Big Boulder Lakes
Boulder-White Cloud Mountains
Date
Location
Fish Species
Fish Caught
Flies Used
Techniques
Comments

Time
Oct. 1-3, 2014
Weather
Big Boulder Lakes – Challis, ID
Clear & cold but very windy
Size Range Potentially 18” or bigger
Westslope Cutthroat, Grayling
1 Westslope Cuthroat – The wind curtailed my fishing efforts and so I explored
Elk Hair Caddis, Pheasant Tail Nymph
Dry fly, stripping nymphs
Some of the best scenery in Idaho! I cannot confirm the big fish stories.

See additional photos of the Boulder-White Cloud Mountains:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/sets/72157648089810649
See trip video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x5Xsska2XlU

When I think of big fish in alpine lakes in Idaho – I think of the Big Boulder Lakes. I’ve
seen photos and heard several reports that the fishing is excellent for big Cutthroat.
Unfortunately, the relentless wind made the wind chill unbearable and I was relegated to
bundling up and bagging a couple of peaks instead. But trust me – I have no regrets! The
scenery is spectacular and possibly my favorite in Idaho.
The Boulder-White Cloud Mountains are part of the Sawtooth National Recreation Area.
The fight has continued for decades to designate the Boulder-White Clouds a Wilderness
Area. I personally think it rivals the Sawtooths as my favorite backpacking destination in
Idaho and I’ve set foot in most mountain ranges save a few in the panhandle.

A view near the lower section of trail on the way to Walker Lake

Itinerary
Wednesday – Drive 4 hours from Boise; less than a mile hike to Jimmy Smith Lake;
Backpack 6 to 7 miles to Walker Lake (camp).
Thursday – Hike 5 miles roundtrip to WCP-9 and surrounding lakes: Cove, Sapphire,
Cirque, Slide, Neck and Sheep Lakes; Hike 2.5 mile roundtrip to Island and Goat Lakes.
Backpack to trailhead.
Friday – Hike to the end of Hurricane Ridge and climb the Peak at the end of the road for
views of the Chinese Wall and the following lakes: Crater, Gunsight & Tin Cup Lakes.

Jimmy Smith Lake

Fall colors along the trail to Walker Lake

Fall colors along the trail to Walker Lake

You access the Livingston Mill Trailhead by taking a beautiful drive through ranch
country along the East Fork Salmon River. The valley is beautiful with the stream, hay
fields, picket fence, colored rock formations and views of the snow-covered peaks at the
head of the valley!
Jimmy Smith Lake was a nice side trip along the way. A hike of less than a mile took me
to a beautiful lake jumping with fish. I did not take the time to fish but it looks promising.
I reached the trailhead at lunch time and was eager to start my journey. The small
abandoned mining camp near the trailhead is a treat within itself. The 7 mile hike is
considered strenuous but the signed trail is easy to follow and the stream crossings have
bridges.
I arrived at Walker Lake to a beautiful surrounding. After I set up camp near the outlet I
started fly fishing. I wasn’t having much luck but managed to catch a small Cutthroat. It
was great until the wind picked up and was nonstop. Dark clouds moved in and the
temperatures dropped. The wind chill made it so it was too cold to fish. I got in my tent
around 6:30pm to get out of the wind. Thus began the long ordeal of staying awake to a
flapping tent all night. I managed to keep myself warm but realized how cold it was when
I had to use the bathroom in the middle of the night.
The hard winds that I estimated to be 20-25 mph with just below freezing temperatures
and a fresh skiff of snow from the night before made this upper basin feel like a freezer.

A view of Walker Lake before the storm

I realized that fishing wasn’t going to be fun or effective so I decided I would explore the
surrounding area including a climb to the top of 11,263’ WCP-9. I got a little nervous as
the wind whipped around the sides of the mountain blowing snow skyward. Despite the
wind, I wrapped myself up and began the slow ascent. A helicopter flew lower over the
lakes and near the mountain as I pursued upward. I wasn’t disappointed with the stunning
views I saw from the top. It was a very magical moment that I will always remember!

Looking east toward the Lost River Range (above)

looking west toward the Sawtooths (below)

Big Boulder Lakes below WCP-9

DO Lee Peak from the summit of WCP-9

Looking northwest from WCP-9

Looking southwest from WCP-9 (below)

Looking down on Olcalkens Lakes to the west from WCP-9

Looking down on Slide, Neck, Sheep, Walker, Cirque, Saphire, Hook and Cove Lakes from WCP-9

Slide, Neck and Sheep Lakes (top to bottom)

DO Lee Peak above Cirque Lake (below)

Sheep Lake

Island Lake (above)

Goat Lake (below)

As I got back to camp the wind was still relentless. I wadded up my tent and threw it in
my backpack since I couldn’t lay it out to roll it up without it blowing away. I had had
enough with the wind and was leaving a day early. On the way back to the trailhead I
took a 2.5 mile excursion to see Goat and Island Lakes. Two more beautiful lakes that
were stunning. There was a lot of scenic splendor packed into this small area.
I decided to hike the road up to the end of Hurricane Ridge the next day before heading
home. Hurricane Ridge tops out at 10,400’ which probably makes it the highest road in
Idaho. I wanted to see the Chinese Wall and look down on Crater Lake which is on my
list to fish someday. I drove about 2 steep miles up the road from the trailhead parking
and decided I was lucky to not have a flat tire. I decided to sleep in the back of my truck
on a flat pull off and hike the rest of the way the next day. It wasn’t near as windy as the
night before. The next morning I hiked to the top of the peak at the end of the road.

Looking down on Hurricane Ridge and the end of the road

Chinese Wall above Crater Lake

A view to the south at the country I explored yesterday

Gunsight, Dike and Tin Cup Lakes

The remains of an old mining building in the valley below Hurricane Ridge

As you can see there were more amazing views. I made my way back to the truck for the
drive home. I had found myself alone in both places I visited on the trip. It was an
amazing adventure that I will never forget.
What added to the adventure was getting back to Stanley in cell phone range and having
my daughter answer the phone. Making that call after a few days with no communication
always makes me nervous. I pray that my family is ok while I’m gone. I never know what
to expect. I never want my worst nightmare to come true but this time it did. I asked my
daughter why she was home from school. She said she was watching the kids because
mom was in the emergency room. My daughter said she didn’t know why she was in the
hospital. I tried a few more numbers and couldn’t get any answers.
I made the long drive to Garden Valley - the next area that had cell service on my drive
home. I called again to find that my wife answered the phone. She was ok and the issue
had been resolved. What a relief!
If you’re ever in Idaho and want to see some of the best mountain scenery Idaho has to
offer then this is the best bang for your buck. Good roads take you to the trailhead and a
truck can take you to the top of Railroad Ridge. Plus the scenery is spectacular all the
way from Boise. Give it a try so you can tell me how the fishing is!

