Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness
Part 2
Day 4
Rick and Braden and I decided to hike up to Cairn Lake for Big Brook Trout while Shaun and
Robert decided to fish the creek, Twin Outlets Lake and the opposite side of Dewey Lake. They
caught a lot of Cutthroat. Robert mentioned it was one of his favorite days fishing which is
saying a lot.

Robert (above) and Shaun (next page) holding Cutthroat Trout

The hike up to Cairn Lake was an adventure. We caught a few Cutthroat in the stream on the
way up and then came to a pool. Rick noticed a huge rise based on the wave action until we
saw the creature that made the wake. Three River Otters appeared and were having a good
time playing in the pool. So much for the fishing! It was well worth the tradeoff to be able to
see River Otters in the wild.

A useless attempt to fish the pool with the River Otters

As we made our way up the canyon to Oly Lake we noticed the canyon split and that Oly Lake
had two inlets. I didn’t pay close enough attention to the map to see which direction Cairn Lake
was. I had a hunch it was to the right so we headed that direction. It was tough hiking so I
definitely didn’t want to back track.
As we were hiking up the mountain we came across Tony who had been to the lake before. He
told us we were going the right way and confirmed my research that there were big Brook
Trout in Cairn Lake. We tagged along with him until we got to the lake. He continued on to fish
the back side of the lake while we fished the other side.
It wasn’t long before Rick had a big fish on his spinner. We won’t know how big because it
escaped before he got it in close enough to see. The fish were deep and I knew it would be
difficult to catch them with my setup. I walked around the lake sight fishing and found a few
schools of 10-12” Brookies near the surface that I didn’t have a hard time fooling.

Sight fishing at Cairn Lake

Rick soon had another fish on and this time he was able to bring it to the net. It was a 14”
football. He caught another nice fish moments later and then his luck seemed to dry up. We
knew it would be tough fishing for the big fish so we were happy to catch a couple.

Rick with a nice Brook Trout

We made our way back to camp and had the good portion of the evening to relax. It was a well
needed break from a long day hike. Braden did awesome and I was hoping it wasn’t too tough
because I didn’t want to ruin the experience of backpacking for him, this being his first time. It’s
a good thing he’s a tough kid because it was harder than I had anticipated. We spent the time
swimming and laughing at each other’s reactions when we hit the water. It was so cold but I
slept so much better getting the grime cleaned off of me. I could sleep without my legs sticking
together.
We also caught small Cutthroat from the lake. Shaun and Robert reported they were bigger on
the other side of the lake but it was too much of an effort to get over there. I was content
relaxing in camp and was even visited by a few Pine Grosbeak. Clark’s Nutcracker’s were
constantly breaking the silence with noisy chatter all along the trip. At this point in the trip
everyone was sharing their food to lighten the pack realizing we brought too much yet again.

Hiking back to camp from Cairn Lake

Taking a refreshing dive into Dewey Lake buuuuuurrrr!!!!!

Braden with a Cutthroat from Dewey Lake near camp

Day 5
Fossil Lake is the next lake on the trail. It sits at 10,000’ on the plateau and the highest point on
the trail. The lake is like a big Octopus with all its arms creating what seems like an endless
shoreline. We caught several 12’ Cutthroat as we sat on top of the world.
We passed by Fizzle and Skull lake (small Brook) to set up camp on the hill between Big Knob
Lake and Ouzel Lake. Both lakes at our camp had small Brook Trout. We had the choice to try to
find Pablo and Picasso Lake which held stories of Golden Trout or hike up to Lake of the Clouds
for possible large Cutthroat. We decided to fish Lake of the Clouds in the afternoon and try to
catch a Golden in the morning before leaving.
I caught 10-12” fish on almost every cast using a foam Hopper. I caught so many fish I got bored
and started watching them eat real Grasshoppers I’d catch and throw into the water. I was
bummed that we didn’t get into big fish like this lake can produce. We just timed it wrong. It
was still fun sitting up on the rocks and watching fish rise to my fly. We had a nice fish dinner on
our last night out.

