10 | THURSDAY, APRIL 12 - W EDNESDA Y , AP RI L 1 8 , 2 0 1 8

TH E WA TC H

THE LEAD

An angler shows off a great catch in the middle of the Uncompahgre River,
between Ouray and Montrose. (Photo courtesy of Matt McCannel/RIGS Fly Shop)
By TANYA ISHIKAWA
Watch Contributor

s a longtime writer
and editor of fishing
stories, Kirk Deeter
has fished around the
world; in places he never
thought he would be.
When asked to tell one of
his best fishing stories, the editor of Trout
Magazine and Field & Stream editor-atlarge has a hard time choosing just one.
“I have stories about flying around in
Russian helicopters, sitting in a room with
a Bolivian general, staring down bears
and moose, funky-bumpy plane rides, being thrown out of boats, teaching Eskimos
to fish in Alaska — all of those make for
some wild stories,” Deeter said. “But, my
favorite stories are the ones that I don’t
write about, the ones that involve my
friends and Colorado. I go all over the
world, and people always ask where my
favorite place is, and I say Colorado; that’s
why I live here.”
Well, actually, he rated Colorado the
sixth-best state for fly fishing (behind
Michigan, Wyoming, Louisiana, Alaska
and Montana, respectively) in an April
2011 magazine article. Perhaps he was
trying not to be too biased about his home
state — kind of like a local sports referee
who is harsher on the home team. You can
question Deeter on our state’s ranking
Saturday (April 14), when he visits the Fly
Fishing Expo at the Montrose Pavilion.
Deeter will be traveling from his home
in Pine — located in the mountains south
of Denver — to talk during the expo. Organized by Ross Reels, the expo is free and
also will include talks by Matt McCannel,
head fishing guide at RIGS Fly Shop in
Ridgway, and gear displays by Ross, Abel,
Winston, Hatch, Scott and others, as well
as casting and fly-tying demos. A showing of the national Fly Fishing Film Tour
will follow the expo. Ticket proceeds will
benefit the Uncompahgre River through
a project by the Uncompahgre Watershed

Spring inspires fly-fishing fans and outfitters
Partnership nonprofit.
The expo will feature demos and talks
at 3 p.m., followed by the film screening
at 7 p.m. For film tickets ($14 in advance,
$17 on the day of event), visit shop.fishrigs.com/search/film, Ridgway’s RIGS Fly
Shop or Montrose Anglers. For more information, visit uncompahgrewatershed.org/
events, call 970-626-4460 or email info@
fishrigs.com.
Though people can fly fish any season,
including winter, spring tends to bring
new excitement for the sport. The 2018-19
fishing season started April 1 — the date
Colorado Parks and Wildlife requires new
fishing licenses.
At the end of March, the agency announced it had stocked more than 1,000
fish around the Montrose-Delta area.
Confluence Lake — northwest of Delta
— was stocked with 350 cutthroat trout
(averaging 17 inches in length), while 700
cutthroat were stocked at Ridgway State
Park — in the Uncompahgre River tailwater — Pericles Pond and Shavano Pond,
all in the Pa-Co-Chu-Puk area.
STOCKED VERSUS WILD FISH
Opinions vary among fly-fishing enthusiasts about whether stocking fish enhances the fishing experience or not.
Deeter said, “I would never advocate
for stocking fish over native or wild populations; that would be bad. I think there is
a time and place for everything. The first
fish I ever caught (at 11 years old) was a
stocked fish. It sent me down a path that
got me all fired up about fishing. It can
build that interest for people, especially
the young.”
Fishing about 150 days a year, mainly
with friends and to test gear, Deeter’s favorite spots are unstocked, including the
Animas River and lower Yampa River.

