Sawtooth Wilderness
Little Queens River Lakes
Date
Location

Fish Species
Fish Caught
Flies Used
Techniques
Comments

Time
Late August 2014
Lakes: Johnson, The Hole, Glacier, Weather
Rainy on hike in but mostly
Azure, Browns, Pats & Arrowhead
Clear; pleasant temperatures.
Atlanta, ID
Size
Golden, Rainbow & Westslope
10-12” Golden; 15” Rainbow
Range
Cutthroat Trout
10-13” Westslope Cutthroat
Golden, Rainbow & Cutthroat Trout
Elk Hair Caddis, Royal Wulff, Bead Head Pheasant Tail, Blue Dun
Dry fly, some nymp stripping; Rick used Rapalas
http://youtu.be/fduszl4hhHU

This trip was a long time coming. I had anticipated this trip for many years but decided to get
some more experience before backpacking into this less traveled area of the Sawtooths. It
required more cross-country than normal. It seemed easy now but it would have been more
difficult starting out my backpacking career with this adventure.
I was interested in this trip for its solitude and Golden Trout that inhabited a few of the lakes. I
had caught Golden Trout in the Bighorn Crags, Pioneers, White Knobs & White Cloud ranges of
Idaho. I didn’t have any luck in a few other places in the Sawtooths that I had tried. Just know
that if you are fishing for Golden Trout, you are fishing in the most beautiful, pristine mountain
gems of Idaho that require some hiking. It’s well worth the experience!
I talked my brother Rick from Utah into going with me. He knows what fishing for Golden Trout
means – sore feet! He’s never hiked into the Sawtooth Wilderness and since we were fishing for
Goldens he obliged. We hiked in from the Queens River Trailhead near Atlanta, ID. The drive to
the trailhead is almost as tiring as the hike. It’s a long drive on decent dirt roads that can be
washboard at times.
We got to the trailhead just after lunch and took a short nap until it stopped raining. The rain
cooled down the temperatures and kept the dust down which made for a nice day of hiking. We

only had to wait under a tree one other time for a storm to pass. I only had to take my boots off
one time to cross the river. We managed to find other ways across the river on rocks or logs at
the other crossings since it was late summer.
It was 11 miles to our destination at Johnson Lake. Our plan was to camp there for the week and
day hike to all the other lakes in the area. The trip didn’t go as planned since we didn’t make it
all the way to the lake on the first day but it still worked out.
Itineray
Monday – Drove via Idaho City ~3 hours and backpacked ~8 miles - camped on the trail.
Tuesday – Backpack ~ 4 miles to Browns (9-13” Cutthroat) and Johnson Lake (15” Rainbows)
Wednesday – Hike 2 miles to The Hole (Cutthroat) and Glacier Lake (10-12” Golden Trout)
Thursday – I Hiked 14 miles to Azure (Golden), Pats and Arrowhead Lakes (Cutthroat).
Backpacked 11 miles to trailhead and drove home.

Browns Lake

The first excitement we encountered
on the hike was fresh Wolf tracks. On
the way out we noticed Wolf tracks
that had covered our footprints from
the way in. Wolves were in the area
but we never heard nor saw them.
It was a long hike and we realized we
didn’t get an early enough start to
make it the whole way in the light so
we camped along the trail before it got
to steep. After a restless night we
continued on our way until we came to
Browns Lake that was not on our
itinerary. We missed the turn off a half
mile back due to everything being
burned. Two other groups that we met
made the same error.
We found the right trail and headed up
the switchbacks to our campsite at
Johnson Lake. I was surprised to find a
small group camping at the lake. We
came across a group of Spruce Grouse
near our campsite that we enjoyed
watching. We were amazed at how
close we could get without them
flying. We were also entertained by
some squirrels that frequented our
camp and some Common Goldeneye
that swam nearby on the lake. The
views were stunning as the rocky
peaks reflected in the lake.
We spent the afternoon fishing at
Johnson Lake. We were surprised
when Rick landed a couple of 15”
football Rainbow Trout. We enjoyed
camp and eating fish that night for
dinner. We also enjoyed picking
Huckleberries around the lakeshore to
add to the outdoor experience. It was
great to be in Idaho’s backcountry
again.

Golden-mantled Ground Squirrel, fish for dinner, Huckleberries, evening fire, Last years burn

Johnson Lake

Rick’s 15” Rainbow Trout from Johnson Lake

Day 3
We planned a 2 mile roundtrip hike to The Hole and Glacier Lake for the day. A relatively easy
day by our standards and that left plenty of time for fishing. Figuring out Golden Trout isn’t
always easy so extra time made for a relaxed and successful day of fishing.
Hiking from The Hole to Glacier Lake

I made a few casts in The Hole only to find small Rainbow and mostly small Cutthroat. I didn’t
hike to the other side of the lake near the ledges where I assumed the water was deeper. After
getting back and talking to my buddy I should have made a better attempt at fishing The Hole
because he caught some really nice sized Cutthroat. I don’t know that it would have mattered
because it was Golden Trout that we were after -Gold that originated in the Sierras of California.
We hiked up to Glacier Lake to try our luck. The fishing started off slow as I continued to try to
match the hatch. I spent a couple hours trying small mayfly patterns and had only caught one
fish. I switched over to a nymph and caught a couple more but it was still slow. It wasn’t until I
noticed a small Golden near the edge of the lake rise to a Caddis that I switched it up. I put on an
Olive Elk Hair Caddis (the most used fly in my box for alpine lakes) thinking why not. I was
very skeptical this would work on such finicky fish. I was shocked within moments of casting to
a ripple to find that I had a Golden tugging on my line. I couldn’t believe it! I tried it again on
another fish and another take. I had found the ticket to a fun afternoon of landing beautiful
Golden Trout. We had a blast!

See Video: http://youtu.be/fduszl4hhHU

Last Day
Rick stayed at camp while I hiked to Azure Lake to try for some more Goldens. I was also
interested to fish Pats and Arrowhead Lake while I was in the vicinity. I think I’m to the point
where I have more fun exploring than I do fishing.

The view back up toward camp while hiking to Azure Lake

I caught small Cutthroat out of Pats and Arrowhead Lakes but I didn’t fish them very long. They
were easy to catch! I climbed cross-country to Azure Lake and found stubborn fish – the two that
I casted too that is. There were several that jumped in the middle but I only came across two
cruisers. I fished for an hour but could not tempt them to bite. I was hoping the Elk Hair Caddis
would work again but to no avail. I guess that would be too easy and that’s fine because that’s
what keeps fly fishing interesting.
I made my way back to camp to find that Rick had lost another lure to the big Rainbows in
Johnson Lake. If I remember correctly, there are three fish in that lake with lures in their mouths.
I guess they’ll have to wear them for a couple of weeks until the metal dissolves. In the
meantime, Rick will need to come up with $20 to replace his lures.

We decided to hit the trail
for home that afternoon.
That was the farthest I
have traveled in a day and
my feet felt like it had
traveled 25 miles. I had to
dip them in the stream to
cool them off.
I have a feeling it won’t be
the most miles I hike in a
day before I’m too old to
do this anymore - which I
hope is not for a long
time. This was another
epic adventure in Idaho’s
Wilderness!
A Pika seen along the way

Pats Lake

Looking down toward Graham from Azure Lake – It appears to be a glacier carved valley

Azure Lake

Azure Lake