Fossil Lake

Looking down on Big Knob and Ouzel Lakes on our climb to Lake of the Clouds

Fishing Lake of the Clouds

The view from the outlet of Lake of the Clouds

Day 6
It was decided the night before that everyone wanted to get off the mountain and didn’t care
to fish for Golden Trout. The thought of a cheeseburger and expending less energy seemed to
be the popular opinion. I liked that idea as well but I wanted to catch a Montana Golden.
I told the rest that I’d be back by 8:30am to begin our hike down the mountain and they were
fine with that. I started out in the dark making my way back up the trail to Picasso Lake. I
arrived to what I thought was Picasso Lake with barely enough light to see. The problem with
the situation is that there were no fish in the lake because it was too shallow. My map didn’t
show Picasso Lake so I didn’t think I was going to even look for it until we passed a hiker the day
before with a map that showed it.
I realized it wasn’t the right lake and decided to head to nearby Fulcrum Lake. Tony, who I had
met two days before told me there were big Cutthroat in Fulcrum (name on my map but he
called it Mermaid Lake). I started fishing but things were very silent. It wasn’t long before I was
surprised to see Tony walking down to the lake to pump some water. He had camped at the

lake and fished it the evening before. He told me he caught up to 16” fish in Fulcrum. I was
interested in larger fish.
I mentioned I had tried finding Picasso and he confirmed that he had seen Golden Trout in that
lake a few years prior but they were pretty stubborn. He said I was very close to the lake and
explained how to get there. It was too late by that time because I had to get back to camp to
keep my promise. I came to find out later that the hiker’s map from the day before was labeled
wrong or I interpreted it wrong.
He also told me that he had fished Medicine Lake and caught over a 20” Cutthroat. Some he
estimated at 24”. The biggest fish I’ve caught in an alpine lake is 18” so that seemed like a
dream come true to catch a fish of that size from an alpine lake. Medicine Lake was just over
the mountain from Dewey Lake where we had camped for two nights. It was painful to think I
was right there and missed out on that opportunity. I guess that’s what makes this so exciting!
There are many great options to go fishing if you’re in the area. The trick is timing it right
according to when the lakes are planted. A great resource to refer to if venturing into this neck
of the woods is the mountain lakes guide on Montana’s Fish, Wildlife & Parks website
http://fwp.mt.gov/fishing/guide
I arrived back at camp ahead of schedule and we were on our way. We didn’t fish Russel or
Kersey Lakes since we were so eager to eat real food again. The only thing we stopped for were
the delicious berries that were perfectly ripe. Throughout the trip we enjoyed Wild Rasberries,
Thimbleberries and Huckleberries. There were other berries as well but I didn’t know what they
were so I didn’t try any.
It was great to finally reach the trailhead. We quickly changed into shorts and went for a swim
in the river and got cleaned off before continuing our journey. We enjoyed lunch back at Red
Lodge before picking up the car at the other trailhead. We then decided to head to Bozeman
for our last night in a hotel. We explored downtown and then came back to the hot tub.

Day 7
We departed early from the others to arrive back in Boise around 2:00pm. We drove along the
Gallatin River and through Red Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge. The highlight was seeing
what many say is the most beautiful refuge in the nation and several Trumpeter Swans which
I’ve only seen a few times. The other highlight was driving past Craters of the Moon National
Monument which was Robert’s first time. We couldn’t see the mountains due to the smoke
from the fires. There was a fire burning near Hailey and Sun Valley that was the number one
priority in the nation at the time. It had a lot of people worried for a few days.

The trip rates as one of my favorites. It is this trip that I remember reading about in a doctor’s
office a long time ago before I even started fly fishing and living in Idaho. I thought that
someday I’d like to fly fish and do this hike that I had read about so many years ago that
inspired my addiction.
I would have liked to have found some bigger fish but everything else about the trip was
perfect. I don’t know that I’ll ever make it back to the Beartooths. It is a place that I was glad I
finally got to see which took three years to make it finally happen.

Walking along the river on the way out