“I’m a big fan of the places a little bit
less traveled by anglers, with fewer fish but
bigger fish. If I go to the Colorado River, I
like floats a little lower down, in Glenwood
Springs, New Castle, and Two Bridges to
Catamount,” he said. “I love anywhere in
the San Juans above 8,000 feet, especially
those that require hiking in. I like to take
the train up to Chicago Basin and hike to
fishing there. I also love to float the Gunnison Gorge; I put in at the Chukar Trail
and go down to Pleasure Park.”
McCannel, who has been a regional
guide for 13 years, names Pa-Co-Chu-Puk
in Ridgway State Park as one of his top
fishing spots.
“This is the last year for major stocking
there. It’s a wonderful thing that it will go
away, because it is really affecting the wild
fish population, and there is no real need
for it anymore,” he said. “Will it be a little
harder for the novice to go down there in
the future and have an epic awesome day?
Potentially, but as a whole it will be so
much better for the river to go back to 100
percent wild fish.”
The Gunnison River in Gunnison Gorge
— all along the 14-mile stretch — is another of his favorite fishing spots. Managed
primarily as a wild trout water, CPW has
stocked small numbers of 2-inch whirling
disease-resistant rainbow trout throughout the river since 2004, to re-establish
wild rainbow reproduction.
“In some rivers like the San Miguel,
holding water is not there in the winter, so
it’s hard for fish to holdover. You have to
stock; otherwise there would not be many
fish at all,” he added.
Jason Moshonas, a fishing guide and
employee at Telluride Outside, agreed that
stocking has its place, though he’d prefer
to catch wild native fish. He names the
Gunnison Gorge among his favorite fishing

spots, which “grows big healthy fish” and
has “some really magical spots” accessible
by hiking or rafting.
“The lower Dolores (River) is a great
dry-fly fishery, below McPhee (Reservoir).
I love the San Miguel and upper Dolores as
well. We’re pretty fortunate around here.
If you want to go hiking or do some backpacking, you can really get to some beautiful fishing spots,” Moshonas said. “There
are some people who want to keep fish.
Hopefully those people go to those stocked
areas, and take a few home, but help preserve the native and wild populations by
practicing catch and release in other areas.”
FISHING ETIQUETTE
While local guiding companies generally offer catch-and-release experiences,
Colorado allows catching most fish with
some limits and seasonal restrictions.
Cutthroat trout — an endangered species
— must be released back to into the water throughout the state. In the Gunnison
Gorge, all rainbow trout also must be released. At Sweitzer Lake, south of Delta,
all fish except carp must be released.
Complete rules are available in the 2018
Colorado Fishing Guide, courtesy of the
CPW.
“As you get into the sport of fly fishing,
you really don’t want to harm that fish.
There is joy in releasing it from a hook and
watching it swim off healthy. Not to say I
don’t like eating fish, but really the thrill
of it is catching a glimpse of a creature
up close, and putting it back so it can be
caught again, hopefully later,” Moshonas
said.
Equally as important as understanding
the catch and release philosophy, said McCannel, is respecting fish when they are
spawning. Colorado has very few restrictions on fishing during spawning seasons.
“I wish Colorado would shut down
certain points of river when the fish are
spawning. People take advantage of that.
Fish are in shallower water; they’re bigger
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An angler fishes the west fork of the Dolores River. (Photo courtesy of Telluride Outside)

and very visible to everyone. Some people
are clueless; other people know better but
don’t really care,” he said.
Instead of just getting upset with people, now he tries to educate them. He said
people are becoming more aware of the
need to protect fish populations.
“For most people I take out now, it’s not
about how many fish they catch in a day,
but about catching one really nice fish,”
he added.
Deeter agreed that there’s more of conservation consciousness growing among
the fly fishing public. It’s a timely development as the number of people who are
fly fishing has been increasing in recent
years.
“Before people would ask: ‘How many
did you catch, and how big were they?’
Now they ask: ‘Who did you fish with and
what did you see?’ I think that is a really
good evolution for the sport,” he said.
He added, “People are starting to not
just look at the size of the fish as a marker
of quality. Younger people especially really appreciate catching a native cutthroat
trout that is 8 inches, as opposed to a great
big fish planted in the water. The appreciation of connecting a species to where it
is from is a big deal now.”
CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS
While the CPW estimates that hunting
contributes a $919 million total economic
impact annually in Colorado, fishing contributes an estimated $1.9 billion a year.
The state sold 686,973 resident fishing licenses and 394,888 nonresident licenses
for the April 2015-March 2016 period,
more than double the hunting licenses
sold.
The people getting started in fly fishing now are more diverse, too. No longer
an old guy’s sport, more women and young
people are trying it out, attracted by the
opportunity to get outdoors in nature with
friends. Companies have been responding
by creating products that fit and appeal to
the new markets.

