Date
Time
July 11-16, 2005
Location
Weather
Frank Church Wilderness
Sunny and warm all week
Fish Species Westslope Cutthroat, Rainbow,
Size Range See article
Whitefish, Brook, Bull Trout,
Steelhead smolt; Saw Chinook
Fish Caught Many - see article
Flies Used
Bead Head Pheasant Tail; Royal Wulff, Elk Hair Caddis, Black Beetle, Chernobyl
Techniques Strip nymphs, float dry flies
Comments
This was a high adventure activity with 10 boys (14-18) from our church in Eagle.
The 2 locations that I would like to go back and fish are Soldier Lakes and the
Middle Fork Salmon River.

We hiked approximately 40 miles on a week trip in the Frank Church River of No Return
Wilderness. There were 10 boys and 5 leaders and we visited several lakes, the Middle
Fork Salmon River and a few tributaries; Marsh Creek and Bear Valley Creek.
We started our trip at Langer Monument which is just a few miles off highway 21
northwest of Stanley, ID. The turn off is at Cape Horn, just past Bull Trout Lake if you’re
traveling from Boise. You may also know this area as the Seafoam area. Langer
Monument commemorates the death of a district ranger and two others while looking for
a downed pilot on a World War II air search.
From Langer Monument we hiked to Island Lake and spent the night. We spent the next
night at a no-name lake along the trail near Lost Lake. We had horses for the first 2 days
and ate some mighty fine Dutch oven cooking. The next day we hiked past the Soldier
Lakes and Cutthroat Lake and camped on the ridge above Cutthroat Lake to avoid the
bear. We hiked from this point down into the M.F. Salmon River and camped at Dagger
Falls. From Dagger Falls we hiked 10 miles up the river to Big Hole and camped, which
is at the confluence of Bear Valley Creek and Marsh Creek. The last day consisted of a 5
mile hike up Marsh Creek to Marsh Creek trailhead where we had dropped off a truck to
shuttle back to Langer Monument. The boys were great and it was a time that we will all
remember.
This was a scout trip, not purely a fishing trip so I didn’t fish all the places that I would
have liked but I still got plenty of good fishing in. The trails were well marked and easy
to follow but there were places with some downed trees that you needed to navigate
around especially on the descent into the Middle Fork Salmon River where there was a
microburst. Another bonus is that we didn’t have to take our shoes off to cross any
streams. All the lakes on the trip had a place where you could easily get a good back cast
due to the talus slopes below gray cliffs, which seemed to be the rule up here.

Most of the crew as we completed the week hike at Marsh Creek Trailhead

Day 1 (Langer Lake, Island Lake, Ruffneck Lake)
It is almost 3 miles to Island Lake where we camped the first night. The trail climbs 500’
in the first .7 miles as you walk through a scarred area created by the 1998 Fall Creek
Fire. The grade lessens at this point and at the 2 mile mark you are at Langer Lake.
There were a few small Cutthroat caught in the lake but I wasn’t that impressed with the
fishing. The area on the other hand is phenomenal. The granite outcrops surrounded by
pines and several lakes made this a picturesque area. It is an easy hike from here to where
we camped next to Island Lake, which was a very nice camping location. There were a
few ponds between Langer and Island Lake that were barren so don’t waste your time.
The fishing was slow at Island Lake but probably the best fishery that I experienced in
the area. We all caught Rainbows in the 10”-14” range. I saw a Cutthroat in the stream
that leads to Ruffneck Lake but nobody caught a Cutthroat. There were many Cutthroat
in the stream 2 weeks prior when Shane, who planned the trip, came up and scouted the
area. We had an Elk walk through our camp that night.
Ruffneck Lake is a short walk down the stream from Island Lake. It was very slow
fishing that held Rainbow and Cutthroat. Ruffneck and Island Lake are labeled wrong on
some maps. Island Lake is the lake to the north. There were a few other scout groups
camped in the area. Other scout groups were the only people that I saw until we reached
Dagger Falls on day 3.
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Island Lake (above)

