
As of 2023, backcountry reservations for Rocky Mountain National Park can be made 

online starting March 1st for a non-refundable fee of $30. Plan ahead as most campsites 

fill up quickly (by end of the first week of March). It does not cost more to book multiple 

nights, and it's a good idea to explore the park over multiple nights. Most sites have a 

limit of 7 persons, but group sites for up to 12 persons are available. Fires and food stor-

age are restricted, and all food must be stored in bear canisters. Permits must be picked 

up before 10am on the day of the trip or they will be released to other patrons. It is rec-

ommended to pick up the permits a day or two in advance and to start early if the hike is 

tough or if you want to have some time to fly fish.  To book a reservation you can go to 

Recreation.gov or call the RMNP Backcountry Office at 970-586-1242.  You should 

check out availability and plan your trip out before calling by checking the website for 

available campsites:  www.recreation.gov 

 

The best time to camp in Rocky Mountain National Park is from the end of June thru 

September. Camping in late May and early June may be difficult as many campsites are 

still covered in snow and many backcountry lakes and streams are not thawed enough for 

fishing. July and August are the prime time for fishing as lakes are fully ice-free and fish 

are actively feeding, making them much easier to catch. There are so many options for 

overnight camping and fishing in the National Park which makes Rocky Mountain Na-

tional Park one of the prime National Parks for an overnight fly fishing excursion. 

(Above): Lightweight tents are essential for camping 

in RMNP. (Left): Backpacking with fly rods has 

changed dramatically since the 90’s, two piece rods 

are no longer the norm - thank goodness.  
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POPULAR FISHING / CAMPING AREAS: 
Fern Lake area: Fern Lake site, Spruce Lake site, Odessa Lake site (fishing Fern, 

Odessa, Spruce and Loomis Lakes) - great for Greenback Cutthroat. 

Lawn Lake area: Golden Banner site, Cutbank site, Lawn Lake site (fishing Roaring 

River, Lawn and Big Crystal Lakes) - great small stream fishing for small cutthroar 

and lake fishing for large Greenback Cutthroat. 

Wild Basin area: Sisken site, North St. Vrain site, Thunder Lake site (fishing Thunder 

and Box Lakes) - great for Greenback Cutthroat and Brook Trout.  

Haynach Lake area: Sunrise site, Granite Falls site, Haynach site (fishing Tonahutu 

Creek and Haynach Lakes) - great small stream fishing for brook trout and lake fishing 

for Colorado River Cutthroat. 

East Inlet area: Solitude site, Upper East Inlet site, Slickrock site (fishing all the lakes 

in East Inlet valley) - great lake fishing for Brook Trout in all the lakes and Colorado 

River Cutthroat (Fifth Lake only). 

Families of all ages can backpack 

RMNP. Look for sites 2 - 3 miles in. 

(Above): Individual sites are lim-

ited to 7 persons max. There are 

some group sites for groups of 8 - 

12. (Far Left): Bear canisters are 

required for overnight camping 

within the National Park bounda-

ries - simply hanging food is not 

allowed. (Left): A privy - pit toilet - 

is found at many backcountry sites. 

If no privy exists you must dig 

holes or pack out your waste.  
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WHEN TO FISH 

The best time to visit Rocky Mountain National Park for fishing is at the end of June 

through August. This is when hatches are starting to pop, the backcountry is opening up, 

and streams have come down from high runoff. Fishing is possible year-round in the park 

but due to its varying elevation from 8,000 feet to 11,000+ feet you may struggle to find 

open water until the snow truly melts in mid-may.  For the best chances of success, mid 

June - August is definitely the best time. If planning on heading deep into the backcoun-

try, it may be best to wait until late June in heavy snow pack years. It's always recom-

mended to check with the Rocky Mountain National Park backcountry office for the most 

up-to-date information on snowpack depths, snow free trails and to avoid hiking to a still-

frozen lake. 

Early Season (March to Early May) 

Most of the National Park is still closed down 

or iced over. Your most successful fishing 

will be below Lake Estes in the Big Thomp-

son River and through the canyon on your 

way to Loveland. 

 

Runoff Season (Mid - May to Mid - June) 

The streams are usually running high and can 

be tough to fish. Some of the first high moun-

tain lakes will begin to ice off and most will 

fish amazingly well if they are thawed.  That 

being said, many lakes thaw at various times 

from year to year so be careful to check lake 

conditions before making the trek miles 

into the backcountry.  You can check 

many conditions by calling the RMNP 

Backcountry office at: 970-586-

1242.  The lower ‘drive up’ area lakes 

will be fishing better and better each day 

as hatches start to come off.  

Bringing in snowshoes for early season hikes can be help-

ful if you head deep into the backcountry. Although many 

heavily traveled trails micro-spikes are a better choice.  

(Left): Hiking into the Loch Vale in early June. 

Snow free trails are highly unlikely as you get 

above 9,500 feet until at least July. 
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Peak Season (End June to Early August) 

As stated the trifecta is upon you, with the back country 

opened up, hatches are in full swing and the fishing is at 

its prime. The only negative of this time of year is the 

crowds are also in full swing and fishing prime water 

can get a bit tight. Don’t be afraid to get off the main 

roads and into the backcountry as most the fishermen 

who visit the National Park usually don’t travel more 

than a few hundred yards from their cars.  If you are 

planning a trip specifically for the backcountry fly fish-

ing this would be the time to shoot for.   

 

Post Peak (Mid - August to thru September) 

Most guides will tell you that fishing in July is truly great but they will also tell you they 

would rather be around for the post peak season to fish for themselves, as crowds have 

come down, every inch of the backcountry is opened up, and there are still plenty of 

great hatches going on.  The high mountain lakes may be slowing down during early 

snowfall years but even then the fish are always ready to get that last meal before 

they  hunker down for the winter. Later in the fall be wary of relying on fishing back-

country Brook Trout fisheries during this time as many of those have switched off due 

to fall spawning, if you had to pick a lake or stream picking one that holds cutthroat will 

definitely produce better than those that hold brook trout. 

 

Late Season (October - early November) 

Depending on snow and weather you can still get in 

some great late season fishing in many of the lower 

streams in Rocky Mountain National Park.  By this 

point most of the high backcountry is about done or 

starting to freeze over so plan some time below the 

Lake Estes Dam with some day trips into the main 

streams in the park. 

(Top) Fishing Glacier Creek after runoff is prime fishing sea-

son. (Right): Rebecca Stegura sits on a bridge over Ouzel 

Creek in late September, expect low water and colorful aspen. 
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Gear  
Fly Rods 

Most people who are getting into fly fishing will start with a standard 4 piece 9 foot 5 

weight fly rod, although it is a bit heavy for most of the fishing in the National Park this 

rod will work fine in most cases.   

Some better choices for specific conditions would be as follows: 

 Best all around rod: 8 ½’ 4 weight rod (with a good backbone in case of wind) 

 High mountain lakes: 8 ½’ 3 weight or 4 weight 

 Smaller streams: 8’ 4 wt or  8 ½’ 3 weight  

Tenkara Rods 

Tenkara fishermen will truly enjoy some of the water found in Rocky Mountain National 

Park.  Although not ideal for most of the backcountry lakes the multiple  open  meadow 

streams and valleys loaded with tumbling pools and riffles makes it ideal water for those 

people looking to explore with these light-

weight and easily packed rods.  Some of the 

better areas for Tenkara fisherman will in-

clude North Fork of the Big Thompson, 

Moraine Park and Horseshoe Park. 

Fly rods have come a long way in the past 30 years.  

With improved graphite and better action four piece 

rods are now the norm. You can even find  6 and 7 piece 

rods with very good casting abilities. A strong backbone 

and good action are often necessary for good fly 

presentation. (Left): Hooking into a Cutthroat on a long 

cast at Ouzel Lake. 

Tenkara rods can be very effective on many of 

the streams in RMNP. Highsticking small 

streams with dry flies and nymphs works great in 

those areas with few trees. 
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Waders 

Wearing ‘hippers’ is okay for small streams but pretty much useless when it comes to 

any of the lake fishing in the National Park. The development of new lightweight 

breathable waders has changed the ease of bringing waders to almost any destination as 

they can easily double as rain pants on the fly. Coupling breathable waders with light-

weight wading shoes and vibram soles it isn’t a bad idea to bring waders to any desti-

nation (even those that may not require it).  Wet wading the small streams and shallow 

lakes is a very good option for the park and if you can stand the cold water it can be an 

effective way to fish many of the deeper backcountry lakes as well.  In this book when 

you see that waders are needed you can assume that means “wet wading” is definitely 

an option.  Rocky Mountain National Park does not require rubber soles, you can use 

felt soles, so whatever your preference you will not be ticketed for wearing felt soled 

wading boots.  Be sure to always disinfect waders and boots before and after fishing so 

as to stop the spread of invasive species. 

(Above): Fishing small creeks like the Pou-

dre River headwaters waders are definitely 

not needed, but wet wading is required. 

(Top Left): Fly fishing Loch Vale waders 

are useful in many of the cove areas. 

(Left): Fishing larger streams waders are 

needed to reach holes effectively but wet 

wading these streams is a great option - 

especially later in the season. 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

26  

        Other Gear 

Vests or fishing packs? Most guides prefer using fishing packs (either lumbar or sling) 

over vests, it may be just the latest style but one thing is for sure, keeping your fly box-

es dry is needed. Choosing an all waterproof option is a smart way to go in case of 

deep wading or rain.  Another great option for backcountry fishing is bringing a lanyard 

and a box of flies.  This weight saving measure may be the most effective way to fish 

the high country. Keeping things light is essential most of the time, just be sure to have 

a good selection of flies (both dry and wet) and multiple leaders and tippets in case of 

the need to rebuild your rig.  Other useful things to have when fly fishing the area are 

good daypacks, decent raingear, and essentials like bug spray and sunscreen. 

Nets 

It is always a good idea to have a net to relieve 

stress on fish, getting them into a net quickly so 

you can remove hooks will help save many fish 

from the stress of constantly being caught.  If you 

are heading into the backcountry and do not have 

a net you probably don’t need to go out of your 

way and buy one, most fish can easily be landed 

without one but be sure to bring fish in quickly, 

wet your hands thoroughly, and release them 

right away. 

Good daypacks with room for waders and boots is helpful.  Bring-

ing along bug spray (with deet preferred) is almost always a re-

quirement. If you are weight conscious consider a well stocked 

lanyard and a fly box instead of a vest or check pack. 
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Even though most fish in the National Park are small enough a net isn’t needed, having one will help 

protect the fish and make photographing them much easier. 

Choosing a daypack to use while fishing is a great way to explore lots of water quickly, especially on 

small backcountry streams where you are constantly on the move hunting for fish. 
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Quick Hits - What To Do If You Encounter An… 
As a general rule always remember not to approach wildlife and maintain plenty of dis-

tance from them at all times.  This being said there may be instances where you may be 

caught off guard with wildlife randomly appearing out of the blue.  Here are some 

quick hits if you do encounter wildlife while out and about. 

 

Elk: Chances are you are going to see Elk and if you are fishing in one of the many 

meadows or valleys where they like to congregate (Moraine Park, Horseshoe Park, and 

the Colorado River Basin) you will likely have some close encounters.  Most elk are 

docile and will completely ignore most visitors.  However do not be surprised if a fe-

male elk aggressively approaches you rearing its head back and stomping towards 

you.  This is usually a sign that there is a newborn / youngling hidden nearby that they 

are protecting.  It will be almost impossible not to retreat if a female elk is aggressively 

chasing you from an area.  Bull elk have also been known to rush at visitors who get 

too close, especially during rut season (September - November).  Best advice for both 

these scenarios is to leave the area and find some new fishing holes.   

(Above): Elk entering Sprague Lake to cool 

off on a hot summer day. Unlike this fisher-

man it is best to back away slowly and exit 

the water. (Right): Elk entering the inlet to 

Sprague Lake. Chances are good that you 

will see some wildlife at Sprague Lake at 

some point throughout the day. Use caution 

and never approach wildlife.
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Guides Notes: Fall in the National Park they close Moraine Park to fly fishing for the Elk 

Rut.  This same closure happens year round in lower Horseshoe Park.  You can and will likely be 

ticketed if you enter these meadows to fish when closed for the Elk Rutting season. 

Deer: Most deer are extremely docile and skittish if approached unannounced. It is 

true that deer can become aggressive if approached when they have young ones near-

by. Back away slowly and leave the area keeping an eye out for little ones. 

(Above): Deer moving cautiously by a fisherman at Ouzel 

Lake. (Left): Mule deer wading on upper section of the Colo-

rado River. 
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Bear: Although one of the more uncommon animals to come across in the National 

Park, the National Park estimates less than 30 bears inhabit the park, but there are still 

plenty of bear sightings every year and a few bear attacks have been reported in the 

park through the years.  All bears in Rocky Mountain National Park are Black Bears 

(no Grizzly Bears can be found in Rocky Mountains National Park).  If you encounter 

a black bear, rangers have suggested making lots of noise, shouting at the bear, and 

making yourself big all while slowly backing away.  Black Bears are usually ultra skit-

tish and loud noises and aggressive behavior can usually chase a bear off.   

Guides Notes: Overnight Camping trips are where most bear encounters take place.  Be sure 

to follow all rules regarding food storage (bear canisters) and placement of personal 

items.  Sasquatch Fly Fishing has had a number of bear encounters through the years and all 

of them ended with no medical incidents.  Torn up tents, half eaten boots, and ripped up back-

packs were the most common outcome of a bear encounter in the park. 

(Above) A rare cinnamon colored Black Bear found on the 

west side of RMNP. (Above Left): Seeing a mother bear with 

her cubs is an amazing site, but also can be extremely dan-

gerous so use caution. (Left): Bears ripping up tents and 

packs is unlikely, but can happen, take all items that may 

attract a bears out of your tent. 
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Moose: The moose of Rocky Mountain National Park have become much more 

common in recent years.  An animal that was almost always found on the west side of 

the National Park is now commonplace on the east side. Moose can be more aggres-

sive than any other animal in the park and it is best to be very wary of moose if you 

come in close contact.  On more than one occasion moose have appeared at local lakes 

and aggressively chased fishermen out of their holes.  Many guides can attest that 

moose will often follow them along the streams attempting to push them out of the ar-

ea.  If charged by a moose it is important to remember that trees are often your best 

friend and utilizing them to shield yourself from a charging moose is often your best 

bet.  

Guides Notes: Moose photographers will more than likely get a shot of a moose at Sprague 

Lake at some point throughout the week. If it is a goal of yours to see (or fish) with a moose in 

sight this area is a great place to get your wish granted. 

(Left) Kids fishing off of Pete’s Rock at 

Sprague Lake. Moose this close need to be 

taken seriously. (Above): Great pictures of 

moose can be taken while fishing in this 

lake. Always be aware of where they are.
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Mountain Lion:          The rarest of animals is the mountain lion.  Coming into 

contact with a mountain lion is rare, as there are 

likely less than 20 in the entire park, but it is still 

possible.  If you do encounter a mountain lion, 

Park Rangers have suggested that you make your-

self large (putting your hands over your head), 

shouting loudly and then slowly backing 

away.  Like with all animals the most dangerous 

place to be is near a mother with her young.  On 

more than one occasion guides have seen young 

mountain lion pups near trails with no sign of an 

adult, this is a sign to move on quickly and leave 

the area immediately. 

Keep your eyes on rock ledges above when 

hiking and fishing, this is sometimes a Moun-

tain Lions favorite area to hangout.

As summer moves in many animals begin moving into the 

high alpine areas. (Above): Elk in velvet bedding down in 

the alpine tundra just off Trail Ridge Road. (Top Left): 

Moose and youngling feeding in Spruce Lake. (Bottom 

Left): Big Bull Elk herd hanging near Poudre Lake. 
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Rocky Mountain 

National Park 

Guide Book  

Greenback Cutthroat (Big Crystal Lake)
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PART I: East Side 
 
Drive To Locations    Page 

 Moraine Park..................................... 41 
 Glacier Creek.................................... 42 
 Hallowell Park.................................... 43  
 Sprague Lake.................................... 44 
 Horseshoe Park................................. 45 
 Lily Lake............................................. 46 
 North St. Vrain Creek......................... 47 
 Poudre Lake...................................... 48 

 
Hiking Trips 
Bear Lake Trailhead..................................... 51 

 Dream Lake 
 Lake Haiyaha 

Glacier Gorge Trailhead............................... 54 
 The Loch Vale 
 Lake of Glass and Sky Pond 
 Mills Lake and Jewel Lake 
 Black Lake 
 Fern Lake Trailhead 
 Fern Lake 
 Odessa Lake 
 Spruce Lake 
 Loomis Lake 

Longs Peak Trailhead................................... 65 
 Peacock Pool 

Wild Basin Trailhead..................................... 67 
 Sandbeach Lake  
 Ouzel Creek 
 Ouzel Lake 
 Thunder Lake 
 Box Lake 
 Cony Creek 
 Pear Reservoir (Lake) 
 Hutcheson Lakes 

Lawn Lake Trailhead.................................... 78 
 Roaring River 
 Ypsilon Lake 
 Caddis / Fay Lakes 
 Lawn Lake 
 Big Crystal Lake 

Guide Book IN
D

E
X

 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

36  

Milner Pass Trailhead 
 Arrowhead Lake 

 

PART II: North Side 
 

Hiking Trips 
Poudre River Headwaters 

 Poudre River Trailhead 
 Chapin Pass Trailhead 
 Coral Creek Trailhead 
 Hague Creek 
 Mirror Lake 

McGraw Ranch Trailhead 
 Cow Creek / Bridal Veil Falls 
 West Creek 

Dunraven Trailhead 
 North Fork of the Big Thompson River 
 Lost Lake 
 Lake Husted  
 Lake Louise 

 

PART III: West Side 
 

Drive To Locations 
 Colorado River 

 

Hiking Trips 
Timber Lake Trailhead 

 Timber Lake 
Onahu Trailhead 

 Onahu Creek 
Green Mountain Trailhead 

 Tonahutu Creek 
 Haynach Lakes 

North Inlet Trailhead 
 North Inlet Creek 
 Lake Nanita 
 Pettingell Lake  

East Inlet Trailhead 
 East Inlet Creek 
 Lone Pine Lake 
 Lake Verna 
 Spirit Lake 
 Fourth Lake 
 Fifth Lake 
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Baker Gulch Trailhead 
 Parika Lake 

 

PART IV: Outside The Park 
 

 Drive To Locations 
 Mary’s Lake 
 Lake Estes and Big Thompson River Inlet 
 Big Thompson River (Below Lake Estes) 
 North Fork of the Big Thompson River (Glen Haven to Drake) 

 

IN
D

E
X

 

Haynach Lake in late June.  This lake sits at over 11,000 feet and is one of the last lakes to 

thaw on the west side of the National Park.  Be cautious hiking in to some high mountain lakes 

too early in the season as they may not be fishable until later in the summer. 
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The Big Thompson River, renowned for its excellent fishing, starts deep inside of 

Rocky Mountain National Park and winds its way through upper Forest Canyon. There, 

it gathers its many tributaries, including those from the picturesque Gorge Lakes such as 

Fern and Spruce. As it continues towards Moraine Park, the river swells into a larger 

body of water, creating the now-famous meadow stream that attracts hundreds of an-

glers each year. Just beyond the boundaries of the National Park, the Big Thompson 

merges with Glacier Creek, and together they flow into Lake Estes before cutting 

through Big Thompson Canyon along Highway 34. The river eventually joins forces 

with the South Platte River, just outside of Greeley, Colorado.  Spanning a total length 

of 78 miles, the Big Thompson River offer a variety of fishing opportunities and also 

making it a destination for fly fishers from all around the country. 

Moraine Park was home to many lodges, ranches and even a 9 hole golf course. Today the 

Park Service has restored this valley to its original glory. 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

39  

 

EA
ST 

PART I: EAST SIDE 

The most popular quick trip destination of any place in Rocky Mountain National 

Park is this iconic section of river, the Moraine Park area of the Big Thompson 

River.  It is located just one quick turn off of the Beaver Meadows entrance station 

and visible from Bear Lake Road. Once you get there, you'll find that the long 

meadow stream is loaded with Brown and Brook Trout (and even some Cutthroat 

Trout the further up the valley you go).   However, be aware that high water condi-

tions in the early summer season (usually end of May through mid/late June) keeps 

this valley pretty vacant and unfishable. You can usually tell if high water condi-

tions still exist if you look up the valley and it appears to be one big slow moving 

lake instead of a well defined mountain stream. But as the water levels drop and 

Moraine Park becomes more fishable, you'll start to see the brown dirt along the 

edges of the undercut banks on the river. This is a sign that water levels are low 

enough for you to fish the area effectively. And as these water levels drop, the bet-

ter fishing picks up. Soon it's hard not to see someone out in the meadow fishing 

the ‘Big T’ at all hours of the day as you drive by.  At one time or another, Moraine 

Park was home to multiple lodges and ranches and even had a nine hole golf course 

built into it. Some of the old cabins are still around on the south side of the moraine 

which are left to families of descendants who settled or lived in the area, although 

as families filter out the cabins are donated to the National Park Service as housing 

for employees. Fishing is not restricted in any area of Moraine Park, so don't let the 

“elk fences” or private residence signs scare you off. The only time the Moraine 

Park valley is closed to fishing is during the fall when the elk come down for mat-

ing. The elk rutting season usually lasts from mid-September until the end of Octo-

ber and the area should be posted as closed to fishing. 

Drive To Locations   

Moraine Park  
(Big Thompson River)  
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Lower Moraine 

This area likely sees the most fishing pressure of all rivers in the National Park, but it 

can still fish very well, especially once water levels come down. Look for the shallow 

riffles that drop down into deeper pools and angle your cast so the fish are less likely to 

see you are there. Long runs that are two to three feet in depth usually hold many feed-

ing fish. Waders are not necessarily needed in this Big Thompson section and many 

times guides will guide it without ever getting into the water. Longer casts through long 

straightaways can produce more 

fish, but remember due to heavy 

fishing pressure, good drag-free 

drifts are very important in this 

section. When fishing during high 

water (late May thru late June) 

you will likely need to nymph 

deep holes, throwing a double 

Bear Lake road to Cub Lake Trailhead 

Waders: Optional 

Type of fish: Brown Trout and Brook Trout, Greenback Cutthroat  (scarce) 

Jason Rieke casts large streamers at 

dusk in hopes to move some big browns. 
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nymph rig (triple fly rigs are illegal in the National 

Park) with a tungsten #10 or #12 Pat's Rubber leg 

trailed by a #18 or #20 Zebra Midge can often work 

well. Get it down deep in the big bend holes and 

keep your drifts perfect. If fish start rising during 

early season try a smaller dry fly, ##18 Griffith’s 

Gnat or #16 or #18 Parachute Adams.  The best 

fishing in this section is when water levels come 

down and the caddis bugs start popping (usually early July). You can replace the heavy 

tungsten flies with traditional Bead Heads as fish will be moving out of their deep win-

tering holes and into the riffles and shallow slicks. During the day try a lighter double 

nymph rig #12 or #14 Bead Head Copper John (red or black) trailed by a #16 or #18 

caddis larvae. During the evening walk the bank with a large #12 or #14 Elk Hair Cad-

dis (tan or brown) and bring some bug spray... and a cold beer. 

Guides Notes: Don’t hesitate to throw a large streamer in the late evening / early morning in this 

section. Throw it right along the grassy deep banks upstream and twitch it upon its downstream drift. 

Another good option is to throw it downstream and retrieve a swinging pattern across and back up-

stream. People have pulled some very large brown trout out of Moraine Park using this technique. 

High water in the Moraine Park section can be 

tough to fish, water usually drops by end of June. 

(Top Left): Nate Stone shows off a chunky brown caught at dusk on a large streamer pattern. (Above Left): Brown Trout hitting large hop-

per patterns late in the season in the rocky areas of Lower Moraine near Bear Lake Road. (Above Right) Jason Rieke shows off a beauty of 

a fish caught late in evening. All the Brown Trout in Moraine Park can be aggressive eaters at the right time of day and year. 
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Favorite Flies - Big Thompson River   

May to June (high water):  

Nymphs: Tungsten bead head flies #12-16 -- Prince Nymph, Copper John (traditional, char-

treuse, zebra, and purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail, Flashback Hares Ear.  Pat's Rubber 

Legs #10 - #12 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black), Zebra Midges #16 - #22 

(black, purple, brown and red)  

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 (black or natural), Cone Head Muddler Minnow #4 - #8, Thin Mint 

#6 - #10, Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold mine or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #16 

 

July to October (lower water): 

Nymphs: Gold bead head flies #12-18 -- Prince Nymph, Copper John (traditional, chartreuse, 

zebra, and purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail, Flashback Hares Ear.  Pat's Rubber Legs 

#12 - #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black) 

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 / #8 (black or natural), Cone Head Muddler Minnow #4 - #8, Thin 

Mint #8 - #12,Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold mine or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #20, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #22, Parachute Caddis (tan) #8 - #18, Chubby Chernobyl (gold, orange, purple) #12 - 

#16, PMD (parachute or traditional) #14 - #16, Stimulator (orange or yellow) #12 -  #16, Mos-

quito #18, Beetle #16 

(Above): Lower water levels force fish into easily found runs and 

pools, this is when fishing Moraine Park is at its peak. (Right): 

Fishing large dry dropper rigs in deep runs just off grassy banks 

is a sure way to get some action, especially later in the day. 
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By far the guide's favorite place to go - with more tree cover and decent water this area 

sees less pressure from the average tourist fisherman but many more guides are likely to 

be here with clients. Be prepared to hop around guides or hard core fishermen and be sure 

to give other fisherman plenty of room as the thicker trees make it harder to get around. 

The runs and pools are easily defined and finding fish here during low water times is usu-

ally pretty easy. Be sure to angle your drifts so as not to spook fish and remember that 

longer casts will produce more fish. The favorite way to fish this area during the day is 

with a large dry dropper rig (preferable a #14 Gold Chubby and a #14 Copper John drop-

per) but as evening sets in look for great dry fly action. The PMD’s in this area come off 

thick starting in mid-July, look for them on the water later in the afternoon and continuing 

through dusk. Some of these evening PMD hatches on this section of the river have been 

said to rival that of the Frying Pan River PMD hatch (which is saying something). 

