Date
Location

Time
Late September
All day
Weather
“The Meadows” SF Payette River
Clear and sunny
Sawtooth Wilderness - Grandjean
Fish Species Cutthroat, Rainbow, Brook,
Size Range 10” to a couple lbs.
Whitefish,
Fish Caught A few Cutthroat, Rainbow & Brook and many Whitefish
Flies Used
Pheasant Tail, Adams, Elk Hair Caddis, Royal Wulff
Techniques Dry fly & stripping a nymph
Comments
A nice secret spot in the Sawtooth Wilderness

It was my Friday off so I decided to go somewhere adventurous and adventurous it was. I
awoke early and picked up my friend Shane to hit an area that I had heard about for
years. I had an acquaintance tell me of catching huge trout on the upper reaches of the
S.F. Payette River in the Sawtooth Wilderness. To be honest, I was very skeptical and
chalked it up as exaggeration. The SF Payette River was never high on my fishing
priority even though it is very scenic and supports world class whitewater rafting.
Shortly after my discussion, I was reading a guidebook on the Sawtooth Wilderness that
mentioned the same area and its large trout. It had been several years since I had read the
article and I couldn’t remember the details on the fishing but I did remember “Dead Mans
Cabin” and “the Meadows”. I was able to identify the area on the map and discovered
that it was about 5 miles from the Grand Jean trailhead on the west side of the Sawtooth
range. After several years of anticipation it was finally time to satisfy my curiosity and
see if the legend of the big Trout haunt still held true.
The Grand Jean trailhead can be reached within two hours of Boise. It is an easy 5 mile
hike on a trail that follows the river. It was a clear brisk morning with the feeling of
adventure and long awaited curiosity about to be unfolded. The sense of adventure
peaked as we saw fresh sign of Bear and Wolf scat along the trail. It amplified even more
as we saw more scat and Wolf tracks along the trail and a few places along the river. It
helped to have a companion on this trip knowing that both Bear and Wolf were nearby
and possibly watching!

Clouds hugging the river in Garden Valley

Before arriving at “The Meadows” we scouted a few areas along the river. The stream
was beautiful holding water for Trout but we never did see any. We did see Deer and a
Bald Eagle sitting in a dead tree just upriver.

Scouting the SF Payette River about a mile before we reached the Meadows

As I started hiking back on the trail I couldn’t believe that there were no fish in such a
likely location. It seemed to have plenty of water for this time of year and there were
deep holes, currant, and plenty of cover. Why would they not be here?
I started talking to Shane about other nearby locations that we could fish to salvage the
trip if needed. I figured this area was a place of the past; another legend that we hear
about but never get to experience. The loss of Sockeye and Coho Salmon in the Salmon
River came to mind. Redfish Lake on the other side of the range hasn’t been red for
years. What about all of the Bull Trout that use to inhabit this river. I’ve only caught one
in Idaho!
As I approached a valley it was obvious that I had reached “The Meadows”. It was a wide
clear valley that had burned in recent years. The stream meandered back and forth
making its way through the grass covered meadow.
I walked over to the stream only to see a shallow but wide silt covered bottom. Hopes
were dashed in my mind of this area holding fish. I had brought my GPS along and had

marked the cabin only to discover that it too had disappeared with the legend of the big
fish. We decided to walk the rivers edge being very careful not to disappear in the large
grass covered holes that stretched inland from the stream. I think we both fell and twisted
something before the day was over.

“The Meadows” as seen from a little knoll on the west end of the valley

I had walked about a quarter of a mile leading the way seeing no sign of fish and no hope
of seeing fish. With these thoughts in mind, I froze in amazement as I came around a
bend. A deeper section of the river bottom was literally covered with hundreds of fish all
schooled together. I had seen nothing like it in my life except for Salmon in Alaska. I
called to Shane with excitement to come and look. His jaw dropped as well.
After watching in disbelief we soon discovered that it was a large school of Whitefish.
That discovery was a little disappointing but it gave us hope knowing that we still had a
lot of river to cover. We decided to have a little fun. They ignored dry flies so we tied on
a small bead head Pheasant Tail and a few weights. I cast over the fish and stripped the
nymph close to the bottom. It didn’t take long to land a fish even though I had several get
off.
The fish would spook from one end of the pool to the other but they still managed to take
our flies. It was fun to hook a few Whitefish but this was not the reason that I hiked to
“The Meadows”.

Whitefish

We walked around the next bend only to discover another large school of Whitefish both
large and small. But wait! As I looked closer I could see a few Trout in the mix. Wow, A
nice thick 16” Rainbow. I started stripping the nymph I had tied on as I saw it turn and
notice my fly. The big Bow slowly swam to my fly only to turn up its nose and fall back
into its previous position. It soon spooked and disappeared among the hundreds of fish.

The second group of Whitefish

The hotspot

I decided to try a dry fly hoping that a dry might attract Trout to the surface while the
likelihood of a Whitefish rising was dim. Even though it was slow fishing we were able
to coerce a few Cutthroat to our flies. A breeze was welcomed on this glassy crystal clear
water. After landing a few 14” Cuts we exhausted our welcome.

Attempting to coerce a few Cutthroat to the surface

As we made our way upriver we found another nice hole that held some nice Cutthroat
including a monster that legends are made of. After a few more fish we soon realized we
had left the prime ¼ mile section that held the majority of the fish. The fishing was very
sporadic as we left this area and made our way up to Taylor Spring which gurgles from
rocks next to the trail.
We decided to head upriver to the canyon to see what we might find. We would then
return in the afternoon to fish “The Meadows” on the way back. It was a longer hike than
we anticipated but after a few miles we tried a spot well off the trail. The area was a
typical boulder strewn mountain stream that held several small Rainbows. They were
much easier to catch than the fish in “The Meadows”.
With time flying by as it always does while fishing, we decided to head back down the
trail and tempt the few monster Trout we saw earlier. A 20” Cutthroat would be very
memorable.

The hike upriver from “The Meadows”

A small Rainbow caught in the canyon section upriver from “The Meadows”

The canyon section

As we reentered “The Meadows” I headed to the ¼ mile section of prime fishing water.
The fishing was very similar to the morning fishing. The water was crystal clear glass.
Despite the conditions we caught a few more average size Cutthroat and called it a day.
Even though I didn’t catch the big one, I do know that this area is what legends are made
of.
On our drive out, just below Grand Jean and before the highway, we stopped at the hot
springs to fish. There are several pools to choose from and a place my girls loved a few
summers ago. We fished just above the pools and caught small Rainbows and a small
Brook trout.

It was a good day of fishing in a wilderness atmosphere. It would be interesting to see
how this area fished at different times of the year. I’ll be back to this trailhead many
times in the future to fish the countless lakes of the Sawtooth Wilderness.

