Date
Location
Fish Species
Fish Caught
Flies Used
Techniques
Comments

Time
Late April
All day
Weather
Little Jacks Creek
Windy and cloudy
Size Range 6” – 10”
Redband Trout
Several Redband; Saw a few suckers
Adams
Just get a small dry fly on the water. They’re not picky!
One of the coolest places I’ve ever fished for some of the wildest fish in the
country!

After a few days of exploring the area (see 2008 Bruneau & Jacks Creek article), I settled
on a place to get serious about fishing. The desert canyon scenery is absolutely
spectacular and only two hours from Boise. I settled on a narrow 100-150’ slot canyon of
Little Jacks Creek stumbling across the fish a week earlier while exploring. I have the
feeling that this canyon is a well kept secret for those who know about it. It required GPS
for me to find my way through the maze of rough desert track. I am fishing for a wild
subspecies of Rainbow for the first time in some of the wildest country in the U.S.
The Columbia River redband trout Oncorhynchus mykiss gairdneri, a subspecies of
rainbow trout Oncorhynchus mykiss, is native to the Jacks Creek drainage. It is generally
similar in appearance to the Rainbow Trout but can be differentiated by more orange-red
around the lateral line, larger and rounder parr marks, and distinct white tips on the anal,
dorsal and pectoral fins. The Redbands ideal habitat is clean, cool, relatively small and
low gradient streams but is capable of enduring water temperatures up to 75-80°.

This tall, narrow slot canyon harbors a little secret; the native Redband Trout.

The Jacks Creek drainage flows from the heart of the Owyhee desert uplands in
southwest Idaho. It is some very remote country. There are many cool places to explore if
you have a truck or motorcycle and the ground is dry. I particularly like a section of the
gorge that the stream cuts like a knife through the Basalt and Rhyolite. Some places see
no sun. The stream runs for miles but there is a small ¼ mile stretch that is tall and
narrow. Not many plants grow in the bottom so you can walk the bottom with very few
obstacles as long as you don’t mind getting your feet wet.

There are only a few steep places to make your way to the bottom of the gorge near this
section and I found it by walking the rim. I really lucked out! I was a little nervous
because there is no way out in the event of a flash flood that could be caused by rains
several miles away. As I made my way to the bottom I noticed that the Poison Ivy was
prolific just as it is everywhere in the Owyhee canyons. It was only abundant where the
canyon got sun but there was very little in the narrow deep section and it was easy to
avoid.
You need to realize
that you have to
walk through the
Poison Ivy to make
your way around. It
is everywhere! You
just don’t want to
get it on your skin
or rub your skin on
your clothes which
can be difficult.
You have ten
minutes to wash the
oil off if it does get
on you which I did
a few times. I came
out unscathed but I
would be a lot more
cautious if it had its
leaves. You will
only find me out in
this country in
April, May and
June and possibly
winter. After that
you have to contend
with the heat,
Rattlesnakes, Tics,
which I’m sure are
already out, and
leaf on conditions.
Poison Ivy during leaf off

I was really surprised that the water levels were low and clear. I’m not sure when the high
flow season is. I was expecting high, unsafe and non-fishable flows this time of year but
was very happy to explore and be able to fish. The majority of the drainage is very
difficult to fish due to the thick foliage. When you find an accessible area with a few
plunge pools, fish it!

I started off by hiking down the deep slot canyon but only hooked a couple of fish that
got off. Approaching from downstream would have been better but not an option without
a lot more bushwhacking. The fishing was slow and I didn’t actually see many fish but
the scenery was awesome.

I noticed an owl perched on its nest halfway up the wall of rock. After taking in all the
views and coming out the other side of the narrow section I decided to bushwhack and
literally climb out of the canyon in a few places. It was a terrible experience and foolish
decision! Next time I will go out the way I came in.
I decided to walk back to the truck and drive upstream and explore a new location. I
hiked over to the rim and looked into the canyon that was much wider. The bottom was
heavily vegetated and I didn’t attempt to fish after what I just went through. I enjoyed the
flight of a Peregrine Falcon as it flew around the canyon recognizing my presence.
I tried a third location with similar results but could see three plunge pools that I could
get too without extreme difficulty. I also had the advantage of walking upstream and
vantage points above the pools to see where the fish were before I approached the hole.

A productive pool harboring Redband Trout

As I approached the first pool I could see a dozen fish sipping from the surface. I got very
excited to the point of being nervous. I didn’t want to spook them. The only drawback
was that there was no way to fish it without standing in a patch of Poison Ivy or so I
thought. That’s right, I wanted to land one of those fish and I was getting desperate. I was
frustrated that I hadn’t landed any trout yet.

I tied on a small Adams and made my way through the Poison Ivy stand which
surrounded me. The fish were unaware of my presence as I made the first cast. I let it fly
as the gust of wind drifted my fly line into an overhanging Poison Ivy branch. The only
thing I hooked was a yellow Poison Ivy berry along with my line tangling in every branch
as well. This was going to be a challenge!
I broke off, made my way out of the patch, tied on a new Adams and made my way back
into the patch for a second attempt. My second fly made its way to the edge of the wet
rocks as my line draped over another Poison Ivy branch. As I made my back cast I
hooked my second Poison Ivy branch.
I repeated this process a third time. It had to be a perfect cast and retrieve with the wind
blowing. As I casted for the third time, several trout raced toward the fly. The fly
disappeared as the small trout leaped several times from the water.
Now the issue was landing it. As I looked down to maneuver into landing position I
noticed a couple hundred black ants swarming my legs up to my knees with a few up to
my belt. Due to my sudden reaction my fly line was in a tangled mess in the Poison Ivy
and another fish had escaped. I rushed to the water upstream as to not disturb the fish.
I’m sure the fish enjoyed all the ants that were floating downstream as I brushed them off
without any bites.
As I finished flinging ants and washing off the Poison Ivy, I walked back down to the
hole expecting to see no fish. To my amazement the fish were unfazed as they swam in
the now murky water from all my dancing upstream. I was thinking, wow! I stood in that
Poison Ivy for no reason.
I walked out into the middle of the stream and let my fly drift down into the hole. It was
an instant frenzy as my fly approached the hole. They were not as easily spooked as the
fish downstream or so it seemed. I pulled eight fish out of that hole. If one fish missed the
next one in line would get it. I was wondering what took me so long to catch one of these
fish which now seemed to be very easy pickings.

My first Redband Trout at about 10”

One of several Redbands I caught from the three pools

I had the same positive results in the next two pools. I noticed the clouds rolling in with
the now heavy winds. The forecast was rain and heavy wind gusts in the afternoon. I
decided to get out of the canyon in the event of any rain that may be falling upstream. I
decided to head back to the truck to get a better look at the clouds rolling in. I wanted to
avoid driving out on wet roads and getting stuck. As I made my way to a good vantage
point I could see that the clouds were racing by but it didn’t look like rain for at least a
while.

Much of little Jacks Creek is heavily vegetated and difficult to fish

I decided to drive upstream and hike the plateau along the rim well above the canyon
floor to take in more of the splendid scenery and work off a pound or two. I figured I
could see storm clouds coming from several miles away from up on top. It was quite a
hike but I managed to make it to the top of the plateau. I kept walking and walking south
along the rim to get more views. It was an awesome hike despite the dust storm from the
high winds. It kept me nice and cool in the extreme hiking conditions.
I think I have satisfied my curiosity about this area until next spring but there are yet
many areas in the Owyhees yet to discover.

Little Jacks Creek

Turkey Vultures “Buzzards” soaring above the canyon

Indian Paintbrush

Looking north to the beginning of the canyon from where I started