Field & Stream Editor-at-Large Kirk Deeter with a brown trout in Rio Grande, Argentina.
(Photo courtesy of Tim Romano)

“Companies are really trying to push
women-specific waders, boots and apparel. It was not all that long ago that there
was nothing out there for women specifically. For years, my wife wore a men’s
small wader, not that my wife is super
girly but women are shaped differently,”
McCannel said.
Deeter said there also is a push toward
urban fishing and finding a fly-fishing adventure locally, no matter where people
live. Fishing from personal watercraft
with paddle power also is increasing, he
added.
Moshonas pointed out that equipment
is always evolving. From fly rods to reels,
the materials and manufacturing techniques are constantly undergoing innovation.
“We are super fortunate because Montrose is home to some of the top manufacturers: Ross, Abel and Scott,” he said.

AN ACCESSIBLE
RECREATIONAL ACTIVITY
With ever-increasing product lines, a
lot of money could be spent on getting
geared up. But, that doesn’t have to be
the case, said McCannel, who bought his
first rod at a garage sale.
“It can be expensive, but that can be
said for any recreational activity. Fly fishing is as expensive as you want to make
it,” he explained. “If you want to drive a
nice car, it will be expensive, but you can
drive a cheap car. The same is true with
fishing.”
Another misconception that guides
hear often is that fly fishing is difficult.
Each person can make it as complicated
or simple as they want, but like anything,
practice improves performance.
“Often if I take out a couple beginners,
the wife will out-fish the husband. I don’t
know why that is, but it is often the case,”
Moshonas said.

Deeter added, “You don’t need to buy
a book to learn how to fly fish. It’s a stick,
string, feathers and a hook; there are not
a lot of other elements. You don’t have to
cast 50 feet; you can just flop it out there.”
Though Colorado is known most for its
trout fishing, just about any fish can be
caught by fly fishing, in rivers and lakes.
And all seasons are fishable.
Tailwater fisheries beneath dams are
the best winter fishing spots, because
they don’t freeze over as much as freeflowing rivers. McCannel recommends
winters because fewer people are out
there.
“I talk to people all the time on a trip
or in the shop, and they say, ‘You fish in
the winter?’ I say, ‘What are you doing?
Skiing? So you’re going down a frozen
mountain in the middle of winter?’ That
seems silly, but it’s not. Whether your skiing or fishing, as long as you’re outfitted
correctly, you’re fine,” he said.
Moshonas, who just got back from fishing the Gunnison River for a couple days,
said the fishing is great right now.
For Deeter, fall is his favorite fishing
season.
“It’s pretty, the fish are smart and
you’re smart. Everyone’s at the top of
their game. Things thin out, tourists take
off and half the locals are hunting instead
of fishing,” he said. “Twenty years ago, I
would stand out in a sideways snowstorm
and have a blast fishing. Now, I would
rather sit by a fire and tie flies and think
about fishing.”
FISHING IN COLORADO
Fishing licenses can be purchased
at local fishing shops, the CPW office at
2300 S. Townsend Ave. in Montrose or
online at cpw.state.co.us. Annual license
fees are $26 per person for in-state residents and $56 for out-of-state residents,
plus $10 for a Habitat Stamp. Five-day
and one-day licenses also are available.
Youth (16 and younger) can fish for free.
For more information, call 970-252-6000.

