uthor Don Vachini admires his I-pound,
8-ounce golden trout that won the
Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame unlimited
line class record for this beautiful species.




Lakes holding record-size goldens lie. far
back in the Sierra wilds. Anglers can ride in
by horseback (left) to enjoy the scenic
backcountry. This 1-pound, 2-ounce
golden (below) tipped the IGFA’s 12-pound
flyfishing tippet mark for a new record.

product of what scientists call

variation by isclation, the

most colorful member of the

trout family — the golden

trout — generally does not

grow to large proportions. Most anglers

consider 12-inchers to be trophy size, and

_goldens over a pound are often real brag-
ging materials.

Imagine my excitement, then, as [ peered

over a rocky ledge and into the clear outlet

IN SEARCH OF RECORD

- | Three high, glacier-scarred basins deep in
. . * , . + ) i
Ol DEN California’s Sierra Nevada vield record-breaking

trout for anglers hardy enough to reach them.
of Royce Lake No. 4, in California’s

eastern Sierra Nevada, and saw three ARTICLE AND PHOTOS BY DON VACHINI
golden trout estimated in the four- to five-
pound class. These big goldens were fin-
ning languidly in the shallows, about 20

feet away.

To reach the Royce Lakes, George
DiRuscio; son Jason and I had just com-

pleted a grueling, two-day backpack trip,
(Continued on page 69)
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(Continued from page 51)

culminated by an hour-long trek across
the most God-forsaken array of talus
jumbles, massive boulders and icy
snowfields. Resting in a foreboding, wind-
blown scour well above timberline, and
ranging in size from eight to 73 acres, these
five connected waters tucked in the upper
extremes of California’s 12,000 foot high
French Canyon are home to world-class
goldens.

French Canyon, Bear Creek and Hum-
phrey’s Basin, a trio of neighboring
drainages dedicated to the perpetuation of
California’s official state trout, cover about
a 60-mile swath north of Kings Canyon
National Park. Home to more than 120
lakes, the backcountry basins lie entirely
within the John Muir Wilderness Area,
between Fresno and Bishop. According to

' Dale Mitchell, a fisheries biologist with the

- California Department of Fish and Game,
the upper reaches of these lofty water-
sheds, recognized as the largest concentra-
tion of golden trout waters in the world,
are good places to get on intimate terms
with the larger specimens of this exotic
species.

Big Bear, Black Bear, Paris, Puppet,
French, Merriam and the Royce Lakes,
though not good golden trout spawning
sites, do have enough nutrients to grow
and house exceptionally large goldens up
to 24 inches.

“Two- to five-pounders are common in
these isolated waters because there’s less
competition for the available food and
there’s little or no angling pressure)” says
Mitchell. “The upper Royce Lakes report-
edly have some really big specimens.”

For several years I researched golden
trout records in both the International
Game Fish Association and the National
Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame, two non-
profit organizations which sanction all-
tackle, line and tippet-class world records.
A look at their record listings revealed top
line class standards ranging between one
and three pounds, with all fly rod cate-
gories vacant as of January 1987.

Enlisting the help of guide Joe Faint,
Brian and Dee Berner of the Pine Creek
Pack Station and Mitchell, we planned a
specific, eight-day cross-country route
through the forlorn upper ridgelines of
both French Canyon and Bear Creek.
Armed with a wide assortment of tippets
and monofilament lines, we intended to
sample several pristine waters supposedly
holding granddaddy goldens capable of
establishing new marks.

We arrived at the Royce Lakes in mid
June to find them in various stages of ice-

ﬁ

The exciting Gregorm G-Series Octaponsm pontoon boats are the
ultimate in styling and comfort. The G-Series Octapons have set the
standard for luxury and beauty while maintaining the outstanding
performance for which Gregor is famous.

For all of it’s luxury and beauty there has been no sacrifice of
performance. The patented design of the pontoons and the unique bow
allow the Gregor Octapons to achieve exhilerating performance and
provide a smooth, dry ride.

