~ This popular, productive steelhead river

flows through the California State Capital

Th

= ast and retrieve, cast and retrieve.
As Ilooked around at the leafless
trees lining the bank, a kingfisher’s harsh
rattle demanded my attention. From
.my place in the riverbed I could see little
sign of civilization. A few other anglers
dotted the shore while a great blue
~heron, statuesque in a small side pool,
added to the dreary winterscape.

On one particular drift, my yam fly
briefly hesitated and I instinctively
reared back. Reacting as no rock ever
did, a silver missile caught the reflection
of the early February light as it soared,
dancing on the surface several times in

~what seemed like a mere second.
 Asunlikely as it might seem, my son
Jason and I were steelheading in the
heart of California’s state capital on the
~American River. The American begins
high in the northern Sierra Nevada
‘Mountains as two separate but lengthy
forks, both of which pick up snow melt
and seepage from the vast back country
of the western slope.

The South Fork, most popular and
-accessible since much of its upper
rteaches follow Highway 50 for a long
spell, originates near Echo Summit.

The North Fork, on the other hand,

- has no major roads from its origin near
Squaw Valley downstream to the

- Auburn area and is inaccessible except
by foot trails. The North Fork also
collects flow from the equally remote
but noteworthy Middle Fork.

Flowing through rugged and steep
granitic canyons, both upper streams are
highly regarded for their fine wild rain-
bow trout fisheries. While catchable

“trout supplement the heavily-pressured
roadside sections, the bulk of the forks
remain wild and virtually without
pressure, j
~ Folsom Dam, located about 20 miles
east of Sacramento, blocks off both forks
at their confluence, forming an 11,000-
- acre water-storing impoundment . Three
miles below this reservoir, flows enter

Lake Natoma, which is formed by huge -
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Nimbus Dam. Below Nimbus, the river
is reborn, fed entirely by flows from
these two stepladder lakes. Known as
the Lower American from here on, the
ver winds another 23 miles through
the heart of metropolitan Sacramento
to empty into the Sacramento River.

- Lineups of anglers are common at Nimbus Dam,

river,

In recent seasons the stream has be-
come increasingly popular around both
the Sacramento and San Francisco Bay
areas with an estimated annual run of
between 15,000 to 25,000 steelhead.

For countless centuries before John
Sutter first discovered gold in its gravel
during the mid 1800s, the American
River ran free and unobstructed. The
anadromous species were able to utilize
hundreds of miles of prime spawning
habitat and they prospered.

- Bven though some noticeable changes
have taken place since 1850, the river’s
fishery still looks to be in excellent
shape. In 1956 Folsom Dam was erected
and a few years later Nimbus followed
to meet the growing demand for more

| the river was a vast flood plain while

the furthest upstream migration point on the

water in the rapidly expanding city. Al- -
though the dams cut off all but 20-plus
miles of salmon and steelhead territory,
they actually brought consistency to the
remaining river. Before the dams, river
flows were largely erratic. During winter

v

| summer saw the water levels drop dras-

tically and water temperatures rise dan- _
gerously. In many cases, redds silted over
or juvenile fish perished in shallow, :
stranded pools. Not only do dam re-
leases provide consistent flows year-
round, but ideal water temperatures as
well. SaacE o

In recognition of the fishery’s value,

" _ the Nimbus Salmon and Steelhead

Hatchery was built as mitigation for the
dams which cut off over 95 percent of
the river’s spawning potential. Financed
and constructed by the Bureau of Recla-
mation, U. S. Department of the Interior
in 1955, it is operated by the Califomnia

| Department of Fish and Game (DFG').-_“ '

A weir located just 300 yards below



Nimbus Dam directs migrating fish to a
ladder and then holding pens.

Since virtually all of the steelhead on
the American originate as hatchery re-
leases, the facility is dedicated to maxi-
mizing high numbers of returns. Careful
use of research aids in this endeavor.
According to Fred Meyer, a biologist
with the DFG, studies have shown that
yearlings released from the hatchery
should be a quarter of a pound or big-
ger to stand a good chance of survival.
“Our goal is to raise approximately
500,000 yearlings to that size annually,”
he informed.

The ten- to 12-inch fish are released
well downstream on the Sacramento
River near Rio Vista to msure further
escape to the sea.

There are actually two steelhead
Tuns established on the river. From late
September through December a migra-
tion of smaller fish enters the river.
“Most of these steelies are comprised

.of the Coleman strain which run between
two 10 six pounds, with a few to nine

pounds,” stated Meyer.
From mid to late January the winter
run usually begins, peakmg sometime

in February, These fish'consist of the

Eel River strain, notorious for their

large size and pugilistic qualities. “They

run between eight to 14 pounds with a
few ranging to near 20 pounds, beamed
Meyer.