Upper Moraine 
Cub Lake Trailhead to Fern Lake Trailhead 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brown Trout, Brook Trout, & Greenback Cutthroat Trout (scarce) 

Guides Notes: Drakes (gray / green) in large sizes come off here sporadically starting in early 

July, it's always a good idea to have a large #10 - #12 Parachute Adams or #12 Comparadun 

Gray Drake in your fly box. I usually trail a smaller #18 Mosquito, Parachute Adams or an Elk 

Hair Caddis behind when fish seem to be getting picky. In the evenings starting in mid July be 

sure to have those PMD’s ready, when that hatch starts, you best be ready. #14 Parachute 

PMD’s trailed by a #16 Comparadun PMD is a great option. 
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Beyond Moraine Park  
Fern Lake Trailhead to ‘The Pool’ 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brown Trout, Brook Trout, & Greenback Cutthroat Trout (more common) 

The section around Fern Lake Trailhead is not 

heavily fished as it can be more difficult to fish 

good holes and you must hike in to access it. With 

the Fern Lake trail snaking alongside the river for 

most of the way, the water is often turbulent and 

quick moving even after runoff. Some of the water 

here is chalked full of nice sized Brook and Brown 

Trout and as you work your way towards “The 

Pool”, you will start to see more and more Green-

back Cutthroat in your net. The lower sections 

have great runs and pools that fish amazingly well 

once water levels drop, usually mid-July during normal runoff years. You almost cer-

tainly have to wade this section to fish it effectively, but use caution as the section gets 

some pretty nasty rapids the further up you go. Fishing the upper part of this section 

near The Pool is tough until after mid-August. When you do fish it use the old faithful 

combination of a large dry fly trailed by a bead head. Some guides favorite combos are 

#14 Purple Chubby followed by a #14 Tungsten Prince or a similar sized Hi Viz Or-

ange Stimulator trailed with a Copper John. 

Greenback Cutthroat Trout become more com-

mon the further up the valley you go. 
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East Troublesome Fire Update  

In October of 2020 the East Troublesome Fire 

jumped the continental divide from the west 

side of the National Park and burned the area 

from upper Fern Lake to Moraine Park 

Campground.  The thick forested area around 

the Big Thompson river became a barren 

burned out valley where the normally thick 

forested river which was hidden from view is 

now wide open and every riffle and run can be seen from up on the trail.  This of 

course makes access to the river much easier but at the same time the normal seclusion 

of fishing a remote high mountain stream is gone.  The debris from the fire has washed 

into some of the river and the National Park fisheries team has said many of the fish 

have sediment buildup in their gills.  Luckily the fire seems to not have dramatically 

changed the fishing; it still is home to many 

Brook Trout, a fair number of Cutthroat and some 

larger Brown Trout.  The lush greenery that is 

growing in since the fire can’t hide the fact the 

sun beats down on the river and trail with little 

room for shade.  Bring a bottle of sunscreen and 

wear a hat because you are likely going to need it. 

(Above): Purple Chubbies are 

wonderful patterns on most 

streams in the park. (Left): 

“The Pool” is  full of fish but 

can be very hard to access until 

the water begins to drop (near 

the end of July). 
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Guides Notes: Upper Forest Canyon (beyond The Pool) is home to loads of Greenback Cut-

throat trout but accessing this area is extremely difficult.  Hiking ‘through’ the river beyond 

The Pool is almost impossible due to deep water and high cliffs along the edges.  You can ac-

cess upper Forest Canyon by hiking up Fern Lake trail and cutting over off of the first switch-

back once you cross the small Fern Creek bridge. The area is still very dangerous and thick 

with downed trees and rock cliffs so be well prepared for this and always let others know 

when you are heading into unknown areas.  That being said there are a few great fishing 

meadows in upper Forest Canyon that you can easily catch double digit fish without moving 

more than a few feet.  Be ready for torn up clothing and some minor cuts and bruises, and a 

lot of fish. 

(Above): The coloring of the fish 

in upper Big Thompson valley is 

hard to beat. (Left): Looking up-

stream past The Pool towards 

Forest Canyon. (Right): absolute-

ly stunning Greenback Cutthroat 

from upper Forest Canyon area. 
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Glacier Creek 

Glacier Creek, a collection of creeks that flows from the Glacier Basin region, offers 

an assortment of fishing opportunities. With access to all of its feeders, including Mill 

Creek, Chaos Creek, Boulder Brook, and Tyndall Creek, this area is perfect for fishers 

looking for a variety of water. The easiest way to reach Glacier Creek is from where it 

merges with the Big Thompson River (just above HWY 66 and adjacent to the YMCA 

of the Rockies property) to Storm Pass pull off, located just below Glacier Gorge Trail-

head. Despite its potential, this section of water is often overlooked by average fisher-

men due to the fact its off the highly traveled Bear Lake Road. However, if you're a 

guide in the area, you likely know Glacier Creek well and have your favorite sections 

to fish. With its pocket water, dry dropper rigs work perfectly, and during the early 

part of July and beyond, it's not uncommon to pull multiple fish out of each hole. Cast-

ing in the creek can be tight, so be cautious with back casts and hooksets. Many pine 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brown Trout, Brook Trout, Rainbow Trout, & Cutthroat Trout (scarce) 
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Favorite Flies 

Nymphs: Tungsten bead head flies #14-18 - Prince Nymph, Psycho Prince (purple, orange), 

Copper John (traditional, chartreuse, purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail.  Pat's Rubber 

Legs #12- #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black) 

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 (black or natural), Thin Mint #10 - #12, Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold 

mine or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Chernobyl Chubby (gold, salm-

on) #12 -  #14, Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) #12 - #16 

Guides Notes: The road running to Bear Lake was diverted in 2015 to no longer follow 

alongside Glacier Creek and they put a new parking area off of the old road.  There is a well 

defined fisherman’s path that runs down the river for a ½ mile from this parking area and is a 

great place to walk down and fish your way back towards your vehicle.  The water here is full 

of quick and fast pools and runs with plenty of room to cast.  If you want to walk down even 

further there is a good ¾ mile of river to fish in this area before it merges with the Big Thomp-

son river. 

trees near the good holes will have multiple rigs stuck in the air just out of reach of the 

fishermen. For a more extended stretch of water, check out the middle sections of the 

creek, just above the Glacier Basin campground and below the Sprague Lake turnoff. 

These runs are ideal for fishing in the evening and offer opportunities to catch rising 

fish, which will almost always come up for a #14 Parachute Caddis or a #16 Parachute 

Adams.  

(Above Left): When water levels drop slicks holding fish are easy to spot, a double dry rig usually works great. (Above 

Right): Bigger pools will hold multiple fish, switch up rigs and try different depths to catch the most out of one hole. 
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The upper creeks coming out of the various lakes above (Dream Lake, Lake Haiyaha, 

Loch Vale, and Mills Lake) are all great for experienced fisherman.  The tight casts and 

technical nature is a great escape from the heavily trafficked waters below.  The drain-

ages hold various species of hybrid cutthroat and most are not picky when a fly is pre-

sented near them.  Heavier tippets and shorter leaders can be used to prevent losing lots 

of flies, which is sure to happen with the overhanging pines. No trails lead to these 

streams but fishing trails can often be found alongside most creeks.  

(Top Left): Fishing Tindall Creek below 

Chaos Creek confluence. (Bottom Left): 

Tight casting in upper Tyndall Creek, 

large pools will hold multiple cutthroat. 

(Below): Chaos Creek below Lake Hai-

yaha, heavy foliage in and out of the water 

makes for some intense casting. 

Cutthroat Hybrids fill the 

drainages below all the 

lakes in this valley.  Using 

single flies is a good choice 

to prevent snags from de-

bris found in the creeks. 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

50  

Hollowell Park Beaver Ponds  
(Mill Creek) 

Hollowell Park, this remote “feeling” location in the National Park, was once a beloved 

destination for fishermen and tourists. Minutes from the entrance, the small valley featur-

ing Mill Creek was home to a series of beaver ponds that rivaled those found in the dens-

est wilderness areas of Colorado. These ponds produced impressive fish and many visitors 

returned home happy. Over time, however, the fishery declined as the beavers left, leaving 

the once productive ponds reduced to shallow, overgrown pools surrounded by thick wil-

lows. While visitors and guides still hold out hope for the beavers' return, fishing in Hol-

lowell Park is now a challenge, requiring a trek through the willows in search of small 

pools and a careful cast to avoid snagging on the overhanging branches. 

(Top Left): Long casts across the ponds produced numerous strikes. 

(Middle): Vibrant Brook Trout were abundant in the valley. (Right): This 

area was a great place for all ages to catch some fish 
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Sprague Lake, located off of Bear Lake road about three miles past Moraine Park, is a 

staple of many guided trips mainly because of its ease of access and beautiful scenery, 

as well as its good fishing. Sprague Lake was built by Abner Sprague, one of the origi-

nal settlers in Moraine Park valley, who built a lodge where the Sprague Lake parking 

lot now stands. He wanted to provide a lake for his friends from the east coast to fish 

without having to hike. Sprague thought of everything with his lake, including an easy 

access trail around the lake, plenty of fish to catch, and even sand bars so people could 

walk into the middle of the lake with ease. Where to best fish Sprague Lake will depend 

on what time of day you are fishing: early in the morning, look for rising fish in the 

central part of the lake or along the eastside shoreline where the water is deeper; mid-

day, find a deep cove and start throwing some bead heads; and in the evening, on a 

good night, fish will be rising all over the lake chasing midges, mayflies, and caddis. 

Waders are essential if you are going to effectively fish here, since you can wade al-

most anywhere on the lake. The two truly deep holes in the lake are the first cove off of 

the south side of the lake and the back cove near the east side bridge. Both of these are 

excellent places to fish when you see no fish rising on the lake or are struggling to get 

some fish. Try throwing a #12 - #16 bead head Hares Ear or Prince and vary your re-

Sprague Lake 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brown Trout and Brook Trout 
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trieval until you get some strikes. Early in the season (May - Mid June) you should see 

plenty of midge hatches and rising fish throughout the day, a #16-#22 Griffith’s Gnat 

is a great fly and the #18-#22 Mother Shucker (gray) works wonders when the fish 

seem to be getting picky. The real reason to go to Sprague really is the caddis hatch, 

starting in late June and going through August the caddis on Sprague start coming off 

around dusk and, on a good night, it is not uncommon to see fish rising across the lake 

for an hour straight. Fishing the sandbars is a good idea, wading around the various 

weed beds and throwing long well-placed casts will catch quite a few fish. Most of the 

fish in Sprague Lake are brook trout in the 6 - 10 inch range, but do not be shocked if 

you hook into a large brown here or there. They have been caught as large as 22 inch-

es, but the average is around 12-14 inches. Despite Sprague being a catch and keep 

lake for almost any sized brook trout and browns over 12 inches, the locals always en-

courage catch and release at this lake, all the fish in Sprague Lake are wild trout and 

the fact you can catch some nice fish out of this easy to access beautiful lake is pretty 

special and everyone would love to keep it.  Besides, Lake Estes has a ton of stocked 

fish just waiting to be caught and eaten. 

Favorite Flies 

Nymphs: Tungsten bead head flies #12-16 -- Prince, Hares Ear or Flashback Pheasant 

Tail, non beaded Pheasant Tail #16 - #20, Copper John #16 - #20 (copper or black), Chrono-

cone (white beaded midge) #16 - #22 

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 (black or natural), Thin Mint #10 - #12, ConeHead Bugger #8 - 

#12 (brown or black), Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold mine or black)  

 

Dries:  Parachute Caddis (tan) #8 - #18, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown), Goddard Caddis #8 - 

#12, #10 - #18,  Parachute Red Quill #12 - #14, Parachute Adams #12 - #16, Purple Haze 

#14 - #16, Griffiths Gnat #16 - #22, Mother Shucker (grey or black) #18 - #22 

(Above): The Mother Shucker is a 

guide favorite midge pattern for 

RMNP. (Left): Moose can be 

prevalent at Sprague Lake (use 

caution when fishing). 
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Guides Notes: Learning the lake is helpful when wading, the front of the lake (near inlet) can 

be waded but it becomes almost impossible anywhere off the inlet sandbar. The front part of 

the lake on the west side of the dock is a good place to wade and varies anywhere from 2 - 4 

feet deep. There are weed beds here just off the dock area of the lake that will hold some ag-

gressive trout. The southwest cove across from the dock is one of the best places to find hold-

ing trout. It is deep and casting back into this cove from the middle of the lake is almost sure to 

produce some fish. The back of the lake has the sand bars and knowing where they are and 

how to navigate them will get you into lots of fish. Fishing late in the afternoon until dusk is 

the best time to fish this area of Sprague Lake. If it is calm and the bugs are out, get ready for 

many rising fish and a lot of action. 

(Above): Doug Watson shows off a Sprague 

Lake Brown caught at dusk. (Left): Clint 

Slusher shows off a thick Brook Trout. 
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The most popular valley to fish in Rocky Mountain National Park is by far Moraine 

Park and the Big Thompson River which flows through it, often overlooked is Horse-

shoe Park which has some great water and can be less crowded than its southern sister 

valley.  Two different floods have ripped through this valley in the past 30 years, the 

most recent in 2013, and because of this the rivers here have had a few issues maintain-

ing good fish populations.  With that said the river bed, bug life, and vegetation has 

recently gotten reestablished and the fishery is getting better and better every year.  The 

Fall River fishery can be broken into three parts; below Fall River Road bridge, above 

the bridge to the Alluvial Fan (Roaring River confluence) and the Upper Fall River to 

the Endovalley picnic area.   

Horseshoe Park 
(Fall River & Lower Roaring River) 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brook  Trout, Brown Trout, Greenback  Cutthroat Trout   &      

Rainbow Trout (scarce) 
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Check to make sure the area below the bridge (near Sheep Lakes) is actually open to 

fishing, it has been closed off and on for years for revegetation and elk migration, when 

fishing this section in the past it fished quite poorly for how good the water looked, 

amazing long deep runs and shallow riffles plunging into deeper pools that look like 

they should hold dozens of fish, but don’t.  This section is very similar to what you 

would find in the Moraine Park Valley but the fishing isn’t nearly as good.  If you are 

going to fish below Fall River Road bridge try fishing in just well below the ranger 

cabins, down near Aspenglen Campground which is located near the Fall River en-

trance station.  The water here is more pocket water and is usually good for all species 

of fish, and the Grand Slam (all species of trout) have been caught in this section.  Try 

throwing a large dry / dropper rig here, especially later in the season (August / Septem-

ber) as grasshoppers can be found in greater numbers here. Using a two nymph rig with 

a large bead head trailed by a smaller bead head or midge is also a decent way to fish 

these pockets.   

Fall River  
(Below Fall River Road Bridge) 

Guides Notes: Just outside the park is the old Estes Park hydro 

plant, the water here is easy to access and can hold many nice 

Brown Trout. Private water starts a few hundred yards downstream 

but accessing the National Park by wading upstream from this area 

is a great option.  

Lower Fall River has some beautiful water. The upper part of this 

stream (near Sheep Lakes) has been closed to fishing in the past. 

Check with NPS before fishing. 
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Easily the favorite section of the Fall River to fish with most of the fish being caught in 

this area and some great water.  After the great flood of 2013 this section seemed to 

rebound the quickest and maintain decent levels of fish populations.  Parking at either 

end of the valley, either near the Lawn Lake Trailhead or up by the Alluvial Fan area 

and then working all parts of the river is a good idea.  You will see many guides park-

ing in the Alluvial Fan parking area and fishing with their clients at the junction of the 

Roaring and Fall Rivers, and many can attest that this area is loaded with fish, really 

any time you see a guide in an area it is usually a sign that there is some good fishing 

around.  Don’t let other fishermen scare you off from fishing this area, walking down-

stream or upstream from the Roaring River junction will get you away from many fish-

ermen and the hatches in this area seem to be decent throughout the day.  There are 

some old elk fences that have slowly fallen down and getting past them will take you 

down into some great water. Long rifles and a few deep intermittent pools will all be 

holding trout. Look for a great Yellow Sally hatch starting in late June and lasting most 

of the summer. A #16 Lamar’s Yellow Sally or #18 Yellow Caddis will produce 

strikes. The traditional dry dropper rig is a good fall back, #14 or #16 Gold Cubby fol-

lowed by a #14 tungsten Prince will pick up quite a few fish. 

Fall River & Lower Roaring River 
(Above Fall River Road Bridge / Roaring River Confluence) 
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Guides Notes: The Alluvial Fan has been the site of two major flooding incidents.  The first occurred on 

July 16, 1982 when Lawn Lakes earthen dam broke and flooded the valley killing two people.  It gorged 

out the valley and created the initial Fan.  The second flood happened in September of 2013 when meteor-

ologists say the jet stream split into two parts just above northern Colorado and ‘held’ a massive rain-

storm in place for five days.  This latest flood diverted the original stream directly into the old Fan park-

ing lot.  Throughout the Alluvial Fan (lower Roaring River) holds many fish and it is not uncommon to 

catch brook, brown, and cutthroat out of the stream in this area.  Despite the many tourists who walk up 

and down this blown out section of river don’t hesitate to throw some flies here, most of the pools in the 

river hold some sort of trout and they are almost always aggressive and ready to eat.  

(Above): As you get closer to the 

Roaring River your chance of 

catching a Greenback Cutthroat 

will increase. (Top Left) Below the 

confluence with the Roaring River 

there are wonderful long runs and 

deep pools. (Top Right): Above the 

confluence with Fall River, the 

Roaring River holds loads of fish. 

(Left): Remnants of the past floods 

are apparent along the banks of 

Fall River. Vegetation and fishing 

has since returned. 
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Favorite Flies  

Nymphs: Tungsten bead head flies #14-18 -- Prince Nymph, Psycho Prince (purple, or-

ange), Copper John (traditional, chartreuse, purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail.  Pat's Rub-

ber Legs #12- #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black), #16 Tungsten Twenty 

Incher  

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 (black or natural), Thin Mint #10 - #12, Bead Head Bugger 

(cream, black, brown) #8 - #12 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Chernobyl Chubby (gold, salm-

on, orange) #12 -  #16, Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or yellow) #12 - 

#18, Lamar's Yellow Sally #16 

(Above) Confluence of the Roaring and Fall Rivers. This 

area is very popular for guides and knowledgeable fish-

ers alike. (Left): Fan Lake Circa 1996, the lake is no 

longer there and has been replaced by a meadow stream. 

This was a wonderful little lake fishery loaded with Brook 

and Brown Trout. This photo is taken looking down-

stream and the far left part of the photograph would be 

about where the above picture took place.  
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Just upstream from the Roaring River and Fall River confluence the Fall River opens up 

to a flat meandering stream that requires either stealth or longer casts (or both).  There are 

plenty of smaller fish holding throughout this section and tossing attractors like #14 Gold-

en Chubbies trailed by a #16 Copper John is a solid way to start.  If fish are rising or hold-

ing near the surface start thinking about changing to specific patterns, there are many 

Golden Stoneflies (Yellow Sallies) in this valley and tossing a #16 or #18 Lamar's Yellow 

Sally or even a #16 Standard Tie PMD are good options.  Keep a few #18 Griffith’s Gnats 

handy as there are plenty of small midges hatching throughout the summer.  Once further 

past the confluence with the Roaring  River you get into the thick willowed area just be-

fore Endovalley Picnic area, from here past Endovalley is probably the hardest section to 

fish and least productive of the entire valley. Finding the main channel of the river can be 

a challenge as the willows are thick and the many braids of the river make for some mis-

leading developments.  There are fish in 

this section but finding them and then be-

ing stealthy enough to catch them can be a 

challenge.  Once at the Endovalley picnic 

site the river is heavily forested by pine and 

very difficult to cast.  

Upper Fall River  
(Upper Fall River to Endovalley Picnic Area) 

Unless you are planning on driving all the way up to the Alpine 

Visitors Center be careful not to get on Old Fall River Road 

(which opens on the 4th of July). Once you are on the road there 

is no turning back (it is one way only) and it is a very long drive 

back down to Estes Park (via Trail Ridge Road). 
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Lily Lake 

Nestled just off Highway 7 is a spacious lake boasting a 3/4-mile hiking trail encircling 

it. The parking area is limited, but additional parking is available across the street at the 

Twin Sisters Trailhead. Before the flood of 2013, fishing Lily was a great spot to catch 

sizable cutthroat trout, but warmer water temperatures and inadequate aeration has 

caused a severe decline in fish populations, with salamanders being a more common 

catch now. If the National Park restores the lake, expect the multitude of hatches to cre-

ate solid fishing, including an abundance of caddis and mayfly hatches and a high con-

centration of damselflies, which would make it a prime fishing spot.  Until then you 

may be left catching only “mudpuppies”. 

Waders: Optional  

Type of fish:  Greenback Cutthroat Trout (scarce) 

Henry Watson with a massive Greenback Cutthroat caught prior to the lake becoming overrun with 

salamanders.  Belly boating was the preferred way to fish this lake.   

(Left) “Mudpuppy” a type of sal-

amander found in Lily Lake. 

(Right): Lily Lake is ‘part’ of 

RMNP and is patrolled as such. 

No pets allowed and catch and 

release only. 
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North St. Vrain Creek 
(Wild Basin Area) 

Located further down highway 7 south of 

Estes Park is the Wild Basin entrance to 

Rocky Mountain National Park.  The 13 

mile drive down to Wild Basin will take 

you by a couple of photo stops, one being 

the Long’s Park overlook and the other 

being St. Malo church, both are definitely 

worth a stop.  To fish North St. Vrain 

creek you will need to drive through the 

park entrance gate at Wild Basin and drive 

in on the dirt road.  The road back to Wild 

Basin trailheads runs right along the north fork of St. Vrain creek, once in the actual 

National Park the river is no longer private and it is open to fishing.  Fishing here is 

good so long as the water levels are not too high, they usually begin to drop in late June 

and fishing gets better and better with each passing week.  This stream is similar to sec-

tions of the upper Colorado River with long runs followed by intermittent pools.  The 

only difference is the thick vegetation around the edges of the river, in fact it is so thick 

in places it is almost impassable by the average human, throw a fly rod into the mix 

and you are in for a hell of a walk through thick brush just to reach the river.  Try to 

start near the Copeland Lake pull off, here you can see and access the river fairly easi-

ly.  The only drawback will be once you have finished fishing you must either walk 

back along the river bank or cut through the trees to find the road.   Fisherman’s trails 

can be found and usually (if worn down enough) can be a good way to get in and out of 

this area.  If you end up driving in further the thick willows clear up leaving large for-

ested pine trees which are easier to get around but due to much overhang you are going 

to have a hard time casting long distances.  Fishing near Finch Lake Trailhead is also a 

good place to enter the river (between the two bridges), it has deep pools and large side 

eddies all of which hold many trout.  Whichever section you decide to fish here, upper 

or lower, the fishing is good using dry / dropper rigs with a large bushy dry fly (hopper, 

Downstream drifts into deep runs is an affective technique 
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stimulator or chubby) trailed by a good sized bead head (#12 copper john or pheasant 

tail).  Some guides swear by indicator and double bead head rigs to get down in some 

of the deeper holes Tungsten Ice Prince #12 and a no bead Pheasant Tail # 18, throw-

ing on a small weight to get way down will definitely produce some fish in these pools, 

but this rig does you little to no good in the long riffle areas.   

Guides Notes: Hiking up from Wild Basin trailhead is a popular place to see multiple water-

falls, starting with Copeland Falls just ⅓ mile up the trail and then hiking up to Calypso Cas-

cades about a mile further, most people finish at Ouzel Falls which is an additional 1 ½ miles 

past Calypso Cascades. Fishing this section of the north fork of the St. Vrain is definitely a 

possibility and you can get into small pockets of brook trout and even some Greenback Cut-

throat as you get further up the valley.   

St. Vrain Brook Trout caught near Finch Lake TH. ‘Highsticking’ small pools is highly effective in this area. 
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Special Note:  St Vrain creek has many different forks and you can fish most of them, an-

other easy to access stretch is the Middle St. Vrain which runs alongside highway 7 past Wild 

Basin as you head down towards Lyons.  The creek is fishable most of the way down and is 

loaded with brook and brown trout. 

Favorite Flies 
 

Nymphs: Gold bead or Tungsten bead flies #12-18 -- Prince Nymph, Ice Prince (red or black), Cop-

per John (traditional, chartreuse, zebra, and purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail, Flashback Hares 

Ear, Pat's Rubber Legs #12 - #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black), no bead Pheasant 

Tails #14 - #18 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #20, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) #12 - 

#22, Parachute Caddis (tan) #8 - #18, Chubby Chernobyl (gold, orange, purple) #12 - #16, PMD 

(parachute or traditional) #14 - #16, Stimulator (orange or yellow) #12 -  #16 

(Right): Typical run on North St. Vrain 

Creek. Look for fish holding in pools 

near deep edges and behind rocks. 

(Below): Fishing downed trees and deep 

runs like this are a sure way to get into 

some fish. (Bottom Right): If you fish  

near Wild Basin TH larger plunge pools 

are commonplace. Try different nymph-

ing rigs or dry dropper rigs until you 

figure out correct depths.  

(Photos courtesy: Jason Rieke) 
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Poudre Lake 

Waders: Yes (but wade with extreme caution)  

Type of fish:  Brook Trout 

Sitting right on the continental divide on the right off of Trail Ridge Road is Poudre 

Lake which looks like nothing more than a big mudhole.  The 28 mile drive from Estes 

Park will take you on one of the most epic sightseeing drives of your life. Some cannot 

stand the drive and you can usually tell these people by the fact they will be driving 

under the speed limit and hugging the yellow center line like it is keeping them from 

veering down into the deep canyons below.  Due to the heavy slow traffic it is recom-

mended you leave early (before 8am for the drive) or head up late in the afternoon 

(after 3pm).  Once you reach the lake the first thing you notice is that it looks way too 

shallow to hold any fish, but one step into the mucky lake and you will see that it is in 

fact quite deep.  Wading in this lake is very difficult and some people think it is impos-

sible, but having waders for this lake is quite helpful if for no other reason than to keep 

your feet dry from the swampy shoreline.  Long casts are key here as many fish will 

feed just off the drop off, throwing a #16 Blue Quill is a favorite pattern and later in the 
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summer along with darker grey caddis.  If no fish are rising try stripping a #14 - #16 

Bead Head Hares Ear or  #16 Bead Head Black Midge.  Stay away from heavy flies 

(tungsten specifically) due to the mossy bottom and the fact you will constantly be 

cleaning off your fly. In reality the top 1 - 2 feet of the water column is where you want 

to be and even non-beaded flies are great options. Be ready for aggressive hits and if you 

are using a 6X or 7X tippet don’t be surprised if the fish break your line.  The fish here 

are usually not tippet shy so using a 4X or 5X tippet is not a bad idea. Back in its heyday 

some of the largest brook trout in the National Park came out of Poudre Lake, it was not 

uncommon to catch 16” thick fat brookies.  Unfortunately since there are few regulations 

on keeping Brook Trout most of these large fish were cleaned out by fisherman through 

the years and most of the fish caught here are now in the 10” - 12” range.  But a large 

lunker Brook Trout may still be found here atop the continental divide. 

Favorite Flies 

Nymphs: Lightly beaded Midges #12 - #18 (black, olive and red), lightly weighted or non tung-

sten beaded flies #10-16 Flashback Hares Ear, Prince Nymph, Flashback Pheasant Tail 

 

Dries: Blue Quill #14 - #18, Griffith’s Gnat #12 - #18, Parachute Adams #14 - #18, Elk Hair Cad-

dis (tan or brown) #12 - #16, Parachute Caddis (tan) #10 - #16 

(Above): Hooking an aggressive Brook Trout on a monster cast at Poudre Lake. These long casts are often necessary 

to reach many of the fish here. (Top Right): Sitting at 10,700 feet Poudre Lake is one of the last drive up fisheries to 

thaw. (Bottom Right): Typical Poudre Lake Brook Trout, thicker and longer than most found in the Parks streams.  
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Other Drive To Locations:  Colorado River (See West Side) and Outside the Park (See Outside the Park) 

Guides Notes: Belly Boating Poudre Lake is the best way to fish this area - head to the deep 

trench along the rock wall and where fish can sometimes pool up. Launching a belly boat from 

the east side of the lake is usually the best bet (park east of the Milner Pass Trailhead / conti-

nental divide) the wind usually blows in from the west and it is easier at the end of your trip to 

be blown back into the shoreline you are trying to depart from. 