The valley holding the lakes from day 1 & Sawtooths in background (below)
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Day 2 (Finger Lakes, Lost Lake)
We back tracked about a ½ mile to the turnoff that leads to Finger Lakes. The trail climbs
to an 8600’ saddle that offers great views of the jagged Sawtooth and White Cloud Peaks
(previous picture on p.3) as well as a remarkable view of the upper lake of the Finger
Lakes chain. We never fished the Finger Lakes because we had horses. The trail doesn’t
descend to the lake as it shows on the wilderness map. Instead it stays higher on the ridge
east of the lake.
After a descent from the saddle, the trail continues on a steady uphill climb to the next
ridge. From this ridge you can look down the north slope and see the no-named lake
below where we camped the second night after a 4.5 mile hike. The lake was barren so I
hiked back up the ridge and over to Lost Lake in the few hours I had before dark. The
hike was worth it. I caught a dozen 10” to 14” Cutthroat and consider this a very good
lake to fish.

Upper Finger Lake
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Upper Finger Lake (above)

Lost Lake (below)
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Day 3 (Helldiver Lake, Soldier Lakes, Cutthroat Lake)
After a short hike we came to Helldiver Lake. We never fished this lake to make more
time to fish the Soldier Lakes. From Helldiver the trail climbs 400’ in .7 miles. It then
zigzags down to a trail junction in .5 miles. After a mile and crossing a boulder field you
come to First Lieutenant Lake, the first of the Soldier Lakes you come to on the trail.
The Soldier Lakes are a group of a dozen or so small lakes close together and most have
army names. From what I saw, you can plan on Cutthroat up to 12” with a few larger fish
I’m sure. I caught 9”-10” Cutthroat on almost every cast off the logs at First Lieutenant
Lake. I didn’t fish much in the other lakes due to time but you could see them swimming
around in the emerald water. I noticed Mayflies and Caddis in most of the lakes I fished
on the trip but I stuck with the Royal Wulffs I had tied because they worked like a charm.
After we passed a half-dozen Soldier Lakes on the trail we headed down the mountain to
Cutthroat Lake which is about three miles from First Lieutenant Lake. As we arrived,
another scout troop was telling us about a bear that kept coming into their camp. I went
fishing with a couple of boys and caught several 10”-14” Cutthroat while others were
swimming and resting. I saw a fish just lying on the bank with nobody around and
another scout told me he saw a string of 30 fish and guts just lying around. It’s no wonder
the bear was coming into their camp. After a few hours of decent fishing we hiked a mile
or two up the ridge to a little glacial stream and camped. We hiked about 7 miles on this
day.
As the scout troop passed our camp early the next morning they told us that they had to
shoot the bear because it kept charging and ransacking tents that night. Needless to say I
was pretty angry and disgusted. You shouldn’t be out in the wilderness if you don’t
understand wilderness etiquette. We talked to Fish and Game Officers waiting at the
trailhead on Saturday morning who had heard of the incident. I’m sure they thought we
were the troop as we met them but we informed them that it wasn’t us.
If I were to go back to this area for a fishing trip I would drive up the road past Langer
Monument to Josephus Lake. You will need a high clearance vehicle but you could hike
into Soldier Lakes in half a day and fish Lost Lake as well from this trailhead. The first
part of the trip was a beautiful hike but the lakes weren’t the best for fishing.

Approximate distances shown on the profile (Trailhead to Cutthroat Lake)
2 miles – Langer Lake
6.5 miles – Night 2 at unnamed lake
7.5 miles – Helldiver Lake
9.5 miles – First Lieutenant Lake (first Soldier Lake)
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Helldiver Lake (above)

Scouts taking turns landing Cutthroat on a fly rod at First Lieutenant Lake
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First Lieutenant Lake (above)