It was during a February trip that I
tied into the mint bright scrapper.
After feeling the sting of steel, the fish

headed toward the brushy south bank
‘but steady pressure soon changed its

intent. It quickly became apparent

that the steelhead was not as large as it
would seem from the battle it waged.
Releasing the shiny four-pounder, it was
hard to believe [ was in the middle of
the populous state capital and not on
some distant, isolated water. The un-
developed banks are part of the Amer-
ican River Parkway which virtually fol-
lows the whole lower course of the river.
This pleasant streamside setting is due to
a land purchase bond issue voted on in
1972, which ultimately lead Congress

~ to give Wild and Scenic status to the

Lower American.

While the traditional steelhead opener
is January 1, the area immediately below
Nimbus Dam, known as the Nimbus
Basin, is open throughout the year.
Since this represents the furthest up-
stream migration point, it is usually
graced with a long lineup of anglers. In
an effort o spread out angling pressure
on this urban water, the DFG is attempt-
ing to establish a larger summer run.
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Even though many of the summer fish
brought in from other drainages are
susceptible to disease, this goal is gradu-
ally being achieved as more and more
steelies are showing in July and August.
King salmon also provide fine fishing, -
although this fishery is somewhat lim-
ited by closures to protect the only
natural spawning area left to them. The
salmon closure, which runs from Oc-
tober 16 to January 1, includes the
stretch from Ancil E. Hoffman Park up-
stream to the hatchery. Meyer estimates
that more than 50 percent of the salmon
originating in the lower river come from
natural spawning and not the hatchery.
August is a good month to troll for
kings at the river’s mouth with the action
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I high density sink-tip lines are a must.

peaking during late August-early Septem-
ber. While not really plentiful, they are

~ mint bright and tend to hit lures or flies
- more now than at a later date. During

the main runs from mid-October through
December, angling is not a lonely ven-

- ture as anglers crowd the limits of the

closure._s. Tangled lines and hot tempers
often become allies of the kings. How-
ever, as is typical of all salmon and steel-

- head rivers, these crowds also signify

where the action is,

I have seen a wide variety of gear on
the American, ranging from ultralight to
heavy action spin, bait or fly casting
rods. While a light action outfit can be
very effective in hooking large salmonids,

it can prove difficlut fighting them in
the fast flows. Many an undermatched

fisherman has been stripped of line or
experienced broken tackle while work-
ing these bruisers. For this reason I
would suggest a medium to heavy action
spinning rod and reel matched with 8-
to 12-pound mono. Rods should have a
senstive tip and stout butt section,

Roe and night crawlers are favorite
baits among shore anglers while good
lure choices include Glo-Bugs, big Qakie
Drifters, Kastmasters and Big Montis. I
have had excellent success using fluor-
‘escent beads with orange or red yarn
fished with pencil sinkers to keep them
ticking bottom. The yarn helps create
better hookups since its fibers become
entangled in the fish’s teeth, allowing

- more time to set the hook.

Fly anglers will have to make long
casts and keep retrieves near bottom so :

.BIIJILT BY FI_SHERMElN

(Exit 16 off 1.5 betwe
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Medium action rods with plenty of mus-
cle are suggested. Brindle Bugs and _
Silver Hiltons are popular flies, especially
in clear water. . -

Hip boots and chest waders are al-
most mandatory to properly work the

 water.

Up until a few years ago the major-
ity of angling took place from the bank.
The drift boat trend, gaining in popular-
ity, has taken hold on the American; too.
Whereas fishermen used to work only
the larger holes with aluminum boats,
the drift boat offers the opportunity to
cover more and varied typesof water.
The boat sits high on the water and is
easily maneuvered into pockets, riffles
and holes. : :

More often than not, the technique
of “backtrolling” is used. Tures are put
out in front of the boat and the current
imparts action. Since the boat can be
kept virtually still, it is very effective at
working the lures correctly. Hot Shots,
Wee Warts and Tadpollys, seemingly
made for backtrolling, perform admir-
ably on the American, too.

I have found that slightly high water
with a little color offers the best chance
at connecting. Slightly murky water en-

| ables the use of heavier line which in-

creases chances of landing bigger fish,

Offerings must be kept at or very near
‘bottom, so should have just the right

amount of weight to keep it there and

yet not impede action.