(Above): Chunky brookie caught 

near south cove taking a #14 Para-

chute Caddis. (Top / Left / Right): 

Belly boating Poudre Lake is a 

highly effective way to fish the 

lake. Launching from the east side 

of the lake is the best choice if 

dealing with wind from the west.   

Some of the favorite flies for Poudre Lake include 

(from Top Left - Right): The Blue Quill, Flash-

back Hares Ear, and Beaded Hares Ear (Note: Jig 

Head flies will not help much here since the bot-

tom is mucky and not rocky). (Bottom Left - 

Right): Lightly beaded flies like these midges are 

great options for Poudre Lake. 
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My first backcountry fly fishing expe-

rience in Rocky Mountain National 

Park was to Fern Lake.  I looked at a 

map and saw it was only 3.8 miles 

and just under 2,000 feet in eleva-

tion.  “How hard could it be?” I 

thought.  I got to the trailhead 

at :30pm, much too late for reasons I 

would soon learn.  The hike was hard 

and my 21 year old self was thirsty and hungry by the time I got to Fern Falls (still over 

one mile from the lake).  It probably wouldn’t have been as difficult but all I brought 

with me was a tiny bottle of water and whatever was in my fishing vest.  By the time I 

reached the lake I was sweating profusely and my stomach rumbled alongside the thun-

derstorm that was quickly approaching.  I dug through my fishing vest and found a jol-

ly rancher and a pack of maple and brown sugar oatmeal.  “Oatmeal...why do I have 

oatmeal?”  I sucked on the jolly rancher as I got out my two piece Orvis Clearwater fly 

rod out and strung it up with a #16 Orange Asher.  I saw trout cruising the bank near 

the patrol cabin and used a roll cast to flip it out in front of one.  He swam right for it, I 

set the hook… I missed it and I immediately caught the pine tree ten feet up in the 

air.  Shit.  I  was now tying on my second Orange Asher as a light rain began to fall, I 

once again positioned the fly in the path of a cruising red bellied cutthroat trout… 

strike… set… hooked...landed.  I was in awe, the bright red belly and the ease to which 

the fish hit was hard to believe.  I cruised the bank and caught two more cutthroat be-

fore the thunderstorm was nearly on top of me.  I packed up my rod and looked down 

at the last few sips of water… I definitely should have brought a snack.  I pulled out the 

oatmeal and threw it in my mouth then chased it with the remaining water, making a 

‘surprising tasty’ mush that went down like a dry chunky oatmeal cookie.  “Better than 

nothing!”   I ran down the mountain and got back to the trailhead less than 40 minutes 

later. I then went and had a burger at the local Bowling Alley to revel in my new found 

passion, backcountry fly fishing.   

Guides Notes: Always remember  to pack essentials like water , food, warm clothing, and 

rain gear, even for short hikes, as weather can change quickly at higher elevations. Stay safe and 

enjoy your backcountry fishing experience.  
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Hiking Trips 

 

PART I: EAST SIDE 

Most visitors to Rocky Mountain National Park stay close to their vehicles, with an 

estimated 95% only venturing a mile on foot. This means that fishing pressure is low 

and the backcountry fishing is typically good to excellent. Despite an increase in fish-

ing activity over the past two decades, the backcountry remains a top destination for 

fishermen, who are often friendly and willing to share tips. Don't be surprised if you 

run into other passionate fishermen, as the backcountry is still the prime spot for a suc-

cessful fishing trip.  If hiking into the backcountry, chances are you won't be disap-

pointed.  

Consult hiking guides / books for detailed information on each hike in Rocky Mountain Na-

tional Park. This book provides a brief overview and difficulty rating using the YMCA of the 

Rockies grading scale (A - H), with A being very challenging and H being very easy. Note 

that A - rated hikes, like Longs Peak and McHenrys Peak, can be dangerous. B - rated hikes, 

like Chapin Chiquita & Ypsilon Peaks, are very demanding but manageable for an ultra fit 

hiker. C - rated hikes require fitness and may have extreme elevation gain or long distances. 

Note: there are no fishing hikes in the National Park rated higher than a C (except for Arrow-

head Lake).  Most of the hikes in the National Park are rated D - F and it is recommended if 

you attempt one of these hikes in the park you are acclimated to the area and have some level 

of fitness, although the younger the hiker the less you may need to worry about this level of 

hike.  G and H - rated hikes are suitable for most people.  

Hiking Grades 

Even on short trips be sure to always bring water, raingear and 

snacks. Check weather conditions if heading above treenline. 
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There are many lakes in the National Park that are barren despite seemingly having 

good habitat for trout.  The full list of all the lakes and their fish populations can be 

found in the back of this book (page 199). But it is a good guess that if it is skipped 

over being talking about the lake it is because the lake is barren and holds no trout or 

there are no viable trails to get you there. 

Barren Lakes 

Backcountry Fly Patterns 
Because trout in the backcountry of Rocky Mountain National Park are usually not as 

picky as lower elevations, here is a list of general patterns you should have when fly fish-

ing the backcountry.  We will include four favorite patterns for each location as needed but 

these are the patterns you should have in your box when you head into the backcountry.   

Nymphs: 

Bead Heads #12 - #16: Hares Ear, Pheasant Tail, Prince Nymph, Copper John (all colors) 

Bead Head Midges #18 - #22: (black, green, red) 

Tungsten Flies #12 - #16: Hares Ear, Pheasant Tail, Prince Nymph 

 

Dry Flies: 

Elk Hair Caddis #12 - #22 (tan and, brown) 

Griffith’s Gnat #16 - #22 

Orange Asher #14 - #20 

Parachute Caddis #12 - #18 (tan) 

Parachute Adams #14 - #22  

Red Top Beetle #12 - #18 

 

Streamers:  

Thin Mints #12 - #14 

Cone Head Buggers #12 - #14 (brown, black, and white) 

Foam Red Top Beetle Bead Head Hares Ear 

Parachute Caddis (tan) 
Orange Asher 

Tungsten Beaded Thin Mint  

Brook Trout caught 

from Parika Lake on a 

guides favorite Para-

chute Caddis fly. Most 

fish are not as picky 

as at the lower lakes 

and traditional fly 

patterns can fish ex-

tremely well. 
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Bear Lake Trailhead  

The Bear Lake Trailhead is the starting point for anglers seeking a variety of fishing 

locations including the Glacier Gorge area, since the Glacier Gorge parking area has 

limited space and fills quickly.  Despite being home to Bear Lake, which is closed to 

fishing, the trailhead provides great access to Dream Lake, Lake Haiyaha, and other 

nearby valleys, such as Mills Lake and Loch Vale. To ensure a prime parking spot, it's 

recommended to arrive before 7 AM. If you miss this window, the shuttle from the 

Glacier Basin Campground is a convenient and reliable alternative. Don't hesitate to 

take advantage of this parking area for access to all of the fishing in these valleys.  

View from Bear Lake towards the 

backside of Longs Peak and the 

Keyboard of the Winds.  Although 

closed to fishing Bear Lake has 

some amazing Greenback Cutthroat 

fish population and taking a stroll 

around the lake is well worth it. Hik-

ing into the valley on the back side 

of Longs Peak anglers can access 

Mills, Jewel and Black Lakes. 
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Dream Lake 
Trailhead: Bear Lake Trailhead  

Mileage (one way): 1.1 miles  

Elevation gain: 450 feet 

Rating: G 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout  

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

By far the busiest place you can hike to go fly fishing, this is no joke, the trail is loaded 

with people doing the four lake circuit of Bear Lake, Nymph, Dream and ending at 

Emerald.  Starting at Bear Lake Trailhead the hike ascends 200 feet to Nymph Lake 

(which is barren) and then skirts around the north side to Dream Lake.  The overall 

hike to Dream is fairly easy, even though it is uphill much of the way the short distance 

makes it a simple hike but it is in a heavily traveled area. Beyond Dream Lake is Emer-

ald Lake (also barren) but worth the short trip up if you are looking for another vantage 

point of Hallets Peak.   Fishing Dream Lake can be a challenge for the novice fly fish-

erman, it is one of the few places people can expect to not catch a fish despite seeing 

plenty.  The fishing at Dream Lake used to be somewhat easy and then in the mid-

2000’s they took all the traditional cutthroat trout out and put in the Greenback Cut-

throat, it was quite a process as the cutthroat were flown in via helicopter from upper 

Hutchison Lake.  These new cutthroats are quite smart and seem much harder to catch, 

some of these fish seem to have PHD’s in midge identification and a doctorate in bad 

casting, at least in the main area of the lake.  When starting out try fishing the pool be-

low the outlet, it is always full of juvenile trout that can be easier to catch.  Throwing a 

light dry / dropper rig or a straight two nymph rig with a pinch on indicator about 2 feet 

up seems to be the most effective way to catch fish here.  The lake itself fishes decently 

at the outlet (just above the log jam) and the inlet, where at both locations there are 

usually quite a few good sized trout sipping midges and chasing off smaller fish. Try 

throwing a #20 Black Hatching Midge trailed with a #22 Bionic Midge  (or something 

comparable).  The main part of the lake can frustrate even expert fisherman, it is not 

Waders are extremely helpful in most areas of 

Dream Lake. Use caution wading though. 
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uncommon for cruising trout to swim by your fly without even so much as a glance and 

just when you think you might have the perfect fly and perfect cast the trout will come 

up and stare at your fly for what will feel like 30 seconds before nosing it and swim-

ming away.   The lake itself is tough to wade (although waders are helpful to fish the 

lake effectively).  The depth of the lake is tough to gauge so wade cautiously .  The fish 

that are easier to catch usually cruise deep off the drop offs and the south side of the 

lake seems to produce the most strikes.  If fish are rising on the lake start with a #20 

Griffith’s Gnat or #22 Parachute Adams.  When no fish can be found rising, throwing a 

tungsten weighted black midge will usually produce some strikes or stripping a large 

heavily weighted prince nymph will often do the trick for a strike or two as well.  Fish-

ing at Dream Lake requires caution when casting your fly rod, as the presence of on-

lookers may surprise you. Be mindful of tourists 

on the bank who may unintentionally get 

hooked while taking pictures. Despite the draw-

backs of the lake such as crowds, challenging 

fishing conditions, and limited wading options, 

the breathtaking scenery, accessible hike, and 

stunning trout make it a worthwhile destination. 

Catching a trout in front of amazed tourists is an 

unforgettable experience.  

Four Favorite Flies:  
 

Nymphs:  Bionic Midges #18 - #22 / Chronocone 
Midge #18 - #22 
 
Dries: Hatching Midge #18 - #22 / CDC Midge 
#20 - #24 

Guides Notes: Fishing at Dream Lake can be a challenge due to the busy surroundings and 

lack of solitude. Visiting Dream Lake the late afternoon or evening when the trail is less crowd-

ed will dramatically improve your experience. At around 4:00-5:00pm, you'll have the oppor-

tunity to enjoy the lake in peace and take advantage of the evening midge hatch. The fish are 

more likely to feed during this time and you can continue fishing until 8:00pm or until there is 

just enough light to safely hike back down.  

Bionic midges of vari-

ous colors and sizes are 

great flies for picky 

fish. Dropping this fly 

behind a small dry fly is 

a great combination. 

Lake Haiyaha trail breaks off once at Dream Lake. 
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(Above): Greenback Cutthroat caught from 

inlet of Dream Lake on a #20 Chronocone 

Midge. (Left): Inlet to Dream Lake is a great 

place to find actively feeding fish. Throwing 

small dry dropper rigs can work well.  

(Below): Hiking into Dream Lake in early 

June, snow is often present in this area until 

early July. (Bottom Left): Colorful male 

Greenback Cutthroat eating a beaded nymph 

near outlet pool. 
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Lake Haiyaha 

Trailhead: Bear Lake Trailhead  

Mileage (one way): 2.1 miles  

Elevation gain: 865 feet 

Rating: F 

Waders: No (unless you are belly boating)  

 

Type of fish: Yellowstone Cutthroat  

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Lake Haiyaha has been called the ankle buster of fisheries, with its gigantic rocky 

shore and the need to hop around from boulder to boulder, the point being, you better 

have good balance to maneuver around the lake.  Fishing Haiyaha can be a joy since 

it is much less traveled than many other short hikes (like The Loch and Mills Lake) 

plus there are easy ways to get away from other people who decided to make the 

easy one mile hike past Dream Lake.  If you go to Haiyaha early in the season (May 

thru early July) look for most of the fish to be stacked up in the outlet area of Chaos 

Creek just below Haiyaha.  There are many nice pools in the outlet stream that hold 

surprisingly large fish and can easily be caught using a shallow water nymphing rig 

with the trailing fly being a small midge.   Once most of the fish move out of the 

stream and back into the lake, your best bet is to bring up your belly boat.  Belly 

boating your way across Haiyaha you can almost always catch fish just by dragging 

a #14 Tungsten Bead Head Pheasant Tail.  But if you do decide to bring your belly 

boat up look for a good safe place to launch it (probably near the outlet log jam area) 

and the north side of the lake seems to fish best, use a size #14 Elk Hair Caddis or 

#16 Parachute Adams.  Look for trout that are cruising in between the large boulders 

and remember that  fish here are not as picky as the fish at Dream Lake.  Presenting 

a fly within a few feet of them will almost always bring up some fish.  If you don’t 

have access to a belly boat you could cross the outlet stream on the south east side 

and make your way over to the north east side of the lake. It is a bit of an uneasy 

walk around but well worth it since quite a few fish hang out in the back coves.  
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A substantial rock slide happened in July of 2022 

that caused a massive change in Lake Hai-

yaha.  Called “glacial flour” the rock slide above 

Haiyaha caused silt and sediment to flow into the 

lake.  The lake has slowly started to return to its 

previous dark blue hue but during rainy days the 

milky color can return on parts of the lake.  It has 

yet to be determined if fishing has been affected as 

rising fish are still seen and caught throughout the 

lake, but some of these fish netted appeared to be 

skinnier due to lack of food. The NPS is monitoring 

the lake and reports by fisherman are appreciated.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Tungsten Prince Nymph #12 / Hot Head Balanced Leech #12 (olive / black)  

 

Dries: Slick Water Caddis (tan)  #14 - #18 / Foam Ant #14 - #18 

Guides Notes: If you are having difficulty getting around Lake Haiyaha you should walk 

downstream to a small ‘pond’ that has formed and usually has many cruising trout.  Also do 

not be surprised to see fish that are well over 14 inches in the creek and pools below the lake, 

be sure to handle these fish with care as you never know if some of them might still be spawn-

ing.  If you see two or three fish sitting on gravel beds it is best to leave them be, as there is a 

very good chance these fish are in the middle of their spawn. 

(Above): Yellowstone Cutthroat caught on large 

Prince Nymph out of back cove at Haiyaha. The fish 

in this deep mountain lake can grow to larger 

lengths than many other nearby lakes. (Left): Sitting 

in a belly boat for hours in this lake can leave even 

the heartiest of fisherman chilled to the bone. Wear 

thick socks and fleece pants to stay comfortable. 
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Glacier Gorge Trailhead 

Glacier Gorge Trailhead offers a gateway to one of the most abundant fishing valleys 

in Rocky Mountain National Park. With access to two valleys that boast six pictur-

esque lakes and two productive streams, it's definitely not surprising to encounter other 

anglers seeking to take advantage of the amazing fishing opportunities. However, the 

parking lot at Glacier Gorge Trailhead is limited in size, accommodating approximate-

ly 30 vehicles, and is often at capacity before 7:00 a.m. Despite its smaller parking ar-

ea, this area of the park is well worth your time, especially for those with limited time 

in Estes Park. If getting a later start try parking at the Bear Lake lot or use the shuttle 

from Glacier Basin campground, it is also a great way to access this heavily traveled 

area. 
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The Loch Vale 
Trailhead: Glacier Gorge Trailhead  

(or Bear Lake Trailhead +.5 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 3.2 miles 

Elevation gain: 1,040 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Blue Lineage - Yampa 

Valley Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The Loch is the favorites of many guides, since it is less crowded, has amazing views and 

is fairly easy to fish. Bringing waders isn’t a necessity but to access some of the best fish-

ing spots you should try and pack them in.  The two best places to fish early in the season 

are the outlet and the inlet streams where there are almost always fish holding in the cur-

rent of these areas and catching fish out of  these areas is usually pretty simple.  If you 

see sipping trout throw on a #16 Griffith’s Gnat and a #20 Black Bead Head Midge and 

you will likely get some hits. If fish are holding near the bottom a double nymph rig with 

a small bead head followed by bead-less midge is a great idea.  If fish seem to be turned 

off they are likely on their spawn and it is best to leave those fish alone.  The main part of 

the lake has some great areas to fish without needing waders and anyone with a good 

long cast can almost always entice a hit.  There is a large mud flat near the inlet that hold 

many cruising fish, try fishing an Elk Hair Caddis with a dropper or strip a large Bead 

Head Copper John through the deeper water and you should see some action.  You will 

also see trout cruising the banks in almost every cove, these fish can be easily tricked us-

ing a small Parachute Adams and a small Bionic Midge or WD40.  Later in the summer 

(July to late August) try bringing up a belly boat as many trout start to moving out to the 

middle of the lake at this time.  Fish the deep water on the far south side where the cliffs 

are and know that it is not uncommon to get strikes on almost every cast.  On hotter sun-

ny days try casting a #14 Parachute Caddis (tan) and if it clouds up or fish don’t seem to 

be coming up try a #10 or #12 Bead Head Flashback Hare's Ear. 
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Guides Notes: The stream above The Loch (Icy Brook) is loaded with fish and there are 

some great fishing meadow sections that have perfect little pools.  Be a little stealthy and have 

good drifts to get the most out of the area, the fish up here are not as big as in the lake but the 

deep colors on them make them worth the short hike.   

Four Favorite Flies  
 
Nymphs: Copper John #12 - #16  / Bead Head WD-40 #18 - #22  
 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16  /  Mother Shucker #18 - #20 

(Above): Drifting a midge dry / dropper rig 

in the inlet. (Below) Colorful male Yampa 

Valley Cutthroat. 

Bead Head WD-40 

(Left): Belly Boating the Loch is a wonderful way to get into a multitude of fish that normally would be out of reach. 

(Right): Fishing the meadow sections above the Loch is a peaceful way to get away from the crowds near the lake. 
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Lake of Glass  
Trailhead: Glacier Gorge Trailhead 

(or Bear Lake Trailhead +.5 miles) 
 

Mileage (one way): 4.1 miles 

Elevation gain: 1,780 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Blue Lineage - Yampa 

Valley Cutthroat 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Climbing up Timberline Falls will reward you with a beautiful view of the Loch Vale 

valley below and once at Lake of Glass the fishing is likely to be fantastic. The outlet 

area is a great starting point for casting any dry fly, with plenty of room for casting. 

A guide favorite is the #12 - #16 Tan Parachute Caddis . If the weather is not suitable 

for dry flies or the wind is too strong, try stripping a Bead Head Flashback Hares Ear 

beneath the surface. Also, don't limit yourself to the outlet, venture around the north 

side of the lake and fish the various drop-offs. You don't need waders, but you might 

get your feet wet while exploring the inlet area, where some of the best catches have 

been made. With a decent casting ability, you can catch fish anywhere on the lake.  

Be cautious of the cliff areas on the north side of the lake, fishing the inlet may be a 

better place to go if you are unsteady on rocky areas.  If you want to bring along a 

pair of Keens or Chacos (or guides personal preference, Crocs) you can do a little 

wading in this area to access some pretty great water.  Don’t stay at Lake of Glass too 

long there is a whole other lake to get to that has some of the most impressive brook 

trout in Rocky Mountain National Park, Sky Pond. 

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince Nymph #12 - #16  / Bead 

Head Hares Ear #12 - #16  

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - 16  /   Griffiths Gnat 

#16 - #20 

Roger Stanton standing at the Loch strikes a pose pointing to the 

valley above where Lake of Glass and Sky Pond can be found. 

Bead Head Prince Nymphs in 

gold bead or tungsten is a great 

fly for the entire valley. 
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Accessing Sky Pond and Lake of Glass is part of the fun. 

The challenging walk up the right side of Timberline Falls 

into the valley above is heart pounding even for many 

avid hikers. For first timers It is best to be patient and 

watch others routes before heading up. Going down with 

packs and rods is often harder than the ascent. 

(Above): Inlet to Lake of Glass is a fun way 

to sight fish for nice cutthroat. (Top Right): 

Although not as large as the fish in the Loch 

Vale the fish from Lake of Glass are usually 

more aggressive and easier to catch. 

(Right): Austin Shirley launches a cast from 

the rocks at the outlet, which is a great place 

to fish when the wind isn’t blowing 
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Sky Pond 
Trailhead: Glacier Gorge Trailhead (or Bear 

Lake Trailhead +.5 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 4.7 miles 

Elevation gain: 1,859 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The RMNP trail crew has done an exceptional 

job of creating a clear and accessible trail on the 

north side of Lake of Glass, leading to Sky 

Pond. The trail will take you to the outlet area of 

Sky Pond and from there you should navigate to 

the northwest side of the lake for the best fishing 

spots, use the fisherman's trail around the large rocks and do a little scouting before 

making a commitment to access the water as some areas lead to overlooks and not to the 

water.  Be sure to exercise caution and be stealthy when approaching the water's edge as 

it is easy to slip, and always keep an eye out for brook trout near the bank, as they are 

often found in close proximity. Cast a Griffith's Gnat or Orange Asher to target pods of 

Brookies, even if it requires longer casts. As you move around the lake towards the 

back side cliffs, you will often encounter rising fish in the shallow pools that are no 

more than 10 feet from the bank. When fishing out further from shore bring tungsten 

flies, as Sky Pond is one of the deeper lakes in the park, and a tungsten beaded fly gets 

down to where many trout hold.  Don't miss the opportunity to boulder hop around Sky 

Pond, but waders are not necessary. To experience some of the best dry fly action, head 

back to the cliffs on the west side. Tossing out a variety of dries will usually catch some 

fish but if they do get picky pulling out some CDC caddis or hatching midge flies of 

some sort and the trout are usually quick to strike.  Bring a camera with you as no one 

will believe the scenery or the amazing size and colors of these Brook Trout. 
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Guides Notes: Both Lake of Glass and Sky pond are well above treeline and the last thing 

you want to do is get caught up high as storms come in.  I usually try to fish Sky Pond first and 

then work my way back towards Lake of Glass by the end of the day. This way I can easily 

head back down the falls in case severe weather comes in over the ‘Sharks Teeth’, which are 

the tall jagged peaks to the north overlooking the valley  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Tungsten Prince Nymph #12 - #14 / Bead Head Hares Ear #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #18 / Red Top Beetle #12 - #16  

(Above) Old brute of a Brook Trout caught on Bead Head 

Hares Ear, notice the black coloring by the gills and belly 

letting you know its old age. (Left): Earlier in the season look 

for fish in the rocky coves right next to the shore. 

(Above) Look for fish cruising just off the shore 

near drop offs. (Right): Sight fishing for cruis-

ing fish is an effective strategy at Sky Pond. 
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Mills Lake and Jewel Lake 

Trailhead: Glacier Gorge Trailhead (or Bear 

Lake Trailhead +.5 miles) 
 

Mileage (one way): 3.1 miles 

Elevation gain:  938 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: No (Mills) Yes (Jewel) 

Type of fish: Wild Rainbow Trout and Brook 

Trout 

 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

You have about two miles to make the decision as to whether to hike to The Loch or Mills 

Lake, the split off to Mills Lake looks like a more pleasant hike and you would not be 

wrong.  The hike to Mills is a much better hike, with fabulous views of the ‘Keyboard of the 

Winds’ set alongside the backside of Long’s Peak and views of Chiefs Head and Pagoda 

Mountains, it really is a much more spectacular hike than the Loch Vale.  Although the fish-

ing at Mills is not as good as you might find in the previous valley, where the scenery wins 

out with Mills the Loch Vale valley wins out with the fishing, but Mills Lake valley is still 

well worth exploring.  Wading is not feasible in Mills Lake as the depth of the water makes 

it unsuitable for wading, except in the inlet area. Belly boats can be launched from several 

locations, but the fishing experience is not as rewarding as in its sister lakes, The Loch or 

Haiyaha. Fishing in Mills Lake presents an interesting challenge, as the west side of the lake 

is virtually unfishable. You can try fishing Mills right off the trail, targeting little outcrop-

pings and deep coves. Be patient while fishing, as trout in Mills Lake can be elusive and 

blend into their surroundings. You might have a lull in action for a couple of minutes, only 

to have two fish swim towards your dry fly in the next minute. The inlet of Mills offers con-

sistent strikes and is your best bet if you are looking for a quality fishing experience. But 

note, you may need waders if you want to fish the inlet effectively. Casting a large dry drop-

per rig and letting it slowly drift down is sure to get some fish.  Once you have had your fun 

at Mills Lake  you should hike another ½ mile up the trail to Jewel Lake, there you will find 

an inlet loaded with wild rainbows and brook trout and a much more consistent fishery.  Be 

View from Mills Lake outlet looking towards Longs Peak 
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Guides Notes: You will see many fish cruising throughout Jewel Lake and casting to them 

can be a lot of fun but do not let the bottom of Jewel Lake fool you, it is a muddy mess and is 

easy to get stuck in.  The smart fisherman will head upstream along the side of the trail and 

then hike in parallel to the inlet, the impatient fisherman will hike straight through Jewel Lake 

only to come to a crawl as you try and make your way to some stable ground. Another solid 

option is to work the outlet to Jewel where it collides with the inlet to Mills lake, here you can 

almost always find holding trout sipping small dries. 

careful if trying to wade Jewel Lake as the middle of the lake is one big mud hole.  

Most people ignore the main part of the lake and fish the inlet and the stream above 

Jewel. There is decent fishing in the stream coming into Jewel as well, do not hesitate 

walking upstream into the pine forest to find even more runs and pools, all of them 

teaming with trout. 

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Copper John #12 - #18 (any color) 
 

Dries: Chubby #12 - #16 (any color) / Parachute Caddis #12 - #16 (tan) / 

Red Top Beetle #12 - #16 

(Above): Thick Brook Trout caught on Red Top Beetle pattern 

from Jewel Lake. This valley is home to the only known Wild 

Rainbow Trout population in the National Park which can be 

found in Mills and Jewel Lakes. (Left): Mucky wading at Jew-

el Lake makes it tough to get around. Waders are almost cer-

tainly needed in this marshy lake. Look for holding trout in 

the inlet area and prepare yourself for some stealthy fishing. 
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Black Lake 
Trailhead: Glacier Gorge Trailhead (or Bear 

Lake Trailhead +.5 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 4.8 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,390 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Guides Notes:  The stream leading up to Black Lake has great runs and riffles and some epic 

waterfalls with large pools full of trout.  If you have time to fish some of these I highly recom-

mend it, the trout are not huge but they are aggressive and usually pretty easy to catch if you 

can get a decent cast in.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Tungsten Prince #10 - #16 / Tungsten Hares Ear #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #18 / Parachute Adams #16 - #22 

The hike to Black Lake may challenge you, with a 

an almost 5 mile trail filled with steep inclines. 