There are 2 series of Gregor Octapons; the D-Series for economy
and the G-Series for luxury. Both series are 18’ to 35’ long and
8’ to 10" wide. i
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<€ 12500 N.E. 10TH PL., BELLEVUE, WA & 9101 Stonewood, Downey, CA 90241

A TRULY UNIQUE AND
VERSATILE RV

For the outdoors man, the Toyhouse by
Alfa provides a nice, comfortable place to
stay and a safe, sound and clean ride for
your outdoor equipment, off-road vehicles,
or even a fishing boat. Up to 10 year RV
financing is available through our dealer net-
work,

Toyhouses are available from a Utility Trailer
or Fifth Wheel to a fully self-contained Travel
Trailer or Fifth Wheel with all the conve-
niences of home: Sizes: Travel Trailers - 167,
200, 24, 28’ & 32"; Fifth Wheels - 24', 28,
32, 36" & 40,

The fully self-contained Toyhouse Plus Travel Trailer or Fifth Wheel standard features include: rear ramp, side entry
door, tandum axle rating 8,800 |bs., removable carpeting w/one piece durable linoleum on floor, windows th roughout,
100 gallons fresh water, 75 gallon holding tanks, complete roof deck w/ladder, 92" interior width, recessed floor and
wall tie downs, wardrobe & overhead closets, monitor panel, beds, refrigerator, galley, bathroom including shower and
vanity, 110 & 12 Volt electric systems, furnace and dining area. Options available include: air conditioner, awning, drop
or straight tri-axle system, and more. Suggested retail price start at $4,000 to under $17,000 for the fully self-contained
40’ Fifth Wheel excluding dealer prep, taxes, license fees and delivery.

The Toyhouse by Alfa...accepted and used by hundreds of satisfied owners and backed by Alfa’s excellent reputation
with over a decade of trailer manufacturing experience. Experience the living and utility features yourself. Call or write
for a free brochure.

Toyhouse; Alfa Leisure, Inc.; 5163 ‘G’ Street, Chino, CA 91710, (714) 628-5574

Check either: [ Customer Phone:
O Dealer
Name:
Address:
City: State, Zip,
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out. The Royce No. 2 outlet provided the
best initial choice as a dozen skittish 10- to
15-inchers finned in the narrow channel.
However, its wide open, unprotected
shoreline left but one avenue of approach.

With the early morning sun aglow on
the eastern escarpment, I meticulously
crawled over several large, sharp granite
slabs to within 15 feet of the cruising fish.
Lying flat on my back, I was able to ex-
ecute casts and impart action to the
nymph despite my contorted position.

A painful half-hour session produced
back pains plus a brace of well earned
13-inchers. One, caught on a three-pound
tippet, weighed 1 pound, 2 ounces and fill-
ed the IGFA four-pound tippet vacancy.
The other, taken on six-pound leader, tip-

ped my certified Chatillon scale at one
pound even.

The following morning, I explored with
a spinning rod the deep, rocky side of
Royce No. 2. Plying a dropoff near the
outlet, 1 watched a thick 14-incher
abruptly veer from a school of a half-dozen
goldens, follow and then intercept tny
Wob-L-Rite spoon from behind a sub-
merged shoreline boulder. The fish, weigh-
ed in at 1 pound, 8 ounces, set the pre-
viously vacant unlimited line class in the
HOF record book. The afternoon was un-
successfully spent trying to entice the
super-big inhabitants of Royce No. 4.

The next day, we proceeded past frozen
Royce No. 5, dragged our feet up the
sketchy trail and over the inhospitable
ridge into the Bear Creek lakes, finally
reaching our destination at Black Bear,

HOW TO GET THERE: The gateway to the
French Canyon backcountry is at Bishop. Ten
miles north of Bishop, turn off Highway 395 at
Pine Creek Road (Rovana) and follow it nine
miles to the trailhead.