High, colored flows are not the only
conditions that produce action. One
early October morning Jason and [

| found ourselves alone on a promising

stretch. We didn’t really expect much
since the water was low and clear.

| Both of us rigged with 4-pound line and

tied on Smolt lures — well-known for

their fine action in low water. Jason’s
fifth cast produced a smashing strike and .
he was fast to a fish. As sunlight gleamed
off his taut line, he fought a careful yet

| smart battle using a loose drag and steady

pressure. While walking ashore with the
netted five-pounder, a smile broadened
on his face — proof that action is possible

~when least expected.

Some popular bank areas include Nim-
bus Basin, Sailor Bar Park, Upper and
Lower Sunrise, Rossmoor Bar, Goethe
Park, Watt and Howe Avenue bridges,
Paradise Beach and Discovery Park, where
the American and Sacramento rivers
join, :
The secret to fishing the American,,
however, rests not in where it flows but _

| how it flows. Water releases from the
| | dam greatly determine where and how

the river can be fished. The best times
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¢ Customn made rods—"The rods with
- KNOW-HOW buiit in’"

" .¢ Rod repair and wrapping

¢ Beel repair and parts :

¢ Custom tied flies—send us a sample or
.. tell us the name of the pattern

¢ Largest selection of fly tying materials
: in the Portland area
@ Information on the hot spots

“Fly Fisherman’s
Headquarters”

of cubic feet per second. Ideal flows
range from 950 to 2,000 cfs. Releases
of 3,000 to 4,000 cfs make it tough

bottom while anything over 6,000 cfs
virtually wipes out the fishing,

Check out releases beforehand.
Sacramento newspapers usually carry
the information on an every-other-day
basis while most bait and tackle shops
keep close tab of releases, too. :

~ During periods of heavy rain, huge
amounts of water are let go, also wiping

When in Portland; drop in and see us!
Tues-Fri, 10:00-8:00; Sat, 10: 00-5:00
; 'DON’S TACKLE SHOP

7622 S.E. Foster Road, Portland,
Oregon 97206, (503} 774-5270
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1-800-632-FISH
Call 1-800-632-3474 (toll-free in Oregon) for up-to-date
information on these streams:
B Discharge from Pelton regulating dam at 8:00amand
expected Deschutes River discharge for the next few days.
8 Flow in the Clackamas River below River Mill Dam.
B Number of salmon and steelhead over North Fork Dam for
- past three days and the total fish for the month.
B Number of salmon and steelhead over Marmot Dam on the
Sandy River for three days and the monthly totals.
THIS INFORMATION IS UPDATED DAILY —
BY $:00 AM WEEKDAYS ﬂ
AS A PUBLIC SERVICE

| are when average amounts are released.
Flows range from just under 1,000 cubic
feet per second (cfs) to tens of thousands

for anglers to keep their offerings on the
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out angling. However, the river hecomes
fishable fast, usually a day or two after
the rains cease, Even when the river is
high and muddy, the knowledge that the
fish ate always there adds to the
challenge. ;

- Access can easily be achieved by head-
ing for one of the several bridges which
cross the river. Bike paths and paved
walkways, constructed to blend in with

| the surrounding flora, provide refreshing

overviews of the freestone waterway, -
Countless trails branch from these paths.
We have friends who live exactly five
minutes’ driving time from the Hazel
Ave. bridge. Whenever we visit, we are

Backtrolling with drift b

oats is gaining popu-
larity on the American. :

allowed three to four hours of pﬁme

time fishing as well as all the comforts

of home. The trail system allows us to
seek less crowded settions away from the
parking lots. s 1
The future steelhead fishery on the
American looks bright for the one key
commodity, water, seems safe. The: £ <
Bureau of Reclamation also recognizes
the desirability of maintaining a healthy
flow on the Lower American. In 1972
the Water Resources Control Board is-
sued Decision 1400 which established
minimum flows based on recreational
conditions which, in addition to angling,
include rafting, horseback riding and
cycling, - oty
From July 15 to October 14 mini-
mum flows must be at least 800 cfs while

-from October 15 through July 14 they

must not be lower than 1,250 cfs. g
Under two hours driving time from
the greater Bay Area, the American is _
truly a river which bears exploring. Be-
sides continufng DFG efforts to maintain
quality, run an efficient hatchery with
consistent returns, and expanded steel-
head seasons, the assurance of adequate
water makes the future appear Tosy. -
With the inner qualities of a wild tiver
and yet only a stone’s toss from a bus-
tling metropolis, the American is jtrply

an All-American River! O