Once you arrive, head to the inlet for a chance to 

spot feeding trout. Though sightings may be rare, the slow-moving inlet stream pro-

vides an opportunity for Brook Trout to rise for dries. If the inlet doesn't produce any 

strikes, try your luck on the south side of the lake. The deep pools here hold large, col-

orful Brook Trout that can typically be caught by letting a Tungsten Prince Nymph 

sink way down and stripping it quickly back towards you. Remember to be patient and 

let the fish take your fly before setting the hook. Waders may not be necessary as the 

lake is mostly deep, but they can help you wade in shallow areas near the inlet and on 

the north side of the lake for a better back cast. Walking the lake's edges sight fishing 

for trout with different dries and nymphs is another good option for fishing this very 

scenic lake. 

Jig head ties are a great option 

to prevent snagging on rocks. 
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Fern Lake Trailhead 

Special Note: There have been two fires that went through this region in the past decade, the 

Fern Lake Fire of 2012 which started by a lightning strike in the area and the East Trouble-

some Creek Fire of 2020 which somehow jumped the continental divide from the west side of 

the National Park and scorched both Fern and Spruce lakes as it made its way down to the 

headwaters of the Big Thompson. Although the fires did little to no damage to the fisheries in 

the valley it definitely changed the hiking landscape. The usually lush valley that was thick 

with pine trees is now mostly barren with burned out and fallen trees and a charred forest 

floor. The trail is now much hotter and barren so bringing plenty of water and the wearing of 

sun protection is a good idea.  

Every hike that leads into this valley requires you to hike an easy and relatively flat 1.7 

miles to ‘The Pool’ - which supposedly got its name from an old fisherman who would 

go back to camp with ‘dozens and dozens’ of fish in every outing to feed the local peo-

ple who resided in Moraine Park.  When people asked where he caught all those fish 

his reply was always “at The Pool”.   The name stuck because now ‘The Pool’ is a ma-

jor destination for families with little kids, which you are sure to pass on your way in 

or out on your way to this spectacular fishing valley.  Once past the bridge at The Pool 

make sure you take the trail leading uphill to the right which takes you up towards Fern 

Falls, many people are in such a rush to get hiking up to Fern Lake they head straight 

and end up at a beautiful little place called Cub Lake which, unless you want to catch 

leeches, is completely barren.  The hike past The Pool is much tougher than the first 

1.7 miles, it climbs quite considerably until you get to Fern Falls and doesn’t really lev-

el out again until about ¼ mile below Fern Lake.   

(Left):  Fly Fishing “The 

Pool” just up from Fern 

Lake TH. Lower water in 

summer is best time to fish 

this area. (Right): The trail 

up from Fern Lake Trailhead 

is completely burned out but 

the forest floor is lush with 

new vegetation. 
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Fern Lake 
Trailhead: Fern Lake Trailhead  
 

Mileage (one way): 3.8 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,388 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: No (but helpful) 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

More fly fishing guides have hiked the Fern Lake trail over the past twenty five years 

than any other trail in the National Park, which is a testament to how consistent and 

good the fishing in this valley can be.  The lake had at one time a patrol cabin off the 

northeast side of the lake (it was destroyed in the Troublesome Creek Fire in the fall of 

2020) it was regularly staffed and this area still has lots of patrols in this area so you 

should make sure to remember your fishing license and follow all rules regarding fish-

ing in the area because you are likely to get checked.  If heading to fish Fern Lake and 

not venture further back in for the day be sure to make your way to the inlet early on, 

this is where the best fishing is and there is nothing like watching your dry fly float 

down the inlet creek to the drop off where you can see dozens of red bellied Green-

backs eagerly waiting for your fly to float by.  If the fish are not rising put on a dropper 

or going with a two nymph rig with an indicator, a #14 Copper John trailed by a small 

black midge dropper will catch plenty of fish.  Exploring the back side of the lake is 

also a good option, bring waders and walk around the northeast side past the patrol 

cabin remains, cross the inlet creek and follow the small fisherman’s trail around to the 

flats on the back side.  You can wade fairly easily and cast to many rising trout that 

seem to hang out just off the drop off.  If you didn’t bring waders or someone is al-

ready at the inlet you can fish the outlet and the stream below the outlet bridge.  With-

out waders you can also fish off the flat grassy bank on the south side of the lake, a few 

rock outcroppings on the back side just past the grass is a good place to sneak up on 

cruising fish and waders are definitely not needed there.  Fishing Fern is a solid choice, 
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there are many 8” - 12” Greenback Cutthroat Trout waiting to be caught.  Bigger fish 

can be caught and usually hang out near the inlet area but if it is big fish you are after 

you may have to hike a bit further (see Loomis Lake). 

Guides Notes: Camping at one of the Fern Lake backcountry campgrounds (or the sur-

rounding area) is a great idea, there are plenty of places to explore and fishing throughout the 

valley is good.  There is nothing quite like staying around and fishing at dusk after all the oth-

er fishermen have gone home for the day, it is something everyone should experience at least 

once.   

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince Nymph #12 - #18 / Copper John #12 - #14 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis #12 - #16 (tan) / Orange Asher #14 - #16 

(Top Left): Hooking nice fish just off the drop off in the inlet of Fern Lake. (Top Right): Fishing the large back flat on 

the back side of Fern Lake. (Above Left): Typical Greenback Cutthroat caught on a dry fly. (Above Right): Picture of 

the burned out area of Fern Lake, the Patrol Cabin would have stood on the far right of this picture. 
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Odessa Lake 

Trailhead: Fern Lake Trailhead  
 

Mileage (one way): 4.8 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,923 feet  

Rating: D  

(E from Bear Lake TH)  

Waders: No (but helpful) 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 

Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The scenic hike past Fern Lake and over the 

outlet bridge will take you to Odessa Lake. 

Despite its lack of abundant fish and limited 

wading options, Odessa was untouched by 

the recent fires and offers breathtaking views 

of the towering Gabletop, Knobtop, and 

Notchtop mountains above.  It can be a great 

spot for fishing if you hit it on the right day. 

Try starting at the outlet for best chances to 

catch decent-sized Greenbacks, then head to 

the inlet, where waders are highly recommended and many skittish fish will be sipping 

on food flowing into the lake. While wading the middle of Odessa can be a decent fish-

ing experience, the lake may not always deliver in terms of numbers like its’ sister 

lakes in the valley below. However, the fish caught in Odessa do tend to be thicker and 

will still definitely bite when offered flies with a decent presentation.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Bead Head Hares Ear #12 - #14 / Copper John #12 - #14 

 

Dries:  Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 / Orange Asher #14 - #16 

Cutthroat caught on Parachute Adams at outlet of Odessa. 
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The hike down from Bear Lake TH is a great 

way to access the valley. Expect snow on the 

hike down towards Odessa year round. 
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Spruce Lake 
Trailhead: Fern Lake Trailhead  
 

Mileage (one way): 4.5 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,505 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The hike from Fern to Spruce has undergone a transformation over the past 25 years. 

What used to be a rugged, unimproved trail with obstacles such as downed trees and 

boulder fields, has now been transformed into a well-maintained path with charming 

wooden bridges and clear markings. However, there are still a few sections where it's 

easy to stray from the trail, so be alert to ensure you stay on the right path.  When you 

reach Spruce Lake, take a moment to breathe in the breathtaking scenery before you 

start fishing. You won't have much time for admiring the mountain peaks, as you'll be 

occupied with reeling in one fish after another. This lake is perfect for wading, so bring 

your waders to get the full experience. The trout here are known for their aggressive-

ness and are eager to bite on almost any well-presented fly. On most days, you won't 

have trouble getting the fish to bite, but if you happen to hit Spruce on an off day, try 

using a #20 Chronocone midge (black) or a similar fly. And don't forget to keep some 

Red Top Beetles in your fly box for an exciting dry fly action. In early July, the caddis 

hatches here can be quite spectacular, with trout jumping out of the water to catch them 

in mid-air. Get ready for a truly unforgettable fishing experience at Spruce Lake. 

Guide Notes: I've hiked to Spruce as early as mid-May and encountered waist-deep snow on 

the trail, but was pleasantly surprised to find the lake already thawed with fish swimming 

along the shoreline. Don't be deterred by a ‘frozen’ Fern Lake; just go slow and keep an eye 

out for the "wood cuts" made by the park service on fallen trees, which will guide you through 

this magical, Narnia-like part of the Fern Lake valley. 

The flat near the Spruce Lake inlet is a fun place to 

site cast for cruising fish. 
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Special Note: The East Troublesome Fire (2020) jumped the divide from the West Side of the park.  The 

embers landed directly on the Loomis / Spruce / Fern Lake ridge.  Spruce and Loomis Lakes were not af-

fected but the hike to Spruce Lake (Spruce Lake Trail) is no longer the picturesque backcountry trail it 

once was.  The burned out area has made for a barren landscape of burned out and downed trees. The 

hope is that within a few years some of the magnificent wildflowers and vegetation will return to make this 

once magical area return back to its heyday.  

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Chronocones #16 - #20 / Bead Head Hares Ear #12 - #18 
 
Dries:  Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #20 / Red Top Beetle #14 - #18 

Spruce Lake outlet and surrounding 

area are closed for the reintroduction of 

the Boreal Toad. No fishing or wading 

allowed in that area 
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Loomis Lake 
Trailhead: Fern Lake Trailhead  
 

Mileage (one way): 5 miles 

Elevation gain:  2,085 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Another mile up from Spruce Lake is Loomis Lake, and the trail to reach Loomis is a 

steep ascent the whole way. You'll find a fisherman’s trail that gets more and more vis-

ible each year, making it easy for you to find your way to the big pool below Loomis, 

which holds many small cutthroat. This pool got the nickname "Lame-is" from many 

fishermen who thought they found Loomis but reported back that they didn't catch an-

ything over 10 inches. After some debates, it was discovered that most people who be-

lieve they've found Loomis have actually found the big tailing pool below. When you 

reach the big pool, make sure to cross over at its outlet and work your way around to 
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the south side of the lake so you can reach Loomis with ease. If you attempt to go 

around the north side of the little lake, be prepared for some rough bushwhacking and 

possibly some cuts and gashes from the dense forest you'll have to walk through.  Once 

at Loomis, waders won't be much help as there are few spots to wade. Look for cruising 

fish along the shore and under overhanging rocks or make long casts to get past the 

drop offs. If you see cruisers you may consider throwing a dry dropper rig, starting with 

a #14 Griffith's Gnat and a small Bead Head Hares Ear. It was not uncommon to catch 

fish in the 18+ inch range that were thick and heavy. Many Park Service employees be-

lieved the fish grew so large due to the lack of good spawning grounds, leading to the 

original stocked fish getting larger and larger without competition for food. Recently, 

smaller fish have been found, presumably hatching with the help of wind that keeps the 

eggs in the outlet oxygenated enough for them to hatch a few new fish every year. 

These smaller fish may be the reason the larger fish have started to slowly die off.  To-

day you are more likely to catch fish in the 14” - 16” range instead of the larger ones 

from years past. Nevertheless, the hike up to Loomis is still worth it, as it is set deep in 

the crater just below Notchtop peak, offering a sense of remote seclusion that many 

seek when backcountry fly fishing. 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Tungsten Prince Nymph #12 - #18 /  Bead Head Midge #14 - #20 

 

Dries:  Griffith ’s Gnat #14 - #20 /  Red Top Beetle #14 - #20 

(Above): Colorful male Greenback Cutthroat caught near the outlet 

of Loomis. (Left): The trail heading up to Loomis is unmaintained, 

be sure to find the fisherman’s trail on the north side of the stream. 
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Longs Peak Trailhead 

Heading south on Highway 7 out of Estes Park you come to two different National Park en-

trance areas, both of which have access to fly fishing.  Longs Peak Trailhead and the Wild 

Basin area.  The Longs Peak trailhead is 10 miles outside of downtown Estes Park and gives 

you access to the only fishing destination in the Longs Peark area, Peacock Pool.  

(Above): Brook Trout are the only fish found in 

the Longs Peak valley. (Left): The trail up to 

Peacock Pool is uphill almost the entire time. 

Be aware that once above treeline there is little 

to no cover in case of storms. 
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Peacock Pool 

Hiking down to Peacock Pool 

can be a bit of a challenge. With 

a drop of 300 feet in less than 

1/4 mile, it's no easy feat. But, 

there are a few tips that can 

make the journey a little easier 

for you. First, stay on the trail 

until you cross the snowfield, 

which is usually present until late summer. Then, navigate the large rock scramble 

down near the falls with care, as good balance is key. Just 50 yards down the rock 

scramble, you'll reach a grassy shelf below the falls. Look out for a small fisherman's 

trail that will take you down to the lake, following a small stream on the west side. 

Take a moment to admire the breathtaking scenery before you start fishing. Peacock 

Pool is a dream come true for many anglers, as you'll be able to cast your line to rising 

trout set beneath stunning peaks. Try fishing the inlet area with a #14 Griffith's Gnat or 

#16 Renegade, whether you fish it wet or dry, as the trout seem to feed all the time. 

Trailhead: Longs Peak Lake Trailhead  
 

Mileage (one way): 3.8 miles 

Elevation gain:  2,098 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 
 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  
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The brook trout here may not be as large as those at Black Lake or Sky Pond, but they 

are rich in color and every so often, you might catch an old one with a big head and 

deep black belly. Fish the inlet stream near the falls for a chance to catch these older 

trout hiding in deep pools. But don't limit yourself to just the inlet area, make your way 

to the back of the lake near the outlet for even more amazing views of Longs Peak tow-

ering over you as you fish. As the day goes on, you'll see more and more rising fish, but 

if the dry flies aren't working, don't hesitate to throw a #12 - #14 Bead Head Prince or 

Copper John. The fish won't be afraid to follow your flies from the deep water and hit 

them as you drag them out towards shore. Remember to save some energy as the day 

goes on for the hike back up to the Chasm Lake trail.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Chronocones #16 - #20 / Bead Head Hares Ear #12 - #18 

 

Dries:  Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #20 / Red Top Beetle #14 - #18 

Guides Notes: Bring rain gear and some snacks with you since you never know when you might 

get stuck down in this valley, storms can come over Longs Peak out of nowhere and leaves you little 

or no time to hike back up the 300 foot incline to the trail, and once back on the trail you are still a 

good mile and a half to make it back down to treeline.  I am always leery of staying above treeline 

when storms blow in but the afternoon storms usually last around 30 - 45 minutes and you might be 

better off hunkering down in the krummholz trees of Peacock Pool valley and waiting out the 

storm.  Hiking back up the ridge to the trail and into a heavy thunderstorm only to have to hike 

through the treeless area back to the treeline seesm more dangerous.  Use your best discretion and If 

you do wait out the storm get ready for some epic dry fly action once the storm blows over.  

(Above): Once you are below the falls look for the grassy 

meadow which has a faint trail down to the lake. (Left): 

Brook Trout from Peacock Pool are fairly easy to catch 

and aggressive towards all types of flies. 
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(Top): Fishing at Peacock Pool is an epic experience as 

Longs Peak towers in the background and Brook Trout bite. 

(Above): The hike down to Peacock can look daunting, the 

hike out is worse. (Right): Begin your hike down in the grassy 

areas near the large rocks on the north side of the falls. 
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The Wild Basin area on the East Side of the National Park is often overlooked because 

of its 20+ minute drive down highway 7 to reach the turn off. Unlike the more popular 

Bear Lake or Trail Ridge Road areas, Wild Basin is often forgotten, but the multiple 

fishing opportunities makes this one of the Parks hidden fishing gems. Keep in mind if 

you do not have a permit you will have to enter before 9:00am due to timed entry re-

strictions, also note that parking in this area is limited, so don't wait too long to start 

your hike. If your plan is to fish North St. Vrain Creek just off of Wild Basin road, be 

aware that guide outfits frequent the area, so timing is important. Late afternoon and 

evening tend to be the best times to go since many guide shops finish their trips by 

2:00pm and evening hatches start up in the late afternoon. 

Wild Basin Trailhead 

From Wild Basin Trailhead there are many options 

for fishing access. The lower sections of the trail 

may be crowded but most of the hikers are likely 

doing the short jaunt to Copeland Fall or Calypso 

Cascades. If trying to access the Finch Lake or Pear 

Lake area you are better off going to the Allesnpark 

Trailhead, which is located outside of the National 

Park just outside of the town of Allenspark.  
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The hike up to Sandbeach can be challenging with steep inclines in many sections. You 

may question whether the fishing will be worth it, but if you push through to the final 

uphill pitch, you might as well make it to the top to try and catch some Greenbacks. 

When you finally reach Sandbeach lake, it will look exactly as you would imagine: a 

big lake surrounded by sand. Fishing from the shore at Sandbeach is possible without 

waders, you may have better luck catching more fish by wading out from the north side 

of the lake towards the drop off. The fish here are not as easy to catch as in some other 

backcountry lakes and patience is key, but with the right fly selection and knowledge 

of what the fish might be feeding on, you can the fish pretty easily. If you see fish ris-

ing try using a #14 - #18 Beetle pattern and if you are having trouble getting hits try 

stripping a black Balanced Leech (or comparable) in the deeper water. 

Sandbeach Lake  
Trailhead: Sandbeach Lake TH  
 

Mileage (one way): 4.5 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,971 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes (but optional) 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 
 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Midge #14 - #18 / Copper John #12 - #16 
 
Dries:  Red Top Beetle #14 - #18 / Griffith’s Gnat #14 - #18 

Guides Notes: When fishing at Sandbeach, I always head to the outlet and the stream just be-

low the lake. This area tends to have a lot of feeding trout, and some of the biggest fish I've 

ever caught came from this outlet.  While Sandbeach may not be at the top of peoples list of 

favorite fishing spots in RMNP, it is often overlooked by hikers and other fishermen, meaning 

that you don't have to deal with the big crowds of others areas of the Park. The fish caught 

here are usually healthy and fatter than the average backcountry fish, although you might not 

catch as many as at some other lakes of similar distance.  
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Ouzel Creek 
Trailhead: Wild Basin Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 2.6+ miles 

Elevation gain:  988 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: No (but helpful) 

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Greenback 

Cutthroat 

 

Restrictions: Cutthroat are catch and release 

only flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

As stated earlier, hiking up from Wild Basin trailhead you will pass a few different waterfalls; 

Copeland Falls, Calypso Cascades, and then at 2 ½ miles in you will come to the most spectac-

ular of all, Ouzel Falls.  You will want to fish Ouzel creek above the falls and to get there you 

have two options; you can either continue on the trail past Ouzel Falls and then at the Thunder 

Lake / Ouzel Lake junction follow the trail towards Ouzel Lake, or the quicker option is to 

hike the small fisherman’s trail that is off the south side of Ouzel Falls.  The small fisherman’s 

trail option will likely go by fields of wild raspberry bushes which will bloom in late summer, 

so keep your eye out for a little snack as you hike up.  With either option, once you get past the 

falls to the top of the ridge you will see Ouzel Creek snaking its way through the burned out 

valley.  The burnout happened as a result of a 1978 lightning strike near Ouzel Lake, known as 

the Ouzel Lake Fire its effects can still be seen today in the massive burned area.  Ouzel Creek 

is loaded with Brook Trout despite the National Park Services attempts to reintroduce the 

Greenback Cutthroat in the mid-1990’s.  The Brook Trout has most definitely taken over this 

river and pushed the cutthroat out of all the lower sections of this creek.  As for fishing this 
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Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs:  Bead Head Prince #12 - #16 / Copper John #14 - #16 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis #10 - #14 (tan) / Chubby #12 - #16 (gold) 

area, Ouzel Creek fishes like you would expect a small brook trout stream to fish, pockets 

and pools that hold dozens of Brook Trout that are anxious to hit almost any fly that is 

presented to them.  Try starting with a two nymph rig with the top fly being heavily 

weighted bead head (Copper John or Prince Nymph are good choices).  Later in the day 

dry flies almost always produce fish, and due to the high volume of caddis flies in the val-

ley using a #12 or #14 Tan Parachute Caddis is a great choice.  You can fish Ouzel Creek 

for a good 1 ½ miles as it works its way through the valley towards Ouzel lake, and as 

you get closer to Ouzel Lake you will start to notice a few Greenback Cutthroat mixed in 

with the Brook Trout.  

Guides Notes: Fishing Ouzel Creek too late in the season can be disastrous.  Starting in late Sep-

tember the brook trout of the valley will start migrating to deeper pools and spawning beds and be-

come much more difficult to find and catch. You will need to look for the larger pools that hold trout 

year long and wait for the water to warm up a bit if you plan on catching double digit fish. 

(Above): Catching a double on Ouzel 

Creek is definitely a possibility, large 

pools and multiple fish fishing for your 

fly is common. (Top Left / Far Left): The 

shortcut up on the south side of Ouzel 

Falls is somewhat technical, go slow 

and use all fours when necessary. (Left): 

The burnout from the Ouzel Lake Fire 

has left many log jams in the creek that 

create decent sized pools, most of which 

hold many trout.. 
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Ouzel Lake 
Trailhead: Wild Basin Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 4.9 miles 

Elevation gain:  1,510 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Greenback 

Cutthroat Trout 
 

Restrictions: Cutthroat are catch and release 

only, flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The hike to Ouzel Lake is fairly easy once you get past Ouzel Falls, following the long 

ridge above Ouzel Creek it is tempting to go down and fish your way up the creek until 

you reach the lake.  But if your goal is to fish Ouzel Lake, skip the creek and hike 

straight to the lake.  Ouzel is one of the more interesting lakes you can fish in the Na-

tional Park because it is set in the flat part of the valley and the majestic towering 

mountains like you find over many lakes are not present here.  Instead it is set in a 

seemingly big field of grass surrounded by trees.  It is by far one of the guides favorite 

lakes to fish mainly because of the variety of fishing you can do here.  There are three 

inlets to Ouzel Lake and each of them fishes differently and all of them usually hold 

some feeding fish.  Working your way around the north side of the lake you come to a 

big mud flat that has many fish cruising. Fishing here requires long accurate casts and 

wading out is a must to get away from the trees surrounding the lake.  Be sure to tie 

your wading boots on tight because the lake is very muddy and there have been many 

fishermen chest deep sticking their arms in the water to retrieve loose wading 

boots.  Walking the shoreline on the west side of the lake is another great option, the 

undercut banks usually hold many trout that come out spontaneously to feed.  The inlet 

that holds the most fish is most likely  the one in the middle on the west side, it pushes 

the most water into Ouzel and casting into it and letting flies float out into the lake is a 

great way to fish this area.  Try spots all over the lake looking for cruising and feeding 

fish, it really can be a crap shoot where the fish might be feeding best, but it is tough to 

ever have a bad day at Ouzel.  Throwing a #14 Parachute Adams or #16 Renegade are 
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great flies to start with, and if fish are not rising put on a #14 Bead Head Hares Ear and 

that will almost always produce strikes.  The most consistent fishing here is in the mid-

dle of the lake, the large green mossy patch in the middle of the lake always holds multi-

ple fish that swim the area aggressively looking for food.  It is unclear why but fish tend 

to congregate in this area of the lake.  If you have time to fish the outlet it is highly rec-

ommended, there are always fish sitting in the stream just below the lake.  If you are not 

comfortable wading in the mucky lake fishing this outlet stream is highly productive and 

is a great choice for people not willing to brave the boot sucking lake.  No matter where 

you fish, just being at Ouzel is worth the trip, it is a beautiful lake set in a wide valley 

that doesn't give you the claustrophobic feeling that some of the other lakes in the Na-

tional Park might give you. 

Guides Notes: Ouzel Lake valley is home to the ‘experiment’ of brook trout removal and reintroduction 

of the Greenback Cutthroat.  In the mid 1990’s the National Park Service had tried to remove all of the 

brook trout and reintroduce the Greenback Cutthroat in this valley.  It obviously didn’t work, the few 

brook trout that were not removed did a fabulous job of repopulating the valley, hence why Ouzel creek 

is once again almost entirely full of Brook Trout.  The Ouzel Lake area is the one exception where you 

are likely to catch as many Greenbacks as Brook Trout. This is another reason to love fishing here, you 

never know if you are going to hook into a Cutthroat or Brook Trout.  Additionally the Greenback Cut-

throat out of Ouzel Lake are usually on the larger side 12” - 14” and some of the biggest Brook Trout I 

have caught in the park came out of Ouzel Lake with a few of them over 14” in length.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Bead Head Hares Ear  #12 - #18 / Hot Head Leech #12 - #14 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis #12 - #16 (tan) / Parachute Adams #12 - #16 

(Above): Hiking across the burned out trail on the way to Ouzel Lake can be hot and dry, bring plenty of water and 

sunscreen. (Middle / Far Right): Wading in Ouzel can be a mucky challenge but is necessary to fish the lake effectively.  
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SPECIAL NOTE:  Summer of 2023 The National Park service in coordination with the 

Colorado Division of Wildlife took steps to reintroduce the pure strain of Greenback Cut-

throat to a new section of stream between Ouzel Lake and Bluebird Lake.  For this they used a 

combination of shocking and chemicals in the stream above the Ouzel Lake to take out all the 

Brook and once ready they will begin reintroducing the pure strain of Greenback Cut-

throat.  The area will remain closed to fishing for up to two years while the reintroduction 

efforts continue and could remain closed indefinitely depending on the Federal Government's 

classification of the pure strain of Greenback Cutthroat trout. 

Photo taken from outlet of Bluebird Lake in Rocky Mountain National Park. The outlet stream of this 

barren lake will be home to the first pure strain of Greenback Cutthroat in the National Park. 
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Thunder Lake 
Trailhead: Wild Basin Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 6.8 miles (5.8 miles with 

shortcut) 

Elevation gain:  2,234 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Greenback Cutthroat  

Restrictions: Cutthroat are catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

If your goal is to fish Thunder Lake be sure to take the shortcut trail that goes by the 

campsites (Tahosa, Aspen Knoll, North St.Vrain) which starts just prior to crossing the 

bridge that takes you up towards Calypso Cascades.  This will take off at least a mile 

for your trip.  That being said, the hike to Thunder Lake is a long one, but it is more 

than worth the almost 6 mile hike to fish.  The lake is diverse in the type of fishing you 

can do; from an outlet stream that flows into a large pool and is great for drifting dry 

dropper rigs through  to an inlet stream that is flat and open with deep channels, mak-

ing it easy to drift some shallow water nymphing rigs in.  But don’t shy away from 

casting into the lake itself, the large coves with deep drop offs hold plenty of cruising 

fish and the south east side of the lake near the patrol cabin is many people's favorite 

places to throw long casts with a tungsten weighted flies to colorful trout holding deep 

off the drop offs.  The fish in Thunder are impressive but not usually not massive, there 

have been some 16”+ cutthroats caught but most of your fish are going to be in the 12” 

- 14” range.  Every so often you will catch a Brook Trout and those can sometimes be 

quite large.   One of the best reasons to go to Thunder Lake (besides the great fishing) 

is the wild flowers. There is no other lake in the National Park that has the number of 

wildflowers growing in it than Thunder.  There are years that it seems not one square 

inch of ground didn’t have wildflowers growing out of it.  Bring a camera for sure. 