WHERE TQ STAY: Numerous motels are avail-
able in Bishop and nearby Mammoth. Forest
Service campgrounds are plentiful in the area,

BEST SEASON: Depending on the previous
winter's snowpack, the upper Royce and Bear
lakes are usually accessible only from early July
through September. Weather permitting, as near
ice-out as possible is best.

GOIBDENER @ U SBRIE SEA GRS

APPROXIMATE COST: A resident fishing
license costs $19.00, while non-residents may opt
for an annual ($50.50) license.

WHO TO CONTACT: For maps and free
wilderness permits, contact the White Mountain
Ranger District; 798 N. Main St., Bishop, CA
93514; (619) 873-4207. For current trail informa-
tion, contact Brian and Dee Berner, Pine Creek
Pack Trains, P.O. Box 968, Bishop CA 93514;
(619) 387-2797. For angling information on the
Royce lakes, contact Joe Faint, Western Waters
Flytishing, Route 2, Box 155-D, Bishop, CA
93514; (619) 387-2277.
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White Bear, Big Bear and V lakes. All of
these waters sit well above 11,000 feet
among cirques or benches, possess rugged
shorelines and are dwarfed by horizon-
dominating edifaces.

Big Bear is not especially noted for its
huge goldens as are the Royce lakes, but
my biggest fish of the trip nevertheless
came from this lake. A small waterfall
cascades into the 38-acre site, forming a
deep and narrow inlet pool protected on
three sides by sheer granite. Following a
hands-and-knees stalk, [ bounced an ultra-
light Mepps spinner off a rock and re-
trieved it through the shadowed hole.

A jolting take was followed by frantic
figure 8s as the pool seemed too small for
what was thrashing about in it. Splashed
in irridescent crimsons, yellows and flam-
ing oranges, the gotgeous 15-inch, hook-
jawed beauty weighed 1 pound, 10 cunces,
topping the old HOF eight-pound line
class record by five ounces! A size 12 cad-
dis nymph carefully drifted in this same
pool during another trip in late August
netted 2 l-pound, 2-ounce golden which
filled the vacant IGFA 12-pound tippet
class.

Though we had to be satisfied with just
brief glimpses of a few monsters guessti-
mated between two and six pounds, and
we released several just under the one-
pound record minimum, the two trips did
produce five world marks.

Having pursued California’s colorful
state fish for the past 15 seasons, [ have
found that goldens are vulnerable when
feeding heavily right after ice-out and
again in late fall, vet the big goldens are
generally quite selective and extremely
wary the rest of the year, spending much of
the daylight hours sulking in the sanc-
tuary of deep water.

However, by studying each lake’s
features, you can increase your odds of
finding fish. Scouting from a higher van-
tage point and using polarized glasses not
only help locate “fishy” structure, but the
fish as well. Dropoffs, revealed by darker
water, and the steep, rocky sides of a lake,
are promising spots to try, since big
goldens like to ambush their prey from
behind deep, submerged boulders or
underwater shelves.

The most productive areas for me are
the inlets and outlets. Seeking prime
sources of food and oxygen, goldens com-
monly hold or cruise these areas, often
exposing their dorsal fins in the shallow,
moving water. You have to use stealth to
avid spooking goldens. Keeping well back
from the shoreline, using rocks as cover,
crawling on hands and knees and careful
presentations with long leaders all help
shift the odds toward the angler. Knee



pads are helpful for protection against the
harsh granite.

Since caddis flies, mosquitoes, midges
and freshwater shrimp comprise the
golden’s main menu, small artificials
resembling these naturals are usually effec-
tive. Green, olive, brown and tan shades of
caddis are plentiful in these drainages, and
imitations of these have worked extremely
well for me. In fact, all three of my tippet-
class world records were taken on small,
tan caddis nymphs, twitched slowly near
the bottom.

The weightier goldens tend to hit more
readily on subsurface imitations. While

Need a lift? The amazing Doel-Fin
Hydrofoil puts your boat on plane
instantