The Following was printed in 1994 in the Steelhead Fly Fishing Journal
Published by Frank Amato.

And look where we are at now almost 15 years latter. Are we worse off now
that very little has been done in the past to save the fish? Look at the fish kill
that recently took place on the Russian River.

Fish have been dying on the Klamath River as well as other rivers and
lakes. Now there appears to be a loss of pools on the Eel river leaving less
area for the fish to stop and rest in.

For more information on problems that California is facing check out the
following

California Sportfishing Protection Alliance



http://www.calsport.org/
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rior to 1900, California held some of the most diverse
and prolific steelhead and salmon habitat in North America.
Huge watersheds drained unmolested forests that collected hun-
dreds of smaller tributaries before flowing into the sea. Salmon
and steelhead spawned in hundreds of river miles that hold only
trout and smallmouth today. Every time a dam blocked miles of
spawning habitat, the Corps of Engineers built a hatchery.
Mitigation hatcheries exist on all of our major steelhead and
salmon rivers, churning out little clones of steelhead whose true
wildness vanished long ago.

In addition to the larger, more concrete, obstacles that
blocked steelhead and salmon from native watersheds, many less
obvious blockages exist. The Russian River, once a great steel-
head and salmon fishery, has been silted and choked by poor log-
ging practices and development. The placement of summer dams
to create recreation areas and cheap water supply during sum-
mer months has destroyed the free movement of both adult and
juvenile steelhead. These same temporary dams have been used
on the Gualala River to supply irrigation water to a local coastal
development called Sea Ranch, Wild salmon runs which once
existed on the Gualala and other nearby streams are today non
existent.

The giant Sacramento River system once drained a mon-
strous area as large as some New England states. Its tributaries,
the McCloud, Pit, Feather and Yuba, once saw millions of
healthy wild fish returning to spawn each year. Today, with
dams and water diversions to southern California, these streams
are either inaccessible to anadromous fish altogether or hold only
hatchery fish. A major problem unforseen by dam builders was
thermal pollution caused by unnatural seasonal flow regimes,
Juvenile salmon and steelhead were dying on their way out to
sea simply from excessive water temperatures. During the late
1980s, there were several releases of juvenile steelhead in the
Klamath that saw 100 percent mortality. Hatcheries on the
Feather and Sacramento had to legislate special releases of water
to flush smolts downstream to prevent their imminent death in
the warm water.

The story of California’s steelhead angling parallels the
demise of the fishery except for a 40 year lag. At first, the effects
of the dams and diversions failed to affect fishing. Fishing pres-
sure was light, commercial salmon harvests were minimal, and
most importantly water was not in such high demand. The dams
actually concentrated fish making them more accessible for the
average angler. Today we are living with the hangover of these
construction projects. Siltation, temperature increases and ripari-
an zone encroachment exist today because of reduced seasonal
flow regimes. After all, dams only budget the flows of water dif-

At left: A winter ateelbead from the Eel River.
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Anglers form a fly fishing “bog line” in a popular riffle on the Mad River. Steelbead fly fishing has become so popular

in Northern Californta that finding solitude during peak fishing times can be difficult.

ferently to make our lives more convenient. The absence of win-
ter and spring flushing flows has created all the problems we live
with today. Somehow, the Corps of Engineers brochure on dams
didn’t mention silt.

Despite the demise of our native habitat, during the ‘50s, ‘60s
and ‘70s, California was a tremendous placé to fish for steelhead.
Large runs of fish, some wild some not, clear water and uncrowd-
ed fishing were the norm. The coastal rivers held fish from
Thanksgiving until April and the valley streams had runs that
seemed to last year-round. A trip to the Klamath or Trinity would
almost always mean good fishing. Nostalgia brings back the clas-
sic trips—fishing the lower Klamath in cutoffs before Labor Day
and losing count of half pounders you caught on trout rods, or
being cold to the bone at Boxcars on the lower Eel while fishing
for kings in tidewater, or that perfect day on the Feather sight
fishing to seven-pound steelhead with egg flies and nobody else
around. You could actually fish your way up the coast over a
weekend and catch fish from pools that you shared with two or
three guys. Fishing mid-week was even better.

In the early ‘80s, fishing pressure on California’s rivers
increased. More people found out that they didn’t have to put
their fly rods away in October, and that steelhead could actually
be caught on a fly. I remember not long before that, some of the
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more notable guides on the Klamath swore that no adult steel-
head could be taken on a fly. By the ‘80s, they were all shopping
for fly.-rods and learning to cast. One of the biggest changes in
steelheading in California was the use of trout techniques for both
fall- and winter-run fish. Stonefly nymphs, split shot and Corkies
replaced traditional flies. Steelhead that held in some of our valley
streams fed like trout all winter long and at times could be taken
on dries.

When everyone was getting good at catching steelhead on
flies, the drought came. California had experienced many
droughts before, but this one was for real. At first, the new dimin-
ished flows created new water to fish and concentrated steelhead
into smaller areas. People caught fish at will on many streams.
Rivers that normally flowed high and dirty most of the winter
were now consistently fishable and loaded with fish born during
higher flows. The low flows combined with some hatchery
snafoos created unbelievable fishing in the mid ‘80s on several
rivers. In the know anglers could catching six or eight winter fish
before work for a period lasting three months.

Before long, winters were dismally void of rain. High pres-
sure systems sat off our coast for months at a time. Coastal river
mouths remained closed with schools of fish holding outside
falling prey to growing populations of sea lions. As fishing went