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs:  Tungsten or Gold Bead Pheasant Tail #12 - #18 / Bead Head Midges #16 - #20 
 
Dries: Parachute Caddis #12 - #16 (tan) / Griffith’s Gnat #14 - #20 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

108  

“When people day dream about backcountry fishing - this 

is what they’re imagining. Starting at Wild Basin, it’s easy 

to get discouraged initially by the crowds. However, as 

with any place worth fishing, pushing beyond the beaten 

path and hiking the extra distance takes you into a place 

untouched by the average tourist. Stray a bit off of the 

rustic trail and fish the creek up to the lake and you’ll feel 

like the only angler on earth. While the fish can be skittish 

in Thunder Lake itself, you’ll likely already have a few 

hookups on the way up. Besides, who doesn’t love the 

challenge and feeling of accomplishment when you stalk 

and hook into a truly wild trout?” 

- Andrew Boyle (Sasquatch Guide 2013 - 2014) 

(Top / Above Right): The outlet stream below Thunder Lake has some amazing pools and runs that are 

great for drifting flies through. (Above Left): Typical cutthroat caught from Thunder lake. 
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Guides Notes: Working up the main inlet stream and down the outlet stream is a great idea, 

both streams have small riffles and pools that almost all contain fish.  There are some very 

nice trout that will hold in these sections and if you like catching a chunky cutthroat out a 

stream you could hop across it is a very nice change of pace.  

Fishing the inlet of Thunder Lake is wonderful, the long slow curves hold many trout that are anxious to 

bite on flies floating over head. Wearing waders here can help get a better drift but proficient fishers 

can often cast from shore and mend to create great drifts. 

(Above): Good selection of beaded and non beaded 

nymphs. (Left): Dries such as Chubbies and Micro-

Chubbies are perfect patterns for dry dropper rigs. 
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Box Lake 
Trailhead: Wild Basin Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 7.8 miles (6.8 miles 

with shortcut) 

Elevation gain:  2,882 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

You have probably heard some fisherman’s tale about a guy who went to a lake and 

threw in a bare hook and caught fish.  Well, they may have very well been at Box 

Lake.  The fishing here is so remote the fish likely see three or four fisherman a year 

max and because of this they are not afraid to eat anything that is put in front of them, 

including a bare hook.  The lake itself is set in a bowl beneath towering peaks.  A bit 

further is Eagle Lake which is barren but is still worth the hike for the views you get of 

Tanima Peak.  Box lake sits right at treeline and there are very few places to wade ef-

fectively which is why waders not needed to fish here.  However be careful of your 

backcast because the rock ledges above are known to snap off flies with ease.   

(Above): Fishing from shore at Box Lake is a must since 

there are no places to wade. (Left): Bushwhacking to the 

lake requires a lot of rugged uphill hiking. 
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Guides Notes: A word of caution for those wanting to go to Box Lake, you should probably be 

abreast of how to use a map and compass or be intuitive about water drainages. From the outlet of 

Thunder Lake you can make your way downstream (southwest) until you find the Box Lake drainage, 

there will likely be a fisherman’s trail on the west side of the drainage that will take you up the steep 

climb to the lake. It is not a difficult lake to find once you find the drainage but it is wise to consult the 

Dannen Guide book or other hiking guide before heading up to explore this area. 

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs:  Any decent nymph sizes #10 - #20 

Dries: Any decent dry  sizes #10 - #20 

The rumor about catching fish with 

a bare hook has most definitely 

happened before at Box Lake 
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Trailhead: Allenspark TH 

(or Finch Lake TH  + 1 mile / Wild Basin TH - .1 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 3.65 miles  

Elevation gain:  1,522 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

Cony creek can be reached a few different ways, hiking up from Allenspark Trailhead 

(quickest), Finch Lake Trailhead or hiking up from Wild Basin Trailhead to Calypso 

Cascades (1.8 miles) and then following the fisherman’s trail until you get above the 

falls.  Going on a quick trip hiking from Calypso Cascades and then working just above 

the falls is by far the quickest way to get there but also can be a bit hairy, you also better 

be okay with bushwhacking some pretty gnarly forested and rocky areas.  If going to 

fish Pear Lake or Hutcheson Lakes valley use the Allenspark Trailhead, it is the trail-

head with the least elevation gain and quickest for backpacking or day hikes in and 

out.  Cony Creek was killed off and restocked with the Greenback Cutthroat in the mid 

2000’s and for a few years after they reopened the creek it fished extremely well.  Since 

then the fishing has leveled out to just ‘decent but not amazing’.  It is still worth fishing 

just because of the beauty of the water, small riffles and deep holes that can still hold 

some pretty impressive fish, not to mention the colors of some of these cutthroat are ex-

traordinary. Try throwing a dry dropper combo to start, a #14 Chubby and 12 inch drop-

per rig with a #14 Copper John is a great way to start and adjust depth based on size of 

pool and runs. If fish are attacking the dry fly aggressively remove the dropper and just 

fish a single dry fly, often times the dropper just adds to a tangled mess. 

Guides Notes: Remember Finch Lake is barren so do not waste your time trying to fish it, 

although it is a beautiful lake with plenty of bug and bird life.  I like making Finch Lake one 

my backcountry campsite destinations for further exploration of Pear Lake and Hutcheson 

lake valleys. 

Cony Creek 

Small cutthroat caught near Finch Lake area. 
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Pear Reservoir (Lake) 
Trailhead: Allenspark TH 

(or Finch Lake TH  + 1 mile / Wild Basin TH + 2 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 6 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,418 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

Guides Notes: Although not the most beautiful lake it is an extremely easy lake to fish. Cou-

ple that with fairly aggressive trout and you have a pretty good reason to fish here… if not for a 

quick fish or two on your way back to the real reason you should come to this area, which is to 

access the Hutcheson Lakes one valley over to the south.  

Pear Reservoir (Lake), like Lawn Lake, was a natural lake that was made bigger for 

water storage for cities along the front range, hence why you will sometimes see it re-

ferred to as “reservoir.”  After the Lawn Lake flood of 1982 the National Park Service 

began taking out these man made dams and that leaves you with Pear Lake which looks 

awkward as a lake surrounded by trees and forest far up the valley and giving it a huge 

shoreline almost like it was never filled up.  Because of this you probably do not need 

to bring waders since there is plenty of room to cast.  The fishing is good to great de-

pending on the time of the year (later in the summer seems better) and the stream be-

low is always good for a few trout holding in the well defined pools.  Long casts with a 

#18 Griffith’s Gnat or Red Top Beetle is a great way to start and If you are spending 

the night in the valley be sure you head back to the Hutcheson Lakes drainage as the 

scenery is absolutely breathtaking and the various lakes and stream options just one 

valley over make it well worth your while.   

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs:  Bead Head Hares Ear #12 - #16 / Bead Head Zug Bug #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis #12 - #16 (tan) / Griffith’s Gnat #12 - #18 
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Hutcheson Lake 
Trailhead: Allenspark TH 

(or Finch Lake TH  + 1 mile / Wild Basin TH + 2 miles) 

 

Mileage (one way): 8.2 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,178 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: Yes (optional upper lakes) 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

Getting to this valley from Pear Lake is not as difficult as you think.  Hiking over a 

small ridge on the south west side of Pear Lake will take you back into an open valley 

that is entirely different from that of the Pear Lake area. The fisherman’s trail has been 

affected by various rockslides and downed trees over the years so use caution and com-

mon sense.  Once in the valley there are three different lakes and the streams in be-

tween that you can fish.  The fisherman’s trail will take you to the lowest lake and this 

lake is probably the most difficult to fish, waders would be helpful here since it is sur-

rounded by trees.  Make sure to try the inlet and scour the lake for rising fish.  Some of 

the nicest fish caught here have been in the stream leading into Lower Hutcheson with 

some truly massive fish being pulled out of the small narrow a stream. In the lake 
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throwing a #16 Orange Asher or Foam Ant in the lake is a good way to start and work-

ing the small inlet stream with a shallow water nymphing rig: #14 Copper John trailed 

by a #18 WD40 should work perfectly.  The smallest of all Hutcheson Lakes is Middle 

Hutcheson and it  is an entirely different type of lake, with rock ledges and deep under-

water crevasses, look for cruising schools of fish with some of them in the 14” - 18” 

range.  It is much harder to fish here since accessing rising fish in the middle of the 

lake is almost impossible without a belly boat. Good casters can throw plenty of line 

around the lake and using a large #12 Bead Head Hares Ear or Pheasant Tail can pro-

duce plenty of strikes.  If you only have time to fish one of the lakes in the valley then 

it should be Upper Hutcheson, it is a must see and a must fish, walk the shoreline look 

for cruising fish and cast to them, they will likely eat whatever you throw.  The outlet 

stream is always teeming with many trout and if you like small stream fishing don’t 

hesitate to work the outlet stream for most of your catches. Start with a  #14 - #16 Par-

achute Adams or Parachute Caddis and adjust as needed.  When fish get picky using a 

#22 Griffith’s Gnat will almost always do the trick.  Although the trout here are not as 

big as at some of the other long hike locations, the scenery and remoteness of the place 

makes it more than worth your while to fish here.  There have been plenty of nice 16” - 

18” inch fish caught from some of the Hutcheson Lakes so don’t hesitate to bring a 

net... just in case.   

(Above): Deep colorful male Greenback cought from Upper Hut-

cheson Lake on a Parachute Caddis. (Left): Looking up from outlet 

cove of Upper Hutcheson Lake. 
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Guides Notes: Spending a day in Hutchinson Lakes valley may not be enough, if you are 

good with a map and compass you can camp at the Cony Creek Backcountry Zone Site within 

the valley itself.  There are restrictions (camping away from water and moving your camp eve-

ry day) but being able to fish until dusk and get out early the next day is well worth it.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Copper John (all colors) #10 - #16 / Tungsten Hares Ear #10 - #16 
 
Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #22 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #18 

(Above Left): Looking down the valley at Middle Hutcheson, the rocky 

lake is full of deep chutes holding some impressive fish. (Above Right): 

The streams in between the lakes is a great fishery itself, look for larger 

pools and get ready for tight casts and quick strikes. 

(Above Left): Ben Pascal holds a nice fish from Upper Hutcheson. 

(Above Right): Wildflowers in the upper parts of this valley can rival that 

found at Thunder Lake. (Left): Rebecca Stegura looks down valley from 

Upper Hutchison, Middle Hutchison can be seen below. 
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Mummy Range and  

Milner Pass 
Fall River Road takes you to the one and only trailhead located in the Horseshoe Park 

Valley, Lawn Lake Trailhead.  From this trailhead you can hike into many different 

lakes, all of which hold some beautiful Greenback Cutthroat Trout.  Following Fall 

River Road past Endovalley Picnic area you can then connect with “Old” Fall River 

Road which takes you on an absolutely epic drive above treeline and connecting with 

Trail Ridge Road at the Alpine Visitors Center.  (Note: Old Fall River Road opens July 

4th).  Once on Trail Ridge Road you can access the other trailhead known for epic cut-

throat fishing, Milner Pass Trailhead. 

(Above): Hairpin curve on “Old” Fall River Road. 

(Left): Chunky cutthroat caught from Big Crystal Lake. 
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The Lawn Lake Trailhead offers the perfect gateway to an number of cutthroat fishing 

experiences. Whether you seek the tranquility of small stream fishing, the thrill of dis-

covering a hidden lake, or the excitement of reeling in vibrant, trophy-sized cutthroats, 

you can find it all at this single trailhead. While the initial ascent up to the Roaring Riv-

er Valley may seem daunting, fear not, once you get above the Alluvial Fan it levels  

out and you'll be rewarded with a sweeping vista of the entire Horseshoe Park Valley, 

showcasing the devastation caused by two massive floods. Thankfully, the fishing in 

the lakes in this valley remains largely unaffected, and you're just a few miles away 

from the opportunity to land some truly remarkable fish. 

Lawn Lake Trailhead 

(Above): Typical pool found on the Roaring 

River. (Upper Right): The start of Lawn Lake 

Trail is steep, but levels out once you get near 

the Ypsilon Lake trail cutoff. (Right): A vi-

brant orange and red male caught from a deep 

pool near Cutbank backcountry campsite. 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

119  

 

EA
ST 

Roaring River 
Trailhead: Lawn Lake Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.35 miles (+ up to 2 

miles) 

Elevation gain:  650 feet  

Rating: G 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

Anyone who has been around Estes Park 

for a while can tell you amazing stories 

about fishing the Roaring River, quotes 

like: “Every hole had a fish…” “it was a 

guide's dream…” were common. Here 

you could take beginners to a small back-

country stream and teach them a basic 

cast and then proceed to watch them catch 

double digit fish.  Then came the great 

flood of 2013  and for the second time in 

40 years the Roaring River fishery was 

changed forever.  The first flood happened in 1982 when the Lawn Lake earthen dam 

gave way and scoured the six mile long drainage of all trees and changed the river for-

ever.  After this the Greenback Cutthroat was introduced and the amazing Roaring Riv-

er fishery was born; perfect pools, easy to fish and  amazing bug life.  This fishery 

changed again in 2013 when the jet stream split just over northern Colorado and a rain-

storm held over the area for 5 straight days dumping rain almost non-stop.  The river 

flooded once again and the amazing fishery was no more.  Scouting the water after the 

second big flood was painful… the pools and runs that people had fished for years 

were gone and the new pools and runs held no fish.  It wasn’t until summer of 2015 

that fish were caught in the lower section of the river and not until 2016 that guides 

High sticking to hold dry flies in a pool for a 

slower drift is highly effective here. 

Fishing the Roaring River above Golden Banner campsite. 
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finally started constantly catching fish, but only in well established pools.  The last few 

years things have improved dramatically, double digit days are not uncommon once 

again but you might have to work a little harder to catch them.  The further up in the 

valley you go the better the fishing you will have and the best place to fish the Roaring 

river stretch today is from where Ypsilon creek comes in to just past the Golden Ban-

ner campsite.  Hiking up to the flats below Lawn Lake fishes well too, but you might as 

well head all the way to Lawn Lake and fish while you are at it.  Chris Kennedy of the 

Colorado Fish and Wildlife service has stated that fish coming down from Ypsilon 

Creek are actually doing most of the repopulating of the lower sections of the stream.  

To fish Roaring River effectively use a shallow water nymphing rig with an indicator 2 

- 3 feet above a large bead head (#12 - #14 Prince or Copper John) trailed by a smaller 

more precise pattern (#20 Zebra Midge or Juju Baetis).  If the water is really moving 

you may need a tungsten fly and look for larger pools where fish will be holding 

deep.  If it is later in the season (usually after 

July 15th) you can throw dries effectively, the 

best pattern here is a large #12 Parachute 

Caddis but keep your eye out for Drakes, a 

#12 Parachute Adams can catch a lot of 

fish.  Dry dropper rigs can be effective here 

but due to some turbulent water it can be hard 

to spot dry flies in the quick current, throwing 

a small strike indicator just above your dry fly 

is a good way to keep an eye on your fly and 

the fish will not shy away from a dry fly just 

because of an indicator nearby.  

Guides Notes: Like most small streams in RMNP, having novice fishermen shorten their lead-

ers to about 7 ½ feet so they can have more fly line out and giving them a bit more control is a 

great idea.  Try throwing a short leader with a pinch on indicator 12 - 16 inches above a bead 

head with a 14 inch dropper and high sticking it through the holes and you’ll catch more fish.   

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead head Twenty Incher #12 - #16 / Copper John (gold, black, and red) #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #10 - #14 

Roaring River is loaded with amazing structure which 

creates perfect trout habitat. 
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Ypsilon Lake 
Trailhead: Lawn Lake Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 4.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,092 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes (but tricky wading in areas) 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat 

Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, 

flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The hike up to Ypsilon definitely feels like a 4.8 mile hike.  Mainly because you are 

heading uphill for almost all of it.  The switchbacks at the beginning of the Lawn Lake 

trail are just a prelude to the uphill ridge that will take you back into Ypsilon 

Lake.  Once you get within a ½ mile of the lake you do get some reprieve by heading 

downhill into the lake valley, but remember you have to hike it back out when you are 

done fishing for the day.  The lake is heavily forested on the south and east sides and 

has large rock slides on the north side.  It is a tough wading lake and the lake is too 

deep in most parts for waders to be helpful.  Still, having them will help you get around 

the lake and fishing the inlet (which can often be the best fishing) it makes life much 

easier.  The inlet is almost like a little waterfall plunging into the lake, if you hit it just 

right you can find fish stacked in there just feeding away.  If the fish have moved out of 

the inlet it is going to be a hunting game, start looking for cruising fish (sometimes in 

small pods).  If you find fish they are usually not very picky, a small #18 Elk Hair Cad-

dis or Parachute Adams should work just fine.  If you are having trouble finding fish 

head toward the outlet stream on the east side of the lake, there is almost always fish 

cruising this area.  The fish in Ypsilon Lake are almost always nice, plump and color-

ful.  Although you may not catch as many here as at some other lakes in the park, the 

fish are healthy and the scenery is wonderful.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Hot Head Leech #10 - #14 (brown and black) / Tungsten Prince #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #20 / Parachute Adams #12 - #22 

Cutthroat out of Ypsilon Lake are usually beefier 

than lakes in the Fern Lake Valley to the south. 
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Guides Notes:  Not far from Ypsilon Lake is a small set of lakes called Fay Lakes and Caddis 

Lake.  If you are comfortable with a little bushwhacking head to the outlet stream and head 

northeast to the next valley over, a short ½ mile jaunt will take you back to Caddis Lake which 

is full of cutthroat.  This area gives one the feeling of being in Narnia but for fly fishers.  Fay 

Lakes are barren so no use going up above Caddis if your goal is to fly fish. But nonetheless a 

trip to Caddis Lake is well worth the extra mileage.  

Caddis Lake is loaded 

with small colorful cut-

throat that are quite easy 

to catch. It is fairly easy 

to cast from the shore so 

waders aren't needed 

here, but the shoreline 

can be quite mucky so 

bring extra socks in case 

of wet feet. 
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Lawn Lake 
Trailhead: Lawn Lake Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 6.2 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,447 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and lures 

only, no bait allowed.  

The Lawn Lake hike is long, luckily the uphill stretches are broken up by long flat sec-

tions that usually overlook the Roaring River below.  Because much of the hike is on 

barren hard rock, be ready for some sore feat at the end of the day.  The Lawn Lake 

flood carved out this valley back in 1982 when early in the morning the Lawn Lake 

dam gave way (killing two people - one was a camper who was camping just below the 

lake and the other was a tourist who reentered the park to get a set of binoculars she had 

left).  Thankfully a trash man on Trail Ridge Road heard the roaring river and saw the 

gushing water barreling down the mountain.  His alert is rumored to have saved dozens 

of lives.  Despite being three times less in volume Lawn Lake is still a massive lake 

with plenty of great fishing.  The shoreline is barren from trees and walking the shore 

and casting is easy. The outlet area and stream below always holds fish, although they 

may be a bit skittish and sneaking up on them can be tough with sloppy casting.  Try 

fishing the entire shoreline with a #14 Parachute Caddis or Parachute Adams, this is a 

good way to start.  If no fish are rising or it is a colder day throw a #12 Beadhead 

Pheasant Tail or Prince Nymph.  The closer 

you work towards the inlet the deeper the water 

gets and using a tungsten fly to get down in 

these situations is a good idea.  The inlet is a 

large sandy alluvial area and if you have wad-

ers or don’t mind wet wading you can get to 

the main channel where you can drift dries and 

nymphs off the drop off into the lake, there are 

usually quite a few fish sitting in the inlet just Inlet area of Lawn Lake is braided, look for the main 

channel which often holds many feeding fish 

Typical 11” - 12” Lawn Lake Cutthroat 
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off the drop off.  Working your way up the inlet stream can be a great time, it holds 

smaller fish but almost every slick and run holds fish.  Fishing the inlet drop off and the 

small stream using a shallow water nymphing rig or a large dry dropper is the most ef-

fective way.   Later in the summer walking the shoreline with a small hopper is a great 

way to produce some strikes and if fish seem to be picky a smaller #18 - #20 Parachute 

Adams or Griffith’s Gnat is a good way to adjust.  Terrestrials can also be effective a 

#14 - #20 Black Ants,  Red Top Beetles, and #12 - #14 Yellow Hoppers have tagged 

many fish in the past.   Most fish in Lawn Lake are in the 10” - 12” range but don’t be 

surprised if you get into some 14” - 16” fish.  Catching over a dozen fish here is not 

uncommon especially when working the inlet and outlet areas. 

Guides Notes: Weather here can turn pretty quickly and you are essentially at treeline. There are small 

groves of pine trees on the east side of the lake that is a good place to wait out a storm.  If you can do an 

overnight trip or are able to fish later into the afternoon you will be rewarded with rising fish throughout 

the lake. If you are having trouble catching fish in the lake they might be hunkered down and staying deep, 

either try a tungsten fly or just head to the outlet stream where the fish will surely be feeding.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Tungsten Cased Caddis #12 - #18 / 

Bead Head Hare's Ears #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #14 - #20 / Parachute Cad-

dis (tan) #10 - #18 

(Left): Chunky Green-

back caught near the 

drop off from the inlet 

stream of Lawn Lake. 

(Right): Ron Gooding 

fishing the inlet 

stream of Lawn Lake. 

The stream above has 

great pools and holds 

loads of fish 

View of Lawn Lake from trail heading up to Big Crystal. 

The 1+ mile trek to Big Crystal is a great option if you 

have time. Be weary of weather as you are entirely above 

treeline for this potion of the trip.  
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Big Crystal Lake 

Trailhead: Lawn Lake Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 7.4 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,092 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies and lur-

es only, no bait allowed.  

Heading up to Big Crystal is well worth the extra hour 

plus hike past Lawn Lake, because not only can you 

possibly catch the biggest Greenback Cutthroat of your 

life but the scenery looking down the valley back towards Lawn Lake is in itself worth 

the uphill climb.  Don’t expect to catch many fish at Big Crystal, in fact don’t be sur-

prised if you catch nothing at all.  Seeing fish in the outlet stream, which is common, 

doesn’t mean you will catch them as they are some of the pickiest fish in the National 

Park.  Try a tiny Griffith’s Gnat trailed by a non beaded black midge or something 

comparable.  From the outlet stream you can walk any side of the lake you wish, be 

patient and look for cruising fish.  Many times one cruising fish will be followed by 

Big Crystal Lake is home to some truly 

impressive fish such as this colorful male. 
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many more and quite often you will find them sitting in pods just beyond casting 

range.  Being that this is the deepest lake in the National Park and is impossible to wade, 

it is crucial you can spot fish quickly and make good long casts from shore.  If you do 

hook into one of these fish be sure to have a net to help make sure it is landed quickly and 

effectively.  Some people have lots of luck by stripping nymphs quickly through the water 

and others have luck casting dry flies and waiting, no matter which you try patience will 

be key. Good dry fly patterns to try in the lake are #16 - #18 Parachute Adams, Griffith’s 

Gnats, or Adams Irresistibles.  Good nymphs to use are going to be #14 - #20 Bead Head 

Prince, Copper John, or Hares Ear.  If trout are ignoring your flies or ‘nosing them’ you 

may have to go to a hatching midge fly or some other very specific midge pattern.   

Guides Notes: - There are very few small fish in Big Crystal, this is likely due to the fact that being the 

deepest lake in the National Park with an outlet stream that is very tough for fish to reproduce in has led 

to the Greenback Cutthroat here having little competition and thus their ability to grow very large. The 

stream below did hold large cutthroat in the pools below but the stream winter killed in the early 2000’s.  

Four Favorite Flies  
 

Nymphs: Tungsten Zebra Midge #14 - #20 (black, red, purple) 
 
Streamers: Thin Mint #10 - #12 / Sculpzilla #8 (black or natural) 
 
Dries: Standard Adams #14 - #22 

(Above): Colorful Greenback caught near outlet of 

Big Crystal. (Left): Nate Stone shows off a large 

deep colored male caught late in the summer.  

Photos courtesy: Jason Rieke     (Below) Sculpzilla fly 

patterns, these are a great pattern when fish aren’t 

actively feeding. Stripping these flies through deep 

rock cuts can catch many fish.   
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The drive along the highest continuous highway in the United States is something to behold. Be sure to build 

in some time to take photos and, more often than not, sit in traffic as tourists make this trek daily.  The road 

is fairly empty before 7:00am but will become extremely crowded as the day goes on. Photo by Jason Rieke 

Milner Pass Trailhead 
Driving up Trail Ridge Road in Rocky Mountain National Park is a scenic and unfor-

gettable experience that will take you to the top of the continental divide at Milner 

Pass. The road winds its way up through a series of switchbacks and turns, offering 

stunning views of the surrounding mountains and valleys along the way. As you climb 

higher and higher you will notice the changes in the landscape and vegetation, from 

pine forests at the lower elevations to alpine tundra near the top. Wildlife sightings are 

common, with elk, marmots sometimes even bighorn sheep. Before heading down to-

wards Milner Pass Trailhead, be sure to take in the spectacular views of the surround-

ing peaks and valleys, and if you have time hike some of the short trails to see the 

headwaters of the Big Thompson River in Forest Canyon.  The Alpine Visitors Center 

which sits atop the road usually opens soon after Trail Ridge Road opens (Memorial 

Day weekend).  It is a good place for a quick pit stop but becomes very crowded later 

in the day and it is best to stay away after 10:00am. 
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Arrowhead Lake 
Trailhead: Milner Pass Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 6 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,900+ feet (uphill both ways) 

Rating: C 

Waders: No 

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The destination of many Greenback Cut-

throat trophy hunters is Arrowhead 

Lake.  It has gotten a name for itself as the 

location to catch what could be the largest 

Greenback Cutthroat in all of Colora-

do.  Be sure you are ready for the hike, 

many people come to Rocky Mountain 

National Park to hike Longs Peak. It is a 

brutal 16 mile (both ways) 14ner with over 

4,800 feet of elevation gain. The hike to 

Arrowhead is no Longs Peak but it is a 

brutal hike in its own right.  An uphill hike with over 2,000 feet in elevation gain only 

to drop down 1,900 feet into the Arrowhead Lake valley.  Knowing you need to hike 

that elevation back out it puts the Arrowhead 

lake hike in pretty rare company with 12 

miles roundtrip and over 3,900 feet in eleva-

tion gain.  Hiking up from Poudre Lake the 

trail is fairly steep until you get well above 

treeline then the hike has a slow meandering 

climb on its way towards Mt. Ida.  You may 

have trouble finding the trail at times and us-

(Above): Once above Poudre lake the trail is 

above treeline for the rest of the hike. (Below): The 

trail peters out, follow rock cairns towards the top. 

