Hells Canyon Wilderness
Southern Seven Devils
Date
Location

Time
Late August 2012
Black, Satan, Emerald & Six Lakes Weather
Basin Lakes – Council, ID
Fish Species Brook, Cutthroat Trout
Size Range
Fish Caught Brook, and Cutthroat Trout
Flies Used
Elk Hair Caddis, Royal Wulff
Techniques Dry fly
Comments
A nice hike off the beaten path

Clear
Small; a few 14-16”

I had planned a trip to some lakes in McCall with a friend but he couldn’t go at the last
minute. I decided to go anyway since I had the week off. Instead of backpacking I
decided to do dayhikes and camp at my truck since I was solo. I spent two days in the
Seven Devils, two days in the Gospel Hump and a day at Blackmare Lake. I’ll just
mention the Seven Devils in this article which is part of the Hells Canyon Wilderness on
the Oregon/Idaho border.

Black Lake where I camped

Black Lake campground where I camped is about 50 miles out of Council. It is 30 miles
of paved road to Bear and then 10 miles of gravel road and 10 miles of high-clearance
road. It is steep in a few places but I didn’t need four-wheel drive. I did get a flat and then
drove real slow because I only had 4 ply tires but I made it.
I hiked to the following lakes:
Satan Lake – 2 mile roundtrip hike – small Westslope Cutthroat
Emerald Lake – 6 mile roundtrip hike – small Brook Trout
Six Lakes Basin – 10 mile roundtrip hike – I caught 13-16” Cutthroat in the first lake and
small Cutthroat in the farthest lake. I don’t think any of the other lakes have fish.

Six Lakes Basin

I didn’t catch any fish in Black Lake. This might have something to do with Tiger
Muskie in the lake. I haven’t had much luck fishing alpine lakes that have been planted
with Tiger Muskie. The idea is to limit the number of fish such as Brook Trout so that the
remaining fish get bigger. I think it changes the behavior of the fish as far as hitting the
surface. It will be interesting to see if any big Brook Trout arise from this experiment.
I fished Shirts Lake on West Mountain near Cascade several years ago and had a heyday
catching small Brook Trout that dimpled the surface. I went back a few years later and
not a rise or sign of a fish except for a few Muskie I could see lying along the bank. I

imagine the same thing is happening at Black Lake after talking to a local that said it was
great fishing in the past.
I hiked up to Satan Lake the first evening on a fisherman’s trail. I caught several small
Cutthroat and didn’t stay long since it was late in the day.

Satan Lake

The next day I made a fifteen mile hike that incorporated Six Lakes basin and Emerald
Lake in the same hike. There is a lot of elevation change on this hike making a very tiring
day. It’s a long steep climb to get to the saddles above Black Lake from where the trails
branch but the scenery is spectacular. I could see the Oregon side of Hells Canyon from a
few places on the hike to Six Lakes Basin. Once you reach the saddle you have to
eventually drop back down in elevation to get to the lakes.
While hiking through Six Lakes Basin I spooked a Bull Elk that added some excitement
to the hike. I also saw Gray Jays, Clark’s Nutcrackers, Stellar’s Jays, several Mountain
Blue Birds and a few Woodpeckers in the basin. I fished the farthest lake first and was
unimpressed with the small Cutthroat. There may have been bigger fish but I didn’t catch
any.

The farthest lake in Six Lakes basin

On the way back I fished the first lake in the basin. I noticed a large rise as I approached
the lake and walked over to inspect. I noticed a beautiful 16” Cutthroat cruising the
shallows and taking flies off the surface. I quickly tossed out a Caddis and it immediately
b-lined it for my fly. It nosed it – swam away – nosed it – swam away again and then I
gave it a nice twitch and it was sold. I was soon battling a nice 16” Cut on my 3wt rod.

A 16” Westslope Cutthroat Trout in the first lake in Six Lakes Basin

I caught several other hard-fighting Cuts in the 13-15” range before leaving the lake. It
was a nice surprise since I thought Six Lakes Basin had Brook Trout based on a coworker
who fished it a decade ago. I was told that there were lots of skinny Brook Trout with big
heads. I guess it’s changed since then.

Looking down at a pond near Purgatory Saddle and north toward the peaks of the Seven Devils

After that great excitement it was time to climb again. I climbed back up the saddle above
Six Lakes Basin and then two miles and another climb up the ridge above Black Lake
before crossing Purgatory Saddle and dropping into Emerald Lake.

Looking down at Emerald Lake from Purgatory Saddle

Emerald Lake was beautiful but I was
expecting larger Cutthroat based on what I’d
heard. I ended up catching lots of small
Brook Trout. It seems all my expectations
were wrong about this area but I guess that
brings an element of surprise.
I didn’t stay long after catching a dozen
Brook Trout as fast as my fly would hit the
water. I cooled my feet off in the lake before
climbing back up to the saddle.
I decided I’d get back to camp and eat a nice
meal from fixins out of the cooler. That’s
one nice thing about day hiking vs
backpacking. I eat much better! This a great
area to do day hikes.

Emerald Lake

Before I drove to Black Lake I did a few side excursions not to mention the drive back to
town to fix my tire. I drove over to Sheep Rock and visited a few fire lookouts along the
way. Sheep Rock is a National Natural Landmark. There is a scenic trail around the rocky
point that overlooks scenic Hells Canyon – the deepest canyon in North America. It is
known for seeing Bighorn Sheep and Mountain Goats but I didn’t spot either. I did get a
nice glimpse down to the Snake River. It adds some extra time to the trip since it is on a
different road but I thought it was worth it since I will probably never be up this way
again. You can pick up a flyer and information about the area at the Forest Service
Ranger Station in Council.

A view looking north into Deep Creek from Sheep Rock

The area is a nice area to hike and fish. It was a totally new area for me so I enjoyed
getting to a different corner of Idaho. There are a few other remote lakes in the southern
Seven Devils that don’t have trails that may be worth hiking to. I didn’t have a desire to
go remote since I was solo but who cares – I was the only one on the mountain for two
days.

Horse Mountain Lookout

Smith Mtn Lookout

A view north toward the Seven Devils from Smith Mtn Lookout

