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Time
Late October
Weather
Trailer Lakes - Sawtooths
Size Range
Cutthroat
Several Cutthroat
Adams
Dry Fly
Several lakes had already frozen!

All Day
Clear
10 – 15”

We were having nice weather as I watched the news to find out how long it was going to
last. I was planning a trip the following weekend but looking at the forecast changed my
mind. The next day was all I had left before snow covered the high country. I made a last
minute decision to drive to the trailhead early in the morning and hike in the Sawtooth
Wilderness.

Looking down Trail Creek Lakes on my hike up to Trailer Lakes

I started my hike from the Grandjean Trailhead since it was within two hours of Boise.
The hike was about 5 miles on trail up to the Trail Creek Lakes and another few miles of
cross-country up to Trailer Lakes with an elevation gain of about 3000’.
I arrived at the first lake as the sun was rising since I started out in the dark. It was a very
cold morning and the lake was still in the shade so I decided to keep hiking and fish on
the way back.

The first Trail Creek Lake

I pulled out the map, looked at the terrain and discovered that there was no easy way up
to Trailer Lakes. It was doable with a steep climb. I was ready and excited for the
challenge but realized that being by myself; I couldn’t do anything foolish especially with
a big storm arriving the next day.
I walked around the edge of the lake and started climbing near the inlet which would take
me up to the second and third Trail Creek Lakes. It was a nice climb and beautiful views
looking down at the first lake. As I came up over the saddle I could see the second lake. It
was frozen solid. It was turning out to be a nice hike but I couldn’t say the same for the
fishing. The area had a different feel with the recent burn. It felt like I was the only thing
alive.

Looking down at the first Trail Creek Lake

I hiked over to the third lake which was partially frozen as well but could not see any
fish. It seemed shallow and I figured it wasn’t worth breaking out my fly rod. I decided to
keep climbing.
As I climbed I worked toward a high saddle just below some cliffs that hung from the
highest peaks. It was a hard workout but the scenery and excitement energized me and
kept me moving. I had heard there were large Brook Trout in the Trailer Lakes and that is
what drew me to the area. I have never caught a Brook Trout over a foot long but I had
heard reports that this was the place I could do it.
As I climbed I realized that I was probably just going on a nature walk. After seeing the
frozen lakes below I figured I would be walking into a frozen wonderland. All the lakes
were tucked on the north side of towering cliffs. The peaks and spires were spectacular
which gave it a feel of its own.
As I arrived at the ridge I looked and found a small lake completely frozen. As I walked
around the lake to get a view of the big lake I was amazed at the beauty of this area. It too
was completely frozen but the scenery was worth the hike.

Trailer Lakes

Regan Lake (top)

Looking back at Trail Creek Lakes (bottom)

After eating something and resting a while I had the evil thought of hiking up one more
ridge. I knew that Sawtooth Lake, the most photographed lake in Idaho, was just on the
other side. I had visited Sawtooth Lake earlier in the year on a backpacking trip with my
two oldest daughters. In order for me to do that I had to climb down and then back up
again. I decided to hike down to Regan Lake to see how I felt at that point.
As I approached the lake it appeared dead but there was no ice. I could see nothing
swimming in the crystal clear water from my perch on the cliffs above. I decided to make
my way around to the north side of the lake where the sun was hitting the water. As I
walked I noticed a fish rise right where I was heading. I broke out my fly rod after
noticing a few 14” Cutthroat cruising the shallows. I climbed upon a big rock just down
the shore where I could see all the action. I noticed a few more nice fish in the vicinity.
I casted a small Royal Wulff out in front of the fish in the direction it was swimming. The
water was crystal clear so I just let it sit. The fish broke from a straight line as it turned
toward my fly. It approached only to look at my fly and continue swimming. I couldn’t
believe that a fish out in the middle of nowhere would refuse that fly. I cast to a different
fish with the same results. I couldn’t believe they were so finicky. Usually a Cutthroat in
a backcountry lake this time of year will take anything resembling food.
I decided to switch over to an Adams on the next cast. It wasn’t long before a nice 14”
Cut swam to the surface and gulped down my fly without hesitation. The whole thing was
strange to me. Just when you think you seem to know something about fish they do
something to keep you guessing. Maybe that’s why I like it so much!

After catching a few more fish I decided I would hike the next ridge to get a view of
Sawtooth Lake. I also knew that if I could make my way down and around the lake I
could hike back to the trailhead on a good trail that goes by McGown Lakes. It was only
lunchtime and it was my last high country adventure of 2008.
Hiking up the next ridge was very tiring but I enjoyed every minute of it. As I reached the
top the views were all worth it.

Views of the backside of Mt Regan from atop the ridge

The scenery was stunning. The deep dark blue lake surrounded by jagged peaks with sign
of Mountain Goat made it all surreal. As I stood watching, I knew I had a decision to
make. Do I go back the way I came or do I make my way across the steep ridge to the
other side of Sawtooth Lake? I decide to continue on.
The hiking started taking its toll on my joints and feet as I side hilled around the Lake.
The going was very slow and steep. I was glad to finally make it back to a trail again. My
whole body was aching by this point and I knew the walk back down was going to be a
killer on the knees which had had enough for the day. I knew I would have a price to pay
for this decision. I can’t believe I actually did it. I would never have planned it that way.

Sawtooth Lake looking north (top)

Sawtooth Lake looking south toward Mt Regan (bottom)

Despite the pain I was feeling I still had a lot of energy. Next on my list was McGown
Lakes just down the trail. I arrived at the highest lake to discover several 10-12”
Cutthroat. It’s a miracle how the pain seems to go away when your mind is focused on
something else!

McGown Lake

I caught many Cuts in the half covered icy lake. The creeking of the ice was loud and
eerie when the wind blew. I had fun with a Cutthroat swimming near the edge of the ice. I
cast my fly out which landed right near the edge of the very thin ice. The fish darted
toward it when my fly landed. The fish could see my fly as it nosed around and swam just
underneath. I gave the fly a small strip and that Trout had the fly in its mouth the second
the fly touched the water. Now it was time for the fish to have fun with me as it dove and
swam back under the ice toward the middle. I figured my tippet would be cut by the ice
but I managed to keep my rod tip low enough in the water until I could land it.
I continued down the trail to where the trail split a small pond on some rocks and logs. I
wondered why such a shallow small pond wouldn’t be frozen and kept walking. I was
dumbfounded when I noticed a large 15” trout cruising the shoreline. I couldn’t believe
there was a fish. I soon noticed a few more fish including a Cutthroat that was all white
on one side with a black head. The other side of the fish was normal looking. I decided to
try and catch him to get a better look. I cast out my fly and noticed that it, as well as the
big 15” Cut were zoned in on my fly. The 15” Cut was on before I could jerk my fly

away. I never did see that other fish again. That fish sounds like a good enough reason to
return along with half the lakes I didn’t fish since they were ice covered. Maybe someday
I’ll return to this area, but for now, I have many other lakes to check off my list.