Looking down at Arrowhead  from shoulder of Mr. Ida 
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ing rock cairns is a must.  Once you get 

to the “shoulder” of Mt. Ida you will 

hug the south side and begin the steep 

descent down towards Arrowhead.  Be 

careful not to go too far north as you 

hike down, it is easy to let gravity take 

you that direction and in the end you 

have to hike back up to get to the 

ridge.  The key to reaching Arrowhead 

is knowing where to turn off to drop 

down into the lake, use your best judg-

ment when starting to head over the 

ridge down into Arrowhead valley. Some people cut down early and end up in a 

sketchy steep hike while others hike too far and end up having to backtrack.  Keep an 

eye on where the lake is and decide for yourself what terrain you are comfortable hik-

ing on.  Once you are at the lake the best advice is to immediately head to the inlet, lo-

cated on the west side of the lake.  You might come across some cruising fish feeding 

slowly along the edges, it is tempting to spend time chasing some of these fish but the 

number of fish hanging out on the west side of the lake is much greater.  Work the inlet 

as far back as you can, this is why bringing waders is a good idea so you don’t spook all 

Cutting down early from the Ida ridge, it is a steep decent with 

some unstable footing. Some people hike around the ridge all 

together and end up near Love Lake just below Arrowhead. 
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the fish out of this area.  Cast a large 

#12 Parachute Caddis or Parachute 

Adams along with a #16 Bead Head 

Copper John into the inlet stream and 

let it float down.  There are usually 

dozens of fish holding here that are 

keen to take either offering.  If the 

fish are being picky try a shallow wa-

ter nymph rig with a #14 Bead Head 

Copper John followed by a #20 Juju 

Baetis or comparable.  If fish are not 

holding in the main channel of the  inlet stream or you have fished it out check the other 

little tributaries, there are pools and runs that many fish swim up into.  Blind casting 

around the inlet coves can also some fish, throwing a #14 Bead Head Prince or Copper 

John and stripping it back is a good way to get some follows and then from there you can 

cast to specific fish.  There is a reason people come to Arrowhead Lake and if your goal 

is to land a big cutthroat this lake may very well be your best chance.   

Guides Notes: For almost 90% of this hike you are above treeline, It is highly recommended that you do 

this hike on a day when there is little or no chance for afternoon showers.  If you do end up getting caught 

at Arrowhead Lake in an afternoon thunderstorm it is best for you to get down into treeline, possibly at the 

east end of the lake, and wait out the storm. Usually by late afternoon the storms will pass and a hike out 

later in the day is better than trying to hike out through lightning conditions. 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Flashback Pheasant Tail #12 - #18 / Chronocones #16 - #20 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #10 - #18 / Red Top Beetle #14 - #18 

Fishing the main inlet of Arrowhead Lake.  

Fish in Arrowhead can range in color, males are usually 

deep red while females often have a spotted golden hue. 
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EAST SIDE SUMMARY 
Fly Fishing the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park can be frustrating if you are 

not able to plan effectively. The ease of access for some of the water can lead many to 

take the easy way out and not put the effort into finding some spectacular spots. If you 

are planning your trip into Rocky Mountain National Park it is important to remember 

that so many people (especially fisherman) do not  walk more than a mile on trails in 

the park.  Even if you find yourself surrounded by fishers at a remote location there is 

almost always an option to go and explore the area further. Another thing to think 

about is timing, most people find themselves beholden to the timing of their tourist lad-

en families, breaking away from this time frame and fishing early or late in the day can 

be a great way to get the peace and solace you may be seeking as you fish this remark-

able National Park. 

(Above): Roaring River near the campsites. 

(Left): Small unnamed lake between Spruce 

and Loomis Lakes (Below): Greenback 

Cutthroat caught on a Parachute Adams. 

“If you find yourself surrounded by people and getting frustrated with the crowds that can be 

found on the easier access fishing spots on the east side of the park I have two words for you 

“just walk,” so many people in the park fish the easy to get to locations but if they would just 

walk, even a 1/2 mile, it can be the difference between a great fishing day and a frustrating one.”   

 - Mike Stein (Guide 2008 - 2012) 
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PART II: NORTH SIDE 
Poudre River Headwaters 

One of the best kept secrets of Rocky 

Mountain National Park is the Poudre 

River Headwaters.  This small stream 

is loaded with fish and if your goal is 

to catch a lot of fish you will not be 

disappointed by the headwaters sec-

tion of the Poudre River.  There are 

three different ways to access the Pou-

dre River Headwaters depending on 

the time of year.  

“The stunning drive up to the top of the world sets the tone for what a remote location and spe-

cial experience it is to fish these waters. Hiking into where few have been - and hooking some 

of the most radiant and wild Brook Trout you’ll ever encounter - can catch even the most avid 

angler by surprise. One can hardly imagine what these creatures are even doing living up at 

almost 12,000 feet, which should put this experience on every fisherman’s bucket list.” 

 - Andrew Boyle (Guide 2013 - 2014) 

(Map): There are three 

different access points for 

Poudre River. Once back in 

the valley be ready for a 

wide variety of fishing op-

tions and some truly wild 

and scenic country. 
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From Milner Pass Trailhead 

Trailhead: Milner Pass Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): VARIES (1 - 3 miles) 

Elevation gain:  approx. - 200 feet  

Rating: G 

Waders: No (wet wading required) 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Sitting at the top of Trail Ridge road is the small trickle of water that will become the 

Poudre River.  The outlet to Poudre Lake will filter down the valley picking up dozens 

of small feeders and become big enough to fish.  As you hike down into the valley you 

can begin fly fishing effectively as soon as you enter the first meadow.  From here the 

river will travel more than 8 miles picking up major feeders at Chipin Creek and then 

again at Hague Creek.  The river meanders through the valley creating perfect riffles, 

pools and runs.  Even areas you are sure couldn’t hold a trout will likely hold some 

fish.  If you are in a rush you can fish the first meadow area (approximately 1 mile in) 

and catch plenty of fish, but the further down the valley you go the more fish you will 

catch.  If you have time hiking down 2 - 3 miles the stream gets significantly larger and 

the pools will hold dozens more fish.  Where ever you decide to fish in this section of 

the Poudre River Valley fishing early in the day the water temps are frigid, so try using 

a shallow water nymphing rig with a size #12 or #14 Bead Head Prince Nymph or #14 

20 Incher. Once the water temperature warms up a bit switch over to a single dry fly 

#14 Parachute Caddis or #12 - #14 Parachute Adams are great options.  Be prepared to 

have some dry shake or to change flies often as the fish here are so aggressive on a 

good day it will be hard to keep them off your line.  The fish in this valley are not that 

picky, putting the fly in the right place is much more important than which fly you 

use.  That being said, because the stream is so small make sure to be a tad stealthy, us-

ing shorter leaders to get flies into precise locations and having the ability to high stick 

at times to get good drifts will produce dozens of strikes. 

Poudre River 
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(Above): As the trail starts it is highly visible and 

will likely be dry. As you make your way down it 

becomes much sloppier and following elk path is 

more likely than an actual trail. (Right Above): Jim 

Gallt hooking fish in a deep narrow run. Areas like 

this will hold dozens of fish. (Right Below): Looking 

at a wonderful run from approx. 2 1/2 miles down 

the valley.  
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From Chapin Pass Trailhead 

Poudre River / Chapin Creek 

Starting on July 4th when Old Fall River Road 

opens, the Chapin Creek tributary of the Poudre 

River is accessible from the Chapin Pass Trail-

head. This is the primary starting point for hikers 

looking to tackle Chapin, Chiquita, and Ypsilon 

peaks. However, parking is limited to pull-offs 

along Old Fall River Road, so an early start is 

advised if you plan to access the Poudre River 

using this route. The hike begins with a steep, 

hundred-yard uphill climb to the pass. Caution is 

advised as you search for the proper trail head-

ing down into the valley. Once you've found the 

right path, be prepared for a sharp descent, drop-

ping over 700 feet in less than half a mile.  Upon 

reaching the valley floor, you'll find yourself in a 

cross-country zone without an official trail, so be 

prepared to forge your own way. Two large 

meadows lie ahead, with Chapin Creek winding its way towards the confluence. The 

wet terrain makes for sopping feet within just a few steps, so consider using waders or 

wet-wading from this point on. When trekking through the first meadow, you can stick 

relatively close to the treeline and look for elk or moose trails to help guide you. By the 

Trailhead: Chapin Pass Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): VARIES (2 - 3 miles) 

Elevation gain:  - 700 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: No (wet wading required) 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Once at the valley floor be ready for a marshy walk 

down the valley through fields of wildflowers 
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time you reach the second meadow, it's best to cross the stream and stick to the eastern 

side of the valley to avoid obstacles such as large willow bushes and sinkholes.  The 

only campsite in the upper portion of the valley, the Chapin Creek Group Site, can be 

found just past the second meadow. As for fishing the area, you can start casting your 

fly as soon as Chapin Creek is wide enough to hold a trout, usually by the end of the 

first meadow. However, if you have the time, walking down to the confluence where 

Chapin Creek merges with the Poudre River will be a truly rewarding experience. 

(Above): Moose are abundant in this valley. It is not un-

common to see more moose than other hikers. (Left): Look-

ing upstream from Chapin Creek. Amazing pools and runs 

are abundant. 

Looking upstream towards Poudre River.  This section of the Poudre River is approximately 6 miles from Milner 

Pass Trailhead and 3 miles from Chapin Pass Trailhead.  Accessing this areas is much easier from Chapin Pass as 

the 6 mile hike down from Milner Pass is a brutal and unsteady hike. 
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The total mileage from Chapin Pass TH to the confluence is 3 miles and the fishing is 

truly magical.  Early in the day you may want to throw a shallow water nymphing rig 

using a #12 - #16 Copper John (red, chartreuse, or traditional) followed by a small bead-

ed dropper (#16 - #18 black midge).  As the day goes on switch over to dries, a #12 - 

#14 Parachute Caddis or Parachute Adams works well.  When fishing is hot (which is 

more often than not) you can throw almost any dry fly and have success.  When people 

say this might be the best fishing stream in Northern Colorado it is not a joke, it serious-

ly has some of the best fishing you have ever seen.  Despite the fact you will only be 

catching brook trout averaging 6” - 10” the number of fish you will catch is astounding. 

Guides Notes: The trail heading down into Chapin Creek valley is not cleared yearly by the 

National Park Service like other trails and if you head back into the Poudre River via this 

route you may have to cross over multiple downed trees and very sketchy trail maintenance. 

Plan on saving some energy for the hike back up, it is a steep and tough hike that will leave 

even the most fit hikers winded.  Packing a few Jolly Ranchers to suck on to ease the pain is 

not a bad idea.  

(Above): Fishing just above the confluence on 

the Poudre River. (Left): The confluence of Cha-

pin Creek and Poudre River in late July. 

Fishing just below the confluence of Chapin Creek.  The water here is larger and each hole is likely to 

hold multiple fish. Look for any water that is more than one foot deep and dead drift dries for great action. 

Copper Johns of vari-

ous colors work well. 

Micro Chubbies are  a 

great option for dry flies 

as they float longer and 

are easier to see. 
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Poudre River / Hague Creek 

From Corral Creek Trailhead 
Trailhead: Corral Creek Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.6 miles  

Elevation gain:  - 250 feet  

Rating: G 

Waders: No (wet wading required) 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The easiest and final way to reach the Poudre River Headwaters is to take a scenic drive 

up Poudre Canyon towards Long Draw Road, which takes about two hours from Estes 

Park. From there, you can begin your hike at the Corral Creek Trailhead, where you will 

enjoy a fairly easy downhill walk. After roughly one mile, you will cross a picturesque 

bridge that leads you back into Rocky Mountain National Park. Although you may start 

fishing at this point, the best fishing spots are located upstream closer to the Hague 

Creek Campsites, which is only another ½ mile away. At the confluence of these two 

streams, you can fish either valley. However, keep in mind that Hague Creek is a short-

er valley with significantly colder 

water, which can affect the 

amount of fish you catch. Never-

theless, fishing along the Poudre 

River section is always an amaz-

ing experience, throwing a #12 - 

#14 Copper John (any color) or if 

it is later in the day throwing a 

#12 - #16 Tan Parachute Caddis 

or Parachute Adams will catch 

you plenty.  You can fish this sec-

tion of the Poudre River up to the 

falls (which is about ½ mile of 

water).  If you don’t cross the 

From Hague Creek campsites you can fish either stream. This section 

of the Poudre River is warmer since it is 9 miles from the headwaters. 

Upper section of Poudre River above the falls. 
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bridge that takes you to the campsites, the 

hiking trail on the west side of the Poudre 

River heads up a steep hill and back into 

the upper Poudre River Valley.  This is an 

amazing section of river, besides being 

remote, it has some truly magnificent wa-

ter with small pools and runs with over 

three miles or water.  The fish here are 

small to medium sized brook trout that are 

very aggressive.  Throwing almost any dry 

fly or shallow water nymphing rig will 

catch fish. 

Guide Lindsay Lifka pulling doubles out of the falls area 

above Hague Creek Campgrounds. 

(Above): Brook trout caught on Parachute Caddis. (Left): The 

upper stretches of the Poudre River are phenomenal fishing. 
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Mirror Lake 
Trailhead: Corral Creek Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 6.2 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,016 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No (wet wading required) 

Type of fish: Brook Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed .  

Rebecca Stegura holds a typical sized Brook Trout caught from a cove not 

far from the trail. 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince Nymph #12 - #16 / Hot Head 

Leech #12 - #14 (brown or black) 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #18,  / Red Top Beetle #12 - 18 

While hiking along Hague Creek and past the Poudre River confluence, you can follow 

the creek upstream towards its headwaters. Along the way, there are opportunities just 

past the Hague Creek campsites to fish for eager Brook Trout, and the experience is 

almost as spectacular as the Poudre River. However, once past the first meadow the 

trails breaks away from Hague creek and from this point on the hike up to Mirror Lake 

is quite steep, especially towards the end. At the lake, you'll be greeted with a stunning 

sight - a large bowl-shaped lake surrounded by rocks on almost every edge. Waders 

aren't particularly useful here, as there aren't many good wading spots. Instead, it's best 

to cast your line 15 - 20 feet out parallel to the rocks. Many fish can be found near the 

banks, and those with longer casts along the shore can usually get into a few more fish. 

Don't worry if you're not a long-distance caster, walking along the shore and stalking 

pools of brookies can also yield great results.  The fish here are not very picky and will 

eagerly chase down a fly if you cast it close to them. On warm days dry caddis flies 

(#14 - #16 Elk Hair Caddis - tan or brown) will hook some fish.  If not many fish are 

rising or the weather is a bit off, throw some heavy bead heads and strip them back 

quickly.  #12 - #14 Bead Head Prince or #12 - #14 

Zug Bugs are great patterns to try. 
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McGraw Ranch Trailhead 

The Parking area for McGraw Ranch is very limited.  Turning off from Devils Gulch 

Road (the road that takes you to Glen Haven) drive 2 miles down McGraw Ranch Road 

until it dead ends at the old homestead.  There are parking areas off the road on both 

sides and each holds around 10 cars.  They fill up fast as unless you get there early 

(before 8:00) you likely will not find a parking spot.  Do not park illegally as the Na-

tional Park patrols the parking area often and is more likely than not to issue you a tick-

et.  To reach the trails just walk into the old ranch area and follow the road (trail) 

west.  From here you will reach the trails for Cow Creek / Bridal Veil Falls and West 

Creek.  
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Cow Creek is a small creek running through the McGraw Ranch valley. It snakes its 

way back along the Bridal Veil Falls trail and has some decent sized pools and deep 

runs in the lower meadow sections. Casting small caddis dry flies is effective but can 

be difficult to do without spooking fish. Stealthy techniques are definitely a plus in this 

section. Once you leave the meadow section (just past Dark Mountain Trail Junction) 

you get into a ponderosa pine covered trail and a more canyon-like feel with a definite 

steeper hike.  The stream turns into a more traditional rocky mountain tumbling creek 

and fishing becomes tough to access and fish in many areas.  There are a few more 

pools and open areas to cast as you get closer to the falls but getting to the river can be 

tough so use caution. Most of the fish in Cow Creek are small (6 - 8 inches) but the 

colors of the fish near the falls is dramatic and quite a stunning sight for any fisherman. 

Trailhead: McGraw Ranch Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 3 miles (to falls) 

Elevation gain:  920 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Brown Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Cow Creek 

(Above): Foam bodied 

Elk Hair Caddis are a 

great option for high 

floating dries. (Left): 

Colorful Cow Creek 

Brook Trout caught 

from meadow section of 

McGraw Ranch 
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West Creek 
Trailhead: McGraw Ranch Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 2.1 miles (to falls) 

Elevation gain:  1,394 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout, Brown Trout 

and Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

To reach the trail that takes you back to West Creek just walk through the McGraw 

Ranch settlement and look for the trail heading north just past the cabins.  The trail 

heads north and straight up the hill approximately 1 mile to the saddle.  Once at the top 

you hit steep switchbacks which take you down to the West Creek valley.  This creek 

and valley were almost unfishable back in the day due to heavy growth of overhanging 

trees and shrubs along the banks.  Then came the flood of 2013 which cleaned out 

much of the river bank, opening up the river to much easier fishing.  Crossing the small 

wooden bridge and walking up towards West Creek Falls you can begin fishing at any 

point.  The river has amazing pools, runs, and riffles and the Brook Trout here are pret-

ty easy to catch.  Throwing a hopper / dropper rig with a large #12 Chubby (gold or 

tan) trailed by your favorite colored #14 Copper John and see what action you get in-

to.  Modifying your rig to double nymphs early in the day is a good idea and keeping 

your bottom fly a midge or baetis pattern almost always catches some fish.  The further 

up the West Creek you go the more likely you are to get into some Greenback Cut-

throat populations, you will also see many deeper pools, so be sure to lengthen up your 

rig, add some weight to get down deeper and be ready for strikes from aggressive 

fish.  If you are in a rush and want to get into fish quickly, skip the lower sections of 

the creek and head up to the falls.  There are a few really good pools sitting just below 

the falls and they hold dozens of fish, some of which are good sized.  The fish in the 

upper sections are usually larger (12” - 14” cutthroat are not uncommon) and the pools 

are well defined and easy to fish.  Fishing downstream below the initial bridge can be 

just as effective with more Brown Trout in the mix. 

One of the wonderful pools found on West Creek. 
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Guides Notes: If you are wanting an adventure you can follow a small fisherman’s trail 

around the falls and fish the upper stretches of West Creek.  This area is not for the faint of 

heart, it is much tougher to navigate and is a much steeper section of river.  Wade carefully 

and use caution as you make your way up the valley. 

Four Favorite Flies 

 

Nymphs: Copper John (chartreuse, gold, black) #12 - #16 / Tungsten Prince #14 - #18 

 

Dries: Chubby (tan, gold, purple) #12 - #16 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #10 - #16 

(Above): Fishing large pools below 

the upper set of falls. (Left): Beau-

tiful Greenback Cutthroat caught 

from upper sections of West Creek. 

(Above): Fat Brook Trout can be caught throughout West 

Creek. (Right) High sticking deeper runs with double 

nymph rigs can work amazing when fish are holding on the 

bottom in deeper pools. 
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Dunraven Trailhead 
Just outside of the town of Glen Haven one of the least traveled trails in the National 

Park heads out of the Dunraven Trailhead.  The North Fork Trail starts high above the 

valley floor and heads steep downhill eventually following the North Fork of the Big 

Thompson River for approximately 3 miles, all of which is fishable water.  Although 

not spectacular fishing there are plenty of fish to catch in this section of river. After 

heading through the first meadow you begin your journey back into the most remote 

and hardest to reach valley of lakes in the National Park.  

The General Store in the town Glen 

Haven is known for its baked goods 

and in particular its gigantic cinna-

mon rolls. Be sure to get there early 

because they often run out quickly. 

Additionally don’t wear your wad-

ers into the store or just like the 

Seinfeld Soup Nazi would say “No 

Rolls For You! 
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North Fork of the Big Thompson River 

Trailhead: Dunraven Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.2 + miles (to meadows) 

Elevation gain:  - 200 feet  

Rating: G 

Waders: No (but helpful)  

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Brown Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Hiking in from Dunraven Trailhead there is a steep decline down into the river val-

ley.  The best fishing will be once you get a mile or so in (past the Chile Camp’s Wag-

on Overnight site).  Hiking back into the meadows you will come into a pleasant fish-

ery with lots of great runs, pockets and pools.  The only issue in this area is access, the 

number of downed trees and fallen timber makes wading and walking very 

tough.  Some truly great pools and runs have been destroyed by a fallen tree or 

two.  This being said there is some still spectacular water back in this valley and most 

of it is rarely fished.  These fish are not picky and a stealthy presentation with a #14 

Gold Chubby and a #14 Copper John will produce double digit fish.  Camp Chile who 

owns the land along the east side of the North Fork just before it enters the National 

Park has stocked Rainbow trout in the past.  Some of these ‘non - wild’ Rainbows may 

end up in your net inside the National Park water, so do not be surprised to find a large 

Rainbow mixed in with some wild Brook and Brown trout. 

(Above): Camp Chile has an over-

night wagon site sitting just above 

the river. (Left) Low water can cre-

ate well defined riffles and runs 

which hold lots of small wild trout. 

(Right): Book Trout are common to 

the lower parts of Lost Lake valley. 
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Lost Lake 
Trailhead: Dunraven Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 9.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,282 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No (but helpful)  

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Guides Notes:  The stream (Lost Creek) coming out of Lost Lake fishes very well, especially 

when it merges with the North Fork of the Big Thompson River which comes out of Louise and 

Dunraven Lakes.  Fish this creek all the way through the Lost Lake and Lost Meadow 

campsites. Dry dropper rigs will produce very nice cutthroat that may have never seen a fly in 

their lives.  

The only real way to fish this area is to do an overnight (preferably multi-day over-

night).  The last few miles of this hike definitely don’t let up, steep long inclines and no 

end in sight. People are more than relieved to get to camp.   Once you start fly fishing 

Lost Lake you will be surprised how fish this far back can be as picky as they are.   De-

spite this the fishing is truly amazing and having a good selection of dries and long 

casts will produce double digit fishing days. Black midges and beetles seem to almost 

always do the trick.  The lake is set just below treeline and has some hard to wade areas 

and tougher casting than one might think, especially with the difficulty of the 

hike.  Waders can help here but cast-

ing to the edge of the drop offs is doa-

ble from shore if you have a good cast 

and at times a solid roll cast. It is best 

to work your way around the lake and 

find good areas to cast from and if 

you see pods of fish rising make your 

way to them.  Don’t forget to keep 

hiking a bit further to Lake Louise 

and Husted… yes, it's worth the hike.   

Lost Lake Greenback Cutthroat. 

Fishing off the shelf at Lost Lake with various dry flies, Taylor 

Hames slams multiple Greenback Cutthroat. 
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Lake Husted 
Trailhead: Dunraven Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 11.3 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,518 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No (but helpful)  

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout  

Restrictions:  Catch and release only, flies 

and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Fish this lake.  Heading past Lost lake an extra mile you get into the heart of the Dun-

raven Valley and into the real reason to hike back this far to fly fish.  The lake is set 

above treeline and has shallow coves and rocky outcroppings throughout.  The lake is 

not an easy one to wade as the rocks and holes can create a lot of chances to fall 

in.  Fishing from shore can produce quite a few fish but having waders to maneuver 

through some of the harder to reach parts of the lake is worth it.  Trout here are not that 

picky and there are larger fish to be caught.  It really is one of the most beautiful lakes 

in the park with its towering peaks and amazing views, this coupled with its broad open 

coves and sweeping changes in depth makes it one of the more captivating parts of 

Rocky Mountain National Park.  Despite the fish not being picky here throwing a #14 

Tan Parachute Caddis and being patient is a good way to get started.  If fishing early in 

the day or there are no fish rising, a 

tungsten weighted fly is a better op-

tion than a gold bead.  #12 or #14 

Tungsten Ice Prince or Psycho 

Prince will produce plenty of 

strikes.  Fishing the south end is a 

good place to enter the lake but the 

majority of fish seem to hold along 

the drop off near the middle of the 

lake.  Most of the fish here are be-

tween 8” - 14” but do not be sur-

prised to get into some 16”+  fish. 

View of Lake Husted from east shoreline. 

The Greenback Cutthroat caught from Lake Husted are 

often some of the biggest in the valley.  
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GUIDE NOTES: Unnamed lakes / pools below Lake Louise and confluence steam coming 

out of Lake Dunraven is probably the most fishy area of the valley.  Amazingly fun fishing 

casting to cruising trout in large pools who are not afraid to feed. This is one of the more mag-

ical spots to fish in the entire valley.  

Eating lunch and lounging around Lake Husted shoreline. This valley is one of the most remote and 

secluded in all of Rocky Mountain National Park and great place to spend multi-day overnights. 
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Lake Louise 
Trailhead: Dunraven Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 12.6 miles  

Elevation gain:  3,725 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No (but helpful)  

Type of fish: Greenback Cutthroat Trout  

Restrictions:  Catch and release only, flies and 

lures only, no bait allowed.  

There are many fish to be caught here.  It is a fairly large and deep lake and just like 

Husted it is not always the easiest to wade. Most of the fishing has to be done from the 

north or east side of the lake since the south and west side is set along large steep 

mountain drop cliffs.  Long casts with a #14 Tan Elk Hair Caddis or Parachute Caddis 

will produce plenty of strikes and although the fish are not as large as can be found in 

Lake Husted there are still some beautiful fish. This lake sits in the shadow of the val-

ley and fishing it later in the day after the water warms up seems to be most effective.  

If fishing it early try stripping some Tungsten Balanced Leech patterns or comparable, 

the fish here are aggressive when presented with quick moving flies even if the water 

takes a while to warm up. 

Four Favorite Flies (for the valley) 

 

Nymphs: Balanced Leech #12 - #16 / Tungsten Prince #12 - #18 

 

Dries: Elk Hair Caddis (tan / brown)  #12 - #16 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #10 - #16 

(Above): Balanced leech patterns are great for 

stripping through lakes, the upside down style 

keeps you from hooking rocks. (Left): The many 

pools in the small stream below Lake Louise has 

some of the best fishing in the entire valley. 

Lake Louise photographed from east side. 
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(Above): Paul Bowden showing off an averaged sized Greenback 

Cutthroat from the north side of Lake Louise. Lake Louise has a 

large flat shelf on the north and east side of the lake which is 

great for access to the middle of the lake where most of the fish 

are found. (Left) Sean Crosier shows off one of many fish caught 

near the lakes shelf. The number of fish in Lake Louise along with 

the larger fish found in Lake Husted are the reason why many 

fishers make the strenuous trek back into this remote and magnifi-

cent valley. 

Greenback caught from a 

pool in the stream below 

Lake Louise, this area has 

some excellent water. 
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PART III: WEST SIDE 
Drive To Locations   

Colorado River Overview 
The Colorado River Headwaters is a treat - and one that gives you a wide variety of wa-

ter to fish, from its skinny water up near Lulu City down to its larger flows near 

Kawuneeche Visitors Center.  The exploration of this 10 miles of river is the true pleas-

ure when it is not muddy or too high.  Because it is a freestone river and much of the 

bottom is dirt, the river and many of its feeder streams have a tendency to muddy easi-

ly.  Runoff usually hits hard from mid May through the end of June and much of the 

river is tough to fish until runoff ends.   