West end of Cutthroat Lake (below)
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Day 4 (Middle Fork Salmon River) Blue Ribbon Cutthroat
We hiked approximately 7 miles to Dagger Falls mostly all downhill. Before we started
our descent we stopped and took pictures of Big Soldier Mountain Lookout where you
could see forever. The trail was steep in many places as we made our way down into the
Middle Fork of the Salmon River. Talk about a pristine river that seemed to wind down
the canyon forever.
Once we made it to the river, I hiked down a steep face and my fly was on the water. I
caught a few small Cutthroat and then we hiked the rest of the way and crossed the bridge
to Dagger Falls. After setting up camp I walked down stream and found a big hole and
some riffles near a huge rock next to the river. I put on a huge Chernobyl and had plenty
of hits but my fly was too big with the exception of a 14” Cutthroat and a 15” Whitefish.
I put on a Black Beetle and started landing all the fish including the small ones.
I was casting with fluid back casts and with nice long drifts. I felt the rhythm and was
catching several Cutthroat in the 10”-12” range. I was fishing one of the most pristine
blue ribbon cutthroat streams in the world and in the middle of nowhere. Life was good!
Others also caught several nice Cutthroat and a few small Brook trout in the pools just
below Dagger Falls.

Dagger Falls
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John with Soldier Mountain Lookout in the background

Road coming into Dagger Falls and Boundary Creek
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Day 5 (Middle Fork Salmon River, Marsh Creek, Bear Valley Creek)
Day five was an easy 10 mile hike up the river to Big Hole, which is the headwaters of
the Middle Fork Salmon River and the confluence of Marsh Creek and Bear Valley
Creek. There were so many good fishing holes that I had to pass up that it was torture.
I’m definitely making a special trip to fish this stretch of the river. I did fish it in a few
locations and just caught Steelhead smolt. You could catch them on every cast and it
became very annoying. I did see some nice fish in the crystal clear water from the rocks
above but of course these were the areas I didn’t fish.
After reaching and setting up camp, the boys and several leaders hiked a mile up Bear
Valley Creek to the hot spring. Shane Jr. and I fished on the way up and caught a few
Cutthroat and Brook trout and more of those annoying Steelhead smolt. I wish I could
catch them that easy when they came back to Idaho from the ocean. As we were fishing a
large hole a three foot Chinook Salmon swam by at our feet and startled the heck out of
me. Just after that I heard a strange unfamiliar noise and could not tell where it was
coming from. I heard it again looking all over on the hill and on the cliff I was standing
under. I finally spotted the culprit. It was a River Otter at the base of the cliffs checking
me out. I watched him for a while and decided to move on because I’m sure that’s what
the fish did.
A little further upstream, my fly disappeared and the fight was on. It felt like a nice one.
After playing it for a time I got a glimpse of the fish and was disappointed by the size. I
thought I had something bigger. After a closer look I realized that I had a Bull Trout. The
disappointment left immediately and I became very excited. This was the first time I had
ever caught a Bull trout. It ended up being 13”. We also saw deer and an Elk cross the
M.F. Salmon River (below)
stream near the hot springs.
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Cabin along Middle Fork Salmon River (above)

Hiking up the M.F. Salmon River (below)
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Day 6 (Marsh Creek)
Day 6 was a 5 mile hike up Marsh Creek to the trailhead. I had caught a few Steelhead
smolt in Marsh Creek the day before but I didn’t stop to fish on this day. I had assumed
that I was catching Rainbow trout but the Fish and Game Officer at the trailhead
informed me that they were Steelhead smolt. I was planning to fish near the Marsh Creek
trailhead but I just wanted to relax once I got there.
This area of the Frank Church River of no Return Wilderness is an area everyone should
see. This is the largest wilderness designation outside of Alaska. You can drive to Dagger
Falls on dirt roads and nearby is where all the rafters put in because the wilderness
boundary skirts the edge of the road. I really want to fish the lakes in the Bighorn Crags
that are also in the Frank Church Wilderness near Challis and Salmon. Other good alpine
lake fishing in the area can also be found in the Sawtooth Wilderness and the
Boulder/White Cloud Recreation Area just to name a few popular places.

General profile showing trip from Cutthroat Lake to Marsh Creek Trailhead (approximate)

3 Miles – Big Soldier Mountain Lookout
7.5 Miles – Dagger Falls
17 Miles – Big Hole
I definitely want to return to the Marsh Creek trailhead and fish the Salmon River stretch
just below Big Hole. The trailhead is just a few easy car-accessible miles of dirt road
from the highway. Try it, I guarantee you’ll like it!

The sign at Marsh Creek Trailhead where we ended
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