Due to its varied water and long length the guide book is breaking the Colorado River 

into three sections:  

 Kawuneeche Visitors Center  to Holzwarth Historic Site 
 

 Holzwarth Historic Site to the Colorado River Trailhead 
 

 Colorado River Trailhead to Lulu City 

(Above): Upper Colorado River has much less water but great 

pools that loaded with numerous hand sized fish. (Left) Mas-

sive Brook Trout caught near Holzworth Historic Site. Fish 

these size are rare in most sections of the Colorado River. 
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Colorado River 
Kawuneeche Visitors Center to Holzworth Site 

The Colorado River in this area of the valley has picked up quite a few major tributar-

ies to this point.  That doesn’t mean it will be much larger than the sections just below 

the Colorado River Trailhead.  But later in the season when the ‘upper Colorado’ is 

running almost too low to fish you can still find some holes that offer feeding 

fish.  The easiest way to fish this section is to look for the few side roads that head 

west and take you to the river but these may not be the best places to fish as these are-

as are often overfished.  Parking in areas where the river is further off the road and 

hiking up or downstream a ⅓ miles is actually a much better way to fish these sec-

tions.  Look for small tributaries coming in (Onahu Creek, Bowen / Baker Gulch) and 

don’t be afraid to fish these side channels.  Most of the fish in these lower sections will 

be brook trout but mixed in will be a few browns and if you are lucky the rare Colora-

do River cutthroat.  Most of your fishing will be shallow water nymphing or dry / 

dropper rigs.  Using a small #14 - #16 gold or peacock Chubby followed by a 2 ½ foot 

#16 Copper John dropper is a good start.  Adjust droppers based on depth of water and 

be prepared for many short strikes (quick hits).  If you begin to get a lot of short strikes 

with no fish getting caught try going to a more specific dry fly combination.  There are 

some great hatches on the Colorado River; Grey Drakes, BWO’s, Mahogany Duns and 

a load of Caddisflies all of which come off starting early-July and going through end 

of August.  Try a #12 - 

#14 Parachute Adams fol-

lowed by a #14 - #16 Tan 

Parachute Caddis.  The 

double dry rig is a great 

way to get fish to rise.   

Brown Trout in the lower sec-

tions of the Colorado River 

can grow quite large compared 

to the upper sections. Deep 

runs and good cover makes for 

great habitat 
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Guides Notes: The Colorado River can be a finicky one, early in the season (May - mid 

June) the water is usually high and can often be off color.  During this time you are almost 

required to nymph the river with indicator and deeper water rigs.  Once early July hits the 

river begins to light up, many more rising and aggressive fish. Walking upstream with long 

casts with double dry fly rigs is one of the most effective ways to fish this water.  Try a #14 

Gold Chubby trailed by a #16 Pearl Elk Hair Caddis and get ready for some action. 

October of 2020 The East Trouble-

some Fire burned 170,000 acres of 

land on the west side of the National 

Park from the Kawuneechee Visitors 

center past the Holzworth Historical 

site.  The fire started miles away in 

the Grand Lake valley on the other 

side of highway 125. It affected this 

section of the Colorado River the 

most, burning the entire area up to 

the Onahu Creek confluence. 

Favorite Flies for the Colorado River  
 

Nymphs: Bead head flies #12-18 -- Prince Nymph and Hares Ear, Copper John (traditional, 

chartreuse, zebra, and purple) Pat's Rubber Legs #12 - #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / 

black, olive / black) (Note: Tungsten flies in lower sections of Colorado River are useful) 
 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 / #8 (black or natural), Thin Mint #8 - #12 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #18, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #22, Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #18, Chubby Chernobyl (gold, orange, purple) #12 - 

#16, PMD (parachute or traditional) #14 - #16, Stimulator (orange or yellow) #12 -  #14 

(Above): When water is high using tungsten flies 

produces many more fish. (Left): High water in low-

er section of the Colorado River. 
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Colorado River 
Holzworth Site to Colorado River Trailhead 

This is one of the favorite sections for most guides in the area, as this is when much of 

the Colorado River breaks away from the road and fish are less skittish.  Parking near 

Onahu creek and walking back through the open meadow until you find the river is a 

great option or try parking near the Coyote Creek Campground and walking upstream 

until you run into the river.  Just as with the lower sections long casts will produce 

more fish and changing rigs based on time of day and depth of water may be required. 

If fishing early in the day (prior to 10:00am) a double nymph rig is almost required to 

hook fish consistently.  Once you start seeing the tiny white midges coming off the 

water (usually just after 10:00am) you will know it is time to switch to a dry dropper 

or double dry rig.  Casting at specific angles will be important here, as one or two 

steps forward or to the side could produce a better drag free drift and also get you into 

a lot more fish.  If you hook a fish out of a hole be sure not to move on too quickly, 

most of the time multiple fish will come out of these holes and moving on too quickly 

will leave you wondering why you didn’t catch more.  By mid July be sure to look for 

large Grey and Green Drakes coming off, especially on cloudy days, fish will swim 

well out of their way for these flies.  If you don’t have any Drake patterns throwing a 

large #12 Parachute Adams trailed by a #14 Royal Wolf should work great.  The best 

fishing on this stretch is almost always between 10am and 4pm and evening fishing 

can be spotty.  Unlike many other smaller creeks in RMNP the Colorado has a light 

switch that tends to turn off in the late afternoon and fish are much less apt to rise until 

almost dusk.  During this time switching over to a small streamers and stripping quick-

ly through deeper runs may be your best option to produce multiple strikes. 

The hatches on this section 

of the Colorado River can 

be phenomenal. Midges 

and Caddis are staples 

early and late in the sea-

son. PMD’s and Drakes 

will come off in solid num-

bers starting in late June 

through the end of August. 
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Guides Notes: This stretch is not for the ‘weak kneed’ as hiking to get to the river here can be 

an ankle buster.  There are many potholes and marshy areas that one must trek through to get 

to much of this water and finding yourself waist deep in a mudhole is not an uncommon occur-

rence.  Couple this with the possibility of running face first into a large bull moose and you 

best be agile enough to maneuver your way around in this wild and scenic area.   

(Above): Lee Mootz casts a light 3 

weight long distance through an 

open flat near the Beaver Creek 

section of the Colorado River. Long 

delicate casts in some areas will 

help produce dozens more strikes. 

Couple this with shorter precise 

casts near grassy undercut banks 

(Left) and you will have a stream 

that gives even the most expert fish-

er a challenging but rewarding fly 

fishing experience. 
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Colorado River 
Colorado River Trailhead to Lulu City 

Starting at the Colorado River Trailhead the river is just over the steep ridge.  You 

have a couple of options for fishing in this section, you can begin right off the park-

ing area fishing both upstream and downstream of the bridge or you can strap on your 

hiking boots and hike back in towards Lulu City (which is about 3 miles in).  The 

fishing is solid all the way back and usually gets better and better the further back you 

go.  Be aware that after about 2 miles the water gets very ‘skinny’ and the fishing be-

comes a bit more challenging, but solid for those that can cast in tighter water.  Once 

you get close to Lulu City the water does open up a bit and it becomes almost silly 

how many brook trout are sitting in the holes around the area.  Hiking past Lulu City 

is an option but the trail breaks away from the river and you are forced to work your 

way down to the headwaters.  This “Little Yellowstone Canyon” section of the Colo-

rado River is small and turbulent and holds many more Colorado River Cutthroat 

than Brook Trout.  Whichever area you choose to fish in this area it is a great remote 

section of the park with wonderful small stream fishing, although holding few fish 

longer than 10” it is well worth the effort to spend a day exploring. 

GENERAL GUIDE NOTE FOR THE COLORADO RIVER: Check current weather condi-

tions before fishing - heavy rains are quick to turn the Colorado River into a brown milky un-

fishable river  - although it usually clears within a day or so if there is a heavy evening or 

overnight rain storm the river may be unfishable for over 24 hours.   

It is quite easy to find the fish in the upper 

sections of the Colorado River, water is often 

times very shallow with large pools at the head 

of runs.  This is where the fish will congregate 

and good casts and drag free drifts will pro-

duce multiple fish from one hole. 
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Comparing the water on the various sections of the Colorado River: the lower sections in the heart of the 

valley (Above Left) are wide and open with large runs and deep pools. Heavier flies and some deeper 

nymph rigs are needed to reach the fish. The upper sections past Colorado River Trailhead (Above 

Right) are forested with tighter water and more structure in the river. Both offer the fisherman many 

options with larger fish in the lower sections and more aggressive feeders in the upper. 

One thing to be aware of when fishing any section of the Colorado River is the chance of coming across 

wildlife. The valley is loaded with Elk and Moose and as you break away from the road to fish it is not 

uncommon to run into these animals bedding down for the day in the trees.  Be aware of your surround-

ings and always listen for branches breaking and ‘grunts’ from irritated wildlife. As with all wildlife do 

not approach and be prepared to leave an area if they become aggressive. 
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(Top): Long flat runs are common in the lower and middle sections of the Colorado River. Look for fish 

holding along deeper spots near grassy banks. (Middle): Brook Trout are the most common fish found in 

the Colorado River with most averaging 8” in length. (Bottom): Although rare, Colorado River Cutthroat 

can be found in some sections of the river with the fish becoming more common the further up you go.  
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PART III: WEST SIDE 
Hiking Locations 

Timber Lake 
Trailhead: Timber Lake Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 4.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,040  feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Colorado River Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

The hike to Timber lake trail starts with a long traverse back towards the valley that 

holds the lake.  It takes quite a bit of uphill climbing and switch backs to figure out that 

you will actually be heading southeast towards the large opening holding the 

lake.  Timber Lake is sits at treeline and just below the back side of Mt. Ida and offers 

fishers easy access to fishing without waders.  Most of the lake is away from large trees 

making it easy to cast from shore and there are only a couple of places where waders 

seem like they might help.  The lake fishes fair depending on the time of day, it is usu-

ally better starting late morning and fishing through the afternoon.  Timber Lake isn’t 

like some backcountry lakes where casting almost any fly into the water near a fish will 

get produce a strike.  The fish here are picky eaters and never seem to be in a hurry to 

go chasing after a fly.  This is not to say the fish won’t eat, once you have found the 

fish stripping aggressively with a #12 Bead Headed Prince or a #14 Tungsten Pheasant 

Tail will likely get a take if casting well.  If fish are rising, try  caddis variations as the 

lake is full of caddis larvae.  A #16 Tan Elk Hair Caddis or #16 Tan Slickwater Para 

Caddis are good choices. The north side of the lake is shallow and rocky and seems to 

hold the most fish.  When you find a fish be stealthy because there are likely many 

more fish lingering around close.  Walking the entire lake is a good idea, don’t get 

stuck fishing one area and being that the lake is pretty easy to walk around fishing your 
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way around its entirety is definitely a good idea.  The outlet almost always holds a fish 

or two and the stream below has some smaller cutthroat holding in pools and runs if 

you are having trouble catching a fish out of the lake.  The fish in Timber Lake are 

solid fish and can average around 12” - 14” with larger fish lurking about.  Although 

you may not catch the same number of fish as you would at other lakes there are fish 

to be caught and they are quite stunning. 

Guides Notes: The largest cutthroat ever encountered on one of our guided trips came from 

Timber Lake.  Although the fish has never been repeated at this lake and is probably long gone 

by now the large fish shows that Timber Lake does have the possibility to hold large fish.  With 

deep holes and plenty of food the 23” Colorado River Cutthroat was caught back in the early 

2000’s on a Lafontaine Caddis Pupa.  Some of the deeper holes on the south side of the lake 

have many cruising fish, and although they are finicky, persistence can pay off.   

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Tungsten Pheasant Tail #12 - #16  / Bead Head Prince #10 - #14 
 
Dries: Elk Hair Caddis (tan or pearl) #14 - #18 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 

(Above): #16 Lafontane Caddis 

Emerger (Left): Ed Cylwik with 

a monster cutthroat caught on 

the south side of the lake. 

The cutthroat at Timber Lake are unlike 

many other Colorado River Cutthroat in 

the valley with fewer spots and vertical 

scaling. 
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There is only one fishery here and that is Onahu Creek - holding small brook trout and the 

occasional Colorado River Cutthroat the further back you get from the trailhead.  The hike 

back to Onahu isn’t difficult but it isn’t a Sunday stroll either.  Be willing to break a sweat 

before you reach the open meadows, which is the best area for fishing.  The fishable water 

is set in various meadows set in between groves of pine trees.  The fishing is quite slow 

early in the season (early to mid June) but when the water comes down and warms up the 

fish are much more aggressive and easy to find.  Casting the traditional small stream flies 

such as #14 Elk Hair Caddis (pearl, tan or brown), #12 - #16 Parachute Adams or 14 Para-

chute Caddis (tan) will work wonders here.  If you come across deep holes, switching to a 

large dry dropper rig is a great option. #12 Golden Chubby followed by a #12 Copper 

John (gold or chartreuse) will get you down to feeding fish.  

Onahu Creek 
 

Trailhead: Onahu Creek Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.3 + miles  

Elevation gain:  680 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout and Colorado River 

Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Copper John #12 - #16 / Bead Head Prince #12 - #14 

 

Dries: Elk Hair Caddis (tan) #14 - #18 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 

(Above): Brook Trout caught on 

large bead head Prince. (Left): 

Fishing the large meadow section 

is your best bet for Onahu Creek. 
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Green Mountain Trailhead 
Tonahutu Creek 

Trailhead: Green Mountain Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.8 (to Big Meadows) 

Elevation gain:  780 feet  

Rating: F 

Waders: No (but helpful in certain areas)  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

The hike up to Big Meadow starts very steep and only levels out a bit as you hike fur-

ther.  Keep an eye out for moose in the various openings to the south side of the trail 

and when you get to Big Meadow you will definitely know you are there.  Tonahutu 

creek runs through this big open valley and is full of brook trout.  Most of Big Meadow 

fishes like any meadow stream; long slow runs interrupted by big oxbow bends which 

have deep channels dug out for fish to hide in.  Staying up on the bank one can sneak 

up on the various pools and cast a large dry fly and a dropper to aggressive brook-
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ies.  A size #12 or #14 Golden Chubby with a #16 Copper John dropper is a good start-

ing rig.  Wet wading here back and forth from bank to bank is ideal, finding good cast-

ing lanes without spooking fish is important.  When fishing long runs try throwing 

more specific dry fly patterns, #14 or #16 Pearl Caddis works well or your traditional 

#14 Parachute Adams or Purple Haze.  Above Big Meadow is the hike through the val-

ley back to Haynach Lakes and the trail follows Tonahutu Creek through its entirety. 

The fishing in this area is superb and the many smaller open meadows hold a ton of 

fish.  Starting at Sunset Campsite (3 miles in) and working all the way above one can 

get into amazing fishing holes which will yield dozens  of fish.  Most of the fish here 

are 6” - 8” Brook Trout but deeper holes can yield some larger fish.  Do not be sur-

prised if you pull double digit fish out of each hole, so work slowly and don’t skip over 

any holes. No need to get tricky with fly selection, a size #16 Elk Hair Caddis or Tan 

Parachute Caddis will give you plenty of action. Once you get a mile or so past the 

meadow sections you will probably want to pack up the rod and start your trek up to-

wards Haynach.   The valley becomes a canyon and fishing becomes more difficult, 

steep terrain and thick trees make it almost impossible to fish in most areas.  Be sure to 

stop at Granite Falls (5 miles in) for pictures, it is quite breathtaking.  Above Granite 

Falls there is not as much access to fishing as below the falls, but there are Colorado 

River Cutthroat in this section of the stream and they are quite beautiful.  A few open 

meadow sections near the old Tonahutu Meadows campsite will be your best bet for 

fishing and these fish will be a bit more skittish than the brook trout below the falls, so 

be stealthy and cast well. 

Fly fishing Tonahutu Creek near Sunset 

and Sunrise campsites is a great option 

for catching loads of Brook Trout. 
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UPDATE: East Troublesome Fire of 2020 which swept through much of Grand Lake 

and the southern part of the Colorado River basin made its way up through Green 

Mountain Trailhead, through Big Meadows (Tonahutu Creek) and up past Sunrise and 

Sunset campsites.  Tonahutu Creek which runs directly through this area had major fire 

damage and fishing in much of the creek below Granite Falls was affected. Leftover ash 

and debris from the fire and subsequent rains have slowed some of the fishing in the 

deep forested sections of the valley.  The meadow sections which contain a wider river, 

deeper holes had less intense fire damage and seem to have fared just fine.  The barren 

mountains full of dead trees has taken its toll on a once remarkable mountain landscape 

but the emergence of lush green plants, wildflowers, and the abundance of moose, elk 

and deer makes the fishing here feel like it's started to revitalize.   

Four Favorite Flies  
 
Nymphs: Copper John #12 - #16 /          

Bead Head Psycho Prince #12 - #14 

 

Dries: Elk Hair Caddis (tan) #14 - #18 /       

Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 

(Above) Deep pools at every bend are often home to dozens 

of fish. (Left): Brook Trout are very aggressive and will hit 

most dry flies when presented properly. 

The Green Mountain Trailhead was shut 

down for two years after the 2020 fire. The 

lush green hike (Left) is now replaced by a 

barren burned out landscape (Above). 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

168  

Haynach Lakes 
 

Trailhead: Green Mountain Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 8.2 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,280 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No   

Type of fish: Colorado River Cutthroat 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

As some people have said “The hike up to Haynach ain’t no joke!”  They are not 

wrong.  From the moment you leave the main trail and head towards Haynach 

campsites (and eventually the lake) you are having to hike uphill.  Steep switchbacks 

and long stretches of uphill trail await you but most of the pain of the hike is washed 

away once you get out of the trees into the open clearings to see the towering peaks 

around you.  It has been described as the Swiss Alps of Rocky Mountain National Park,  

with swirling mountains as you walk through fields of wildflowers, it feels like the 

Sound of Music on steroids. Once at the lake be sure to put on your bug spray and sun-

screen because you will be spending the next many hours fishing… and likely catch-

ing.   Back in its heyday Haynach had some of the beefiest and largest cutthroat in 

Rocky Mountain National Park.  But through the years the large fish have subsided to 

‘nice sized’ cutthroat trout.  The fishing at Haynach can be broken into two areas: the 

main lake and the lower lake.  The main lake is a bit more difficult to fish as the fish 

are more finicky, but be patient and persistent and fish will be caught.  Fish can almost 

always be found cruising the shore on the east side of the lake, a well placed cast with a 

#22 Griffith’s Gnat should get some looks.  If cruising fish are getting finicky switch-

ing to a more precise midge pattern like a #22 shucking midge almost always does the 

trick.  The easiest way to get a strike in the deep cove areas is to throw on a tungsten 

fly and strip it back quickly, a #12 tungsten Ice Prince or #14 tungsten Hares Ear are 

great choices.  The front cove is always a great place to start but don’t let it consume 

your whole fishing experience, heading to the west side of the lake and using similar 

techniques will work well and give you some truly epic views. If you are wanting to 

catch a lot of fish and are not as worried about size, head down to Little Haynach Lake 

If this tattoo is any indication, fishing at 

Haynach lake is definitely one to remember. 
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just south of the main lake. The stream on 

the way down has some nice pools and 

can hold some very good fish, be sure to 

sneak up and use the current to create 

good drifts and be ready for a lot of 

strikes.  When at Little Haynach get ready 

for aggressive fish who are not picky.  Site 

casting here is a lot of fun, pick a fish and 

cast near it and you are likely to get a 

quick take.  This might be some of the 

most consistent cutthroat fishing on the 

west side of the National Park. 

On the backside of Haynach there is a small inlet stream 

which is a great area to cast to fish eager to eat. 

(Above): Marty Brunworth shows of a chunky 

Colorado River Cutthroat caught on the back 

side of upper Haynach Lake. (Top Right): Jim 

Gallt strikes a pose with a nice cutthroat 

caught from the main cove, many fish can be 

found cruising just off the rocky shorelines. 

(Right) When not rising casting flies off the 

drop offs on Upper Haynach and stripping 

them back quickly can produce many strikes. 
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Guides Notes: If you are looking for some fun technical fishing, walking Haynach Creek 

back towards the main trail can be a true thrill. Tight fishing in small pools in riffles will yield 

many beautifully colored cutthroats.  Use a large dry (#12 or #14 Parachute Caddis or Elk 

Hair) and cast downstream with slack letting the fly drift into pools, the takes will be quick 

and aggressive as these fish almost never get fished for.  The stream fishes well all the way 

back to the Haynach Campgrounds and although the fish may be small the aggressive takes 

and amazing coloring makes it well worth it.  

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Tungsten Prince Nymph #12 - #16 / Tungsten Pheasant Tail #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #16 - #22 / Parachute Caddis (Tan / Grey) #12 - #18  

The inlet stream to the smaller of the 

two Haynach Lakes is a great place to 

find aggressive and easy to catch Col-

orado River Cutthroats. Waders are 

not needed for this section but precise 

stealthy casts in the stream or long 

delicate casts in the lake will produce 

amazing takes. 
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North Inlet Trailhead 
North Inlet Creek 

Trailhead: North Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.3 + miles  

Elevation gain:  - 150 feet  

Rating: G 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Tout, Brown Trout and  

Colorado River Cutthroat (higher up) 

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait allowed.  

Starting just down from the North Inlet 

trailhead you will run into Tonahutu 

Creek which you will follow for about ¾ 

mile.  It is an easy hike with a slight de-

cline.  Tonahutu Creek in this section is 

private and traveling through the large 

open meadow you will see signs about 

the private property.  Eventually the trail 

parallels North Inlet Creek (this is where 

the stream becomes public). Hopping in 

to fish here is not a bad place to start, the 

fish can be skittish as they likely see a lot 

of action.  Working your way upstream 

away from the trail the fishing gets continuously better and better.  Be cautious of 

sneaking up on moose in this valley as they are in abundance and often bed down in the 

tall grass.  Fishing the entirety of the large meadow is a great way to spend the 

day.  The meadow stream is chalked full of mainly Brook Trout and a few Brown Trout, 

some of which can be quite large.  Long casts and stealthy techniques will produce 

more fish and dry dropper rigs are essential to getting both rising fish and those feeding 

on nymphs.  Some great hatches start in this valley after runoff comes down (usually 

The East Troublesome Fire of 2020 burned out much of 

this valley. The lush grasses have returned and the fish-

ing on lower sections of the river seem unaffected. 
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late June), PMD’s are abundant and usually start hatching early in the day (around 

10:00 am), Grayish Green Drakes will come off a bit later.  By  mid-July these bugs 

will hatch throughout the day and a variety of yellow mayfly patterns and drake patterns 

will work wonders.  Caddis are also abundant and depending on time of day a double 

dry rig with a large Parachute Adams and a Elk Hair Caddis dropper is a fun way to 

catch fish. Hiking further up past the meadows towards the canyon section may no 

longer be worth it.  The East Troublesome Creek Fire of 2020 destroyed much of the 

fishery and the few scouting trips have reported no fish.  Getting back above Cascade 

Falls the fishing is great.  Although hard to access due to thick forest and lots of downed 

trees the Colorado River Cutthroat fishing is great. Fishing near any of the campsites 

through the upper part of this valley (Ptarmigan site, Porcupine site etc.) is superb.   

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Beadhead WD40 #14 - #18 / Copper John #14 - #18 (gold, red, chartreuse or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #18 / Micro-Chubby #16 - #18 (tan or green) 

(Above): Moose are prevalent in the 

lower sections of this valley. Use 

caution when fishing. (Top Left): 

Chip May drifts a long cast through 

a burned out section of the river. 

Despite the fire damage the fishing is 

largely unaffected in this lower area. 

(Left): Chunky Brook Trout Caught 

on a Patriot Chubby. 
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Lake Nanita 

Trailhead: North Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 10.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,235 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Colorado River Cutthroat  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed. (outlet closed to fishing)  

The furthest destination to hike on the west side of the National Park for fishing is Lake 

Nanita and unless you are a marathon runner it is likely that Nanita is an overnight destina-

tion.  Most people camp at the sites near the Flattop Trail junction and hike up for the 

day.  The fish at Nanita are fairly easy to catch, as you might expect, and the size can be 

decent.  Some of the fish do have ‘big head’ syndrome (large heads and thinly tapered 

bodies) this is probably caused by the overpopulation of cutthroat in this lake. The lake is a 

bit difficult to fish being that wading here is difficult due to steep banks, this means longer 

casts are usually needed.  The outlet area is closed to fishing, which is too bad because the 

number of cutthroat congregating here is absolutely amazing. The lake is heavyset with 

trees close to shore and making roll casts along the shoreline is helpful.  Many fish can be 

found cruising the banks so casting over your shoulder and parallel to the bank is another 

great way to fish. Throwing traditional dry flies like #14 Parachute Caddis or #18 Para-

chute Adams almost always works well. If fish start ‘nosing’ your flies try more intricate 

patterns or tie a small dropper on (#18 Beadhead Black Midge or WD40).   

(Above): Some Colorado River Cutthroat have skinnier 

bodies and bigger heads due to overpopulation. (Left): 

Rebecca Stregura shows of a healthy male cutthroat. 
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Guides Notes: Be aware that Lake Nanita does not thaw right away, most fisherman start head-

ing back into the backcountry to fish high mountain lakes in mid-June but Lake Nanita will most 

surely be frozen until early July and the trail will likely be heavily covered with snow until 

then.  During heavy snowpack years planning a trip later in July is a good idea.  

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince #12 - #16 / Bead Head Midges (black, 

red, purple) #16 - #22 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 / Griffith’s Gnat #16 - #20 

Although all of the stream and small outlet pools below Lake Nanita are closed to fishing heading down to 

this area to see the scores of fish and amazing scenery is worth it. 
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Pettingell Lake  
Trailhead: North Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 9.75 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,520 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Colorado River Cutthroat  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait al-

lowed.  

Map and compass skills are helpful to make your way back to Pettingell but definitely not 

needed if you have a decent sense of direction.  Heading over the ridge just west of Lake 

Nokoni you get to the top of  the ridge, looking down and from there it is fairly easy to see the 

bowl that contains Pettingell. The lake is great for many reasons, it is way off the beaten path, 

is set back beneath some epic mountains and has truly wild Colorado River Cutthroat most of 

which have never seen a fly before. This being said, fly selection will not be as important as 

getting your cast on fish, there are a lot of trees around the lake and it is not ideal for wading. 

Walking the lake you can find various rock outcroppings and small meadow areas you can 

cast a fly from and if you are struggling you might head to the outlet area where fish are sure 

to be holding.  Wet wading may be required in areas to fish them effectively, watch out for 

trees on your backcast and get ready for a few chunky Colorado River Cutthroat. 

View of Pettingell Lake from ridge above. Make 

your way carefully down scree to access the east 

side of lake.  (Photo Courtesy David Spates) 

Colorado River Cutthroat from Pettingell Lake.  

Coloring on many of these fish are magnificent. 
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East Inlet Creek  

East Inlet Trailhead 

Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 1.1 + miles  

Elevation gain:  120 feet  

Rating: H 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

The hike into East Inlet Creek is not a difficult one, you start by heading slightly uphill 

and past Adams Falls.  The river is quite large if you compare it to other headwater 

streams like the Colorado or Poudre headwaters; this also may be why it is a difficult 

fishery if you head in too early.  Fishing East Inlet in early June may be a tough sell, 

usually waiting for runoff to be over is your best bet and by mid July this creek is ready 

to produce.  East Inlet Creek directly above Adams Falls is a thick forested area with 

wonderful rapids and pools which hold a ton of brook trout. Those fishermen who can 

do tight casts and not catch trees on hook sets will thoroughly enjoy this section of riv-

er.  For those that like doing long graceful casts to rising fish, hike a bit further past 

East Meadow campground and you will find a fly fisherman’s paradise of what a 

meadow trout stream should look like.  The wide meandering river holds hundreds of 

hungry brook trout that will hit almost any well presented caddis fly.  The most effec-

tive way to fish this section of river is to stand in the middle and fish towards either of 

the banks.  Although long casts up the middle of the river will produce some strikes 

where there are deep holes most of the fish are holding within one to five feet off the 

bank and a well angled cast will produce many more fish.  Working your way upstream 

you eventually get back into more forested areas, this is where the truly great fishing 

lies, riffles and runs with small plunging pools that hold aggressive brook trout willing 

to jump on almost any fly that floats over its head.  A #12 Parachute Caddis is always a 

good selection but also as productive would be #16 - #14 Gold or Patriot Chub-
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Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Zebra Midge #16 - #20  

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (Tan) #12 - #14 / Parachute Adams #12 - #16 / Chubbies #16 - #14  

bies.  Droppers can produce more fish in the deeper holes and may be needed earlier 

in the season when fish are not rising as much. Using a dropper rig later in the sum-

mer may  be too much of a hassle as the aggressive brook trout will almost always 

come up to hit your dry fly.  Past Lower East inlet campsite the river becomes a bit 

rougher and thickly forested, as it smooths out again the fishing is still spectacu-

lar.  Reaching your first lake (Lone Pine Lake) you can see why spending just one 

day in this valley to explore really is not enough. 

(Top): Just past East Meadow campground you come to an overlook showing the magnificent East Meadow valley. 

(Above Left): Deep bends down from shallow riffles hold dozens of trout which jump on your line with ease. (Above 

Right): A bit further up the valley where the forested area begins, this area may hold some of the best fishing. 
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Lone Pine Lake 
Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 4.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  1,494 feet  

Rating: E 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

The hike up to Lone Pine Lake starts off easy 

enough, hiking through the East Inlet meadow 

and following the stream back into the valley, 

but once you hit the Lower East Inlet campsite 

the hike starts its uphill climb which will give any day hiker a burning quad workout. 

By the time you hit the Gray Jay campsite you wonder if the incline will ever 

stop.  Well it does stop and just past the campsite you come into a beautiful valley 

filled with five lakes all of which all have very different fly fishing opportunities.  The 

first of these lakes is Lone Pine, a marshy lake which is chalked full of brook 

trout.  Waders may not be necessary here to catch some fish but you may want them 

just to make sure you don’t walk out in wet hiking boots.  Casting in most areas of the 

lake will produce quite a few fish but at times the fish move out towards the middle 

just past where a novice fly fisher can reach them.  If this is the case try fishing the in-

let area, you can always find trout sitting in the sandy inlet feeding on bugs drifting 

downstream into the lake.  The inlet creek is also an easy way to rack up some num-

bers, if that is your goal.  If fish are rising try throwing a large Griffith’s Gnat or a #12 

- #14 Foam Beetle and if no fish are coming up a Bead Headed Prince or Copper John 

should work just fine.  You can fish the inlet stream up for quite a ways and then hop 

back on the trail to hit some of the other lakes that are holding even greater treasures.  

Four Favorite Flies (Lone Pine / Verna)  
 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince #12 - #14 / Copper John (Any color) #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #12 - #16 / Foam Beetle #12 - #16 
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Lake Verna 
Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 6.7 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,210 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

Lake Verna is one of those lakes that trying to use waders might actually make fishing 

harder.  The long oval shaped lake has deep water just off the banks and can be hard to 

fish at first glance.  Trying to cast to cruising fish and seemingly chasing around fish 

here or there, it can be hard to get into a rhythm of exactly how to fish this lake.  The 

most effective way is to head to the inlet, from there you can drift large dry flies and 

droppers through the current, and there are plenty of trout just waiting to eat your 

fly.  Try tossing a small Chubby and a Copper John dropper rig to start and if the fish 

get picky switch over to a double nymph rig with a more exact midge pattern as your 

dropper.  The same goes for the stream above Verna, if you are a numbers person this 

may be your best bet for catching large quantities of fish.  Like with most Brook Trout 

in Rocky Mountain National Park they have deep dark color and wonderful spot-

ting.  Don’t get too hung up on fishing Verna for the whole day as there are more lakes 

ahead and the fishing is only part of the reason to head up there.  

(Above): Beautifully spotted brookie caught on small 

dry fly. (Left): The stream around Verna holds many 

wonderful pools teaming with trout. 
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Spirit Lake 
Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 7.8 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,512 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

Hiking another mile past Lake Verna you get to Spirit Lake, with its many downed trees 

and various rock outcroppings around the banks this can also be a tough lake to wade. 

Waders will help you get away from a few of the banks to get some decent casts but due 

to its sometimes uneven bottom and quick drop offs near the shoreline many areas are 

still tough to wade and fish.  The outlet stream is a good place to start here and hitting 

the little riffles and pools will produce quite a few fish.  Although not the best fishing 

lake in the valley Spirit Lake does give you better views of the surrounding mountains 

that the lower lakes did not.  It is worth a quick stop to fish Spirit Lake if for no other 

reason than to hunt for a specifically 

large Brook Trout which may very 

well be in this lake. But since most 

fisherman don’t get near the action 

you do from Fourth Lake which is 

just a bit further away Spirit is often 

overlooked. If you are looking for 

the best fishing or if you want to get 

into a new species of fish you may 

continue up the valley to the aptly 

named Fourth and Fifth Lakes. 

The Brook Trout in Spirit Lake are some of the nicest on the 

west side of the National Park. 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince #12 - #14  

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 / Red Top Beetle #12 - #16 

 

Streamers: Thin Mint #10 - #12 



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

181  

 

W
EST 

Fourth Lake 
Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 8.4 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,871 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

The trail past Spirit continues to degrade as it is not as well maintained as the trail sys-

tem below.  Even with the poor trail it shouldn't be difficult to find your way up to 

Fourth Lake.  Waders here can be a good idea but will not be required to catch a lot of 

fish.   Fourth lake is an entirely different lake than its sister lakes below, where Verna 

and Spirit sit in rocky bowls with drop offs and hard to cast shorelines the fishing at 

Fourth Lake is entirely different. Set within a large pine meadow there are many areas 

where you can launch monster casts into the lake, which are almost always gulped 

quickly by a hungry Brook Trout.  If you do decide to bring waders, be ready as the lake 

is muddy and getting around in the water is tricky.  Fishing here is more consistent near 

the inlet and outlet and the stream below Fourth Lake holds some of the most aggres-

sive fish in the National Park.  You could spend hours catching fish after fish in the out-

let on dry flies, floating them into the slow moving current; it doesn't take long for a 

fish to track your fly and smash it into oblivion.  This truly is a wondrous fishery. 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince #12 - #14 / Balanced Leech #10 - #14 

 

Dries: Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 / Chubby (gold or purple) #12 - #16 

Many of the older Brook 

Trout in Rocky Mountain 

National Park can be 

identified by their dark, 

almost black coloring 

which often extends un-

der their bellies. 
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Fifth Lake 
Trailhead: East Inlet Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 10.1 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,788 feet  

Rating: C 

Waders: No  

Type of fish: Colorado River Cutthroat  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait 

allowed.  

If you made it to Fourth Lake then heading to the last lake in the valley should be no 

trouble at all. Yet, be aware that the trail to Fifth is difficult, the trail is faint at times 

and the elevation gain is much more dramatic than between the lakes below, so go slow 

and exercise discretion as you hike up the valley. Once you finally arrive at Fifth Lake, 

get out the bug spray (the misquotes are nasty here) and begin casting long distances to 

reach the many of the fish in the lake. Rather than blindly casting, you may try to scout 

for cruising fish first, as the you will find out the fish in this lake can be truly finicky 

and knowing if you are getting looks is helpful to changing things up.  Despite being 

tough to catch, Fifth Lake boasts larger fish than many other lakes in the area, with 

football-sized cutthroats that you can barely grip with one hand. Novice casters may 

find that many rising fish are hard to very reach, while experienced anglers who have 

good double-hauling skills are definitely going to get more strikes. Fifth is set in a val-

ley with very minimal traffic, and very well could be one of the least visited lakes in 

Rocky Mountain National Park. Even with limited time, it's definitely worth the jour-

ney above treeline to see this spectacular lake and potentially snag a colossal Colorado 

River Cutthroat.  
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Guides Notes: If you are looking for  a great adventure and are comfortable using a map 

and compass consider taking the Continental Divide trek from East Inlet Trailhead over the 

divide and down to Wild Basin trailhead (or vice versa).  The trek would take you past multiple 

lakes on both sides of the park.  It is not for the faint of heart as the overall trek is over 17 

miles long and elevation gain over 4,000 feet.  The hike would take you past some truly stellar 

fishing locations including Thunder and Fourth Lakes.  To complete this trip be sure to book 

overnight sites in advance (don’t hesitate to look at Zone Sites if established campsites are tak-

en) and consult a reputable trail map and decent hiking guide (Dannen’s Guide Book: Hiking 

Rocky Mountain National Park is my recommendation). 

Four Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Bead Head Prince #10 - #14  

 

Streamers:  Thin Mint #10 - #12 / Tung. Possie Bugger #10 - #14 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16  

(Above): Lindsay Lifka shows off a lunker Colorado River Cutthroat caught while site casting off the North 

Side of Fifth Lake. (Opposite Page): Lindsay Lifka and Jason Rieke catch dueling cutthroat on streamers. 

Fifth is one of the few lakes where streamers can often work better than dry flies and nymph rigs.  

Tung. Possie Bugger 
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Parika Lake 

Bowen / Baker Trailhead 

Trailhead: Bowen / Baker Trailhead 
 

Mileage (one way): 5.5 miles  

Elevation gain:  2,428 feet  

Rating: D 

Waders: Yes  

Type of fish: Brook Trout  

Restrictions: Flies and lures only, no bait al-

lowed.  

Parika is One of the few lakes just outside of Rocky Mountain National Park that has a 

trailhead that originates inside of the Park.  It is located in the Never Summer Moun-

tain Range but  the hike starts in the Colorado River basin, it is fairly easy as you walk 

through the Colorado River valley floor and as it ascends the trail is moderate with 

very few steep sections.  It is a long hike so don’t let the lack of quick and steep incline 

fool you.  This hike truly is a D rated hike that will leave you tired and breathless by 

the time you get to there.  The hike is right at treeline and waders will do you little to 

no good here, so as long as you have a decent cast you can reach most of the lake from 

the shore.  The best fishing looks to be the north west side as it has a nice calm cove 

and great habitat for fish to cruise along sipping midges and caddisflies. Casting a #20 

Griffiths Gnat with a small midge dropper is a good way to start here. If fish seem fin-

icky switching over to a hatching midge pattern and being patient will entice some 

fish.  Don’t let the ‘sipping trout’ on the north side steal all of your attention, walking 

the entire lake and fishing the rocky outcroppings on the south and east of the lake is 

highly recommended. A #12 - #14 Bead Head Prince or Hares Ears stripped along the 

drop offs will assuredly catch you some fish.  If you have patience, throw a Red Top 

beetle or Tan Parachute Caddis and let it drift towards the outlet, fish will likely appear 

out of nowhere to feed quickly before they head back down to the deeper water.  The 

brook trout here are above average with a 10” brook trout being common and many 

fish between 12” - 14” length. 
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Four Favorite Flies 

  

Nymphs: Bead Head Midges (red, black, purple)  #16 - #22 / Tungsten Hares Ear #12 - #16 

 

Dries: Griffith ’s Gnat #14 - #20 / Parachute Caddis (tan) #12 - #16 

Guides Notes: There has been rumors that the Colorado Division of Wildlife was planning 

to take the Brook Trout out of Parika Lake and stock it with the native Colorado River Cut-

throat. As of 2022 this has not been done but don’t put it past the state to pull the trigger on 

this as they are constantly looking for good habitat to maintain solid cutthroat populations. 

For details on stocking of fish you can always contact the CDOW at (303) 291-7227.  

(Above): The Brook Trout from Parika are 

often larger than those found in the Colora-

do River basin below. Heavier nymphs on 

the south side of the  lake stripped through 

the rocky areas can entice many fish to 

chase down your fly. (Left): Parika Lake is 

an easy lake to walk around and fly fishing 

the entire lake in just a few hours is definite-

ly an option. 
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PART IV:  
OUTSIDE THE PARK 

If you are unable to get a reservation into the park or just don’t want to deal with the 

crowds that can consume parts of the National Park there are still many options to fish 

around the Estes Park area.  Some areas include Mary’s Lake, the Big Thompson Riv-

er, and North Fork of the Big Thompson River.   

Guides Notes: Many guiding services take trips outside the park for their trips.  Be aware that most 1/2 

day trips run in the mornings until around 12:30 and going to some of the stream locations discussed in this 

section will have many guided excursions going to them.  Do not be put off by guides who show up with their 

guests, most guides are respectful of your space and will make sure to respect people who have gotten to 

areas first.  Throughout my years of guiding I have found that talking to people to find out their plans and 

offering them help if needed is typical of good guide etiquette.  In the rare occasion you meet a guide that 

askes you to move to make room for their guests or even worse just ‘high holes’ you with their guests is a 

sure sign of poor guiding.  Be sure to make note of who they are guiding for and let the shop owner know.  



Fly Fishing and Guiding in Rocky Mountain National Park 

187  

 O
U

TSID
E 

Mary’s Lake 
Waders: No 

Type of fish: Rainbow Trout, Brown Trout, Tiger Muskie (scarce) 

Located just off of Mary’s Lake Road the fittingly named Mary’s Lake that is definitely 

not a lake that was naturally formed.  This man made lake receives the water that is piped 

through from Grand Lake and down into the East Portal above the YMCA of the Rock-

ies.  The lake can have severe influxes of water levels daily.  Do not be surprised to see it 

full to the brim one minute and later that day find it almost empty.  The water here is 

used by the front range towns and depending on the time of year the more crowded the 

front range the more water is pumped through.  Fishing Mary’s Lake can be fun, boring, 

or amazing.  You truly don’t know what you are going to get here. There have been years 

that the Colorado Division of Wildlife has stocked 10,000 - 15,000 juvenile rainbows 

into the lake and when this happens you will have a truly epic experience of getting 

strike after strike if not fish after fish on Elk Hair Caddis or Parachute Adams.  Although 

the fish will be small the action will be surreal.  If you are fishing and not getting any 

strikes and the lake seems almost barren then there is a good chance it hasn’t been 

stocked and you will need to move on to plan B, which is fish near the outlet pipe.  There 

are definitely many fish that hang out near this area (some of them very large) and using 

a Thin Mint or other small heavy Streamer might be the only way to produce a 

strike.  Don’t be surprised to have your fly smashed by some random fish (some of 

which may be Tiger Muskies)... but also don’t be surprised to have no action at all. 

(Above): Fishing Mary’s Lake 

it is not uncommon to catch 

dozens of small stocked Rain-

bow Trout (Left): An old 

lunker Brown Trout caught on 

a streamer near the west side 

of the lake.  
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Lake Estes and Big Thompson 
River Inlet 

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Rainbow Trout, Brown Trout,  Perch, Tiger Muskie (scarce) 

Lake Estes is a bait fisherman’s paradise, loaded with tons of stocked rainbows the lake 

is usually jam-packed with power bait chuckers and worm drowners, and they can usu-

ally catch quite a few using these techniques. But if you are looking to fly fish, Lake 

Estes is definitely not a bad way to go. The inlet area is loaded with tons of Rainbow 

Trout holding and feeding just above and below the pedestrian bridge. Using a nymph-

ing rig with an Egg and San Juan (or Squirmy Worm if you prefer) will get many fish 

into the net.  The cove to the south of there is usually home to a lot of slowly sipping 

feeders that are apt to take a Parachute Adams if presented correctly.  The fish will 

likely be stocker-like (10” - 14”) and have plenty of meat on their bones.  Don’t shy 

away from the rocky shoreline on the south side of the lake (along highway 36), there 

are plenty of fish caught here and the steep drop off makes it an easy place for fish to 

hunker down and shoot up from the bottom to take an Elk Hair Caddis.  If no fish are 

rising quickly stripping a #12 Hot Head Leech or Tungsten Ice Prince will most defi-

nitely produce some strikes.  It is possible to rent pontoon boats and other watercraft to 

putter around near the south east side of the lake, it is not a bad idea, especially early in 

the morning or late in the afternoon when the lake is glassy and fish are rising through-

out.  Although most fly fishermen are catch and release fishermen, the one place that 

keeping fish is not frowned upon is Lake Estes. 

Being that the Big Thompson 

river runs along side Estes 

Parks 9 Hole Golf Course it is 

not uncommon to find a golf 

ball or two sitting in the bottom 

of the river. Fishing in the golf 

course area is allowed but some 

sections are closed for golfers 

to hit across the river. Respect 

these rules as the “Golf Mar-

shall” is always watching. 
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Big Thompson River  
Below Lake Estes  

Waders: Yes 

Type of fish: Rainbow Trout and Brown Trout 

Restrictions: Catch and release only from Lake Estes Damn down to Drake   

The local fly fisher’s more technical fishery is by far and away the place to fish in the 

‘off season’.  Being that it sits below Lake Estes the water temps here remain much 

more consistent and allow you to fish below the damn 365 days a year.  It remains 

thawed for about ¾ mile downstream even in the coldest of winter days.  Fish here are 

generally larger than most anywhere in the National Park as they have a steady supply 

of food.  It is also well stocked by local landowners downstream.  The hatches below 

the dam are also much more consistent and despite the fact that it is a heavily fished 

area you almost always find water to fish.  There are quite a few private property sec-

tions so be sure to look for parking areas and signage.  Although it has steady hatches 

year round your best hatch will be the Caddis hatch (starting in mid-June and extending 

all the way into September).  Caddis ranging from size #12 to #20 will come off regu-

larly throughout the day with evening hatches sometimes thick throughout the can-

yon.  There is also a great PMD hatch (starting mid-June and going through August), 

this hatch can vary on timing but it usually starts in mid-morning and peaks just before 

noon.  Other hatches to look for will be early season BWO’s and never shy away from 

using midges as they consistently hatch all year.  After the last big flood of 2013 there 

was a push to resurrect the Salmonfly hatches which take place in other parts of Colo-

rado and it seemed somewhat successful as you will find a few large stoneflies hatch-

ing on and off throughout the summer.  

(Above): Long deep flats fish wonderful during summer 

months. (Left): Fishing just below Lake Estes is very 

popular as the water temps are more consistent and fish 

(and guided trips) are plentiful. 
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Guide Notes: Remember this section of the Big Thompson is heavily guided and is ALL 

Catch and Release / Flies and Lures only.  It is heavily patrolled by the Division of Wildlife 

and following these rules is essential. If your goal is to keep fish you should definitely stick to 

fishing Lake Estes and the inlet stream above.  

Favorite Flies   

Nymphs: Tungsten bead head flies #12-16 -- Prince Nymph, Copper John (traditional, char-

treuse, zebra, and purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail, Flashback Hares Ear.  Pat's Rubber 

Legs #10 - #12 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black), Zebra Midges #16 - #22 

(black, purple, brown and red)  
 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 (black or natural), Cone Head Muddler Minnow #4 - #8, Thin Mint 

#6 - #10, Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold mine or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #16, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #16 

 

Nymphs: Gold bead head flies #12-18 -- Prince Nymph, Copper John (traditional, chartreuse, 

zebra, and purple) and Flashback Pheasant Tail, Flashback Hares Ear.  Pat's Rubber Legs 

#12 - #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / black, olive / black) 

 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #4 / #8 (black or natural), Cone Head Muddler Minnow #4 - #8, Thin 

Mint #8 - #12,Mini Polar Llama #8 (gold mine or black) 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #20, Purple Haze #14 - #16, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #22, Parachute Caddis (tan) #8 - #18, Chubby Chernobyl (gold, orange, purple) #12 - 

#16, PMD (parachute or traditional) #14 - #16, Stimulator (orange or yellow) #12 -  #16, Mos-

quito #18, Beetle #16 

(Above): Watch for private property signs as 

you fish. (Left): Alex Thoele guides a deep 

hole with a double nymph indicator rig. Vary-

ing techniques are very useful in this section. 
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North Fork Big Thompson River  
Waders: No (but helpful in areas) 

Type of fish: Rainbow Trout and Brown Trout 

At the town of Drake, Colorado the North Fork of the Big Thompson river merges with 

the main fork of the Big Thompson coming out of Estes Park.  The North Fork is mostly 

made up of Private Property with intermittent sections of public water. The great flood of 

2013 completely changed the landscape of this river and gorged out much of the sur-

rounding trees.  This has made it easy to fish as there are little to no trees to get hung up 

on when casting.  The river fishes best closer to Glen Haven and starting at mile marker 

8 (just outside of Glen Haven) down through mile marker 12 there are some great public 

access spots.  Fishing with a #12 - #16 Gold or Tan Chubby trailed by a #14 Copper John 

is a sure way to get into some fish especially when the hoppers start coming off in early 

July.  The further down you get from Glen Haven the more likely you are to run into pri-

vate water, but look for large pools and nice runs that will hold plenty of fish.  Stealth 

can be key in this section of water, as there is very little vegetation close to the banks and 

trout are easily spooked. Fishing above and below any bridge section near Glen Haven is 

a great idea, much of the deeper holes and runs can be found here due to the road rebuild-

ing and digging out these sections to keep them free of future flood disasters. Fishing the 

North Fork is has a large population of wild Brown Trout that are eager to eat.  This sec-

tion of water is good time and if you need a quick fix this stream can definitely do the 

trick. 

(Above): 6” - 10” Brown Trout are common in 

this section of river and are often caught in the 

deep runs on a shallow water nymphing rig. 

(Left) These deeper pools will hold multiple 

fish and they will take dry flies later in the day. 
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Guide Notes: Those Tenkara fishermen have found this river to be the perfect water for the 

long 11’ - 13’ rods. Using a Tenkara and tossing a large Elk Hair Caddis in the evening and 

dancing it across the pools will most certainly get some fish to rise.  

Favorite Flies  

 

Nymphs: Copper John (chartreuse, red, or black), Bead Head Flashback Pheasant Tail, 

Bead Head Flashback Hares Ear, Pat's Rubber Legs #12 - #14 (brown, black, mixed brown / 

black, olive / black), Zebra Midges #14 - #20 (black, purple, or red)  
 

Streamers: Sculpzilla #8 (black or natural), Thin Mint #8 - #12 

 

Dries: Parachute Adams #12 - #14, Purple Haze #12 - #14, Elk Hair Caddis (tan or brown) 

#12 - #14, Chubby Chernobyl (gold, orange, purple) #12 - #16, Foam Hoppers (tan or yellow) 

#12 - #14 

(Above): Fishing downstream into pools 

below is a wonderful way to get good drifts 

on this river. High sticking a dry fly in 

pools and eddies will produce consistent 

strikes. (Top Right): A typical brown trout 

caught from the North Fork. Browns reach-

ing up to 12” - 14” are possible but most 

average 8” - 10”. (Right): Before the sun 

hits the water and warms it try fishing a 

double nymphing rig. Fish are often active-

ly feeding but reluctant to rise until the wa-

ter warms. 
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Updates 
East Troublesome Creek Fire October, 2020 
 

In late October of 2020 a fire started in the East Troublesome Creek area about 10 

miles west of Rocky Mountain National Park.  Very few predicted it would make its 

way all the way  into Rocky Mountain National park and even fewer expected it to 

jump the continental divide and threaten the town of Estes Park. The initial affected 

areas included the towns of Grandby and Grand Lake, both of which lost many 

homes.  As the fire made its way to the Kawuneeche Entrance Station of Rocky Moun-

tain National Park the effort was made to try and keep it from jumping the continental 

divide.  The south side of the Colorado River basin was burned and two different trail-

heads and trail systems were dramatically affected; North Inlet and Green Moun-

tain.  The shockingly strong winds and dry conditions helped the fire jump the conti-

nental divide by throwing hot ambers over the divide landing in the Fern Lake val-

ley.  The fire erupted on the south side of Spruce Lake and burned most of the trail be-

tween Fern and Spruce.  It also burned the Fern Lake patrol cabin and most of the for-

est on the east side of Fern Lake. The Fern lake trail from the Fern Lake Trailhead to 

the lake itself was scorched and the thick forested trail, usually a pleasure to hike on 

hot days due to its shade and tree cover, is now a barren and open wound giving hikers 

a look at parts of the valley they had never seen before.  Be sure to bring plenty of wa-

ter and sunscreen if hiking this area as the trail will offer little in the way of cover. 

The East Troublesome Fire of 2020 started val-

leys over from the National Park but high winds 

helped spread the fire quickly and eventually 

jumping the continental divide and making its 

way just a few miles from Estes Park 
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Cameron Peak Fire (North Side of RMNP) August, 2020 

Starting as a smaller fire and burning much longer than the East Troublesome Creek 

fire, the Cameron Peak fire started in August of 2020 and threatened the north side of 

the National Park.  A fire that started in the Poudre River Canyon off highway 14 made 

its way east and south burning thousands of acres and eventually entering the north 

side of RMNP.  The most affected areas included Hague Creek Valley, Mirror Lake 

trail and Mummy Pass Creek (and trail).  Its true impact on fishing is still ongoing but 

indications show it had little impact on Mirror lakes fish population and Hague creek 

appears to have escaped the brunt of the damage.  Much of the National Park was 

closed for the 2021 thru 2023 seasons but is expected to reopen in the summer of 2024. 

Rocky Mountain National Park 

Like with all Western States Colorado has been hit with 

many wildfires through the year. The two worst fires in the 

states history happened in 2020. The Cameron Peak fire 

started north of RMNP in the Poudre River basin and the 

East Troublesome Fire started just west. The fires burned 

hundreds of thousands of acres and the major towns of 

Grand Lake and Estes Park had to be evacuated. 
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 Rules / Regulations From RMNP Website 
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Signs and Notices From Around RMNP 

(Top Left): When you are above treeline the tundra is a fragile area and the park wants you to stay on 

the trails as much as posslbe. (Top Right): Mountain Lion signs in an area should be taken seriously, 

people with little ones should use caution. (Above): Many hikes in RMNP will take you above treeline 

and caution should be used if storms roll in. 
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“Quote from guide…” 

 

 - Guide 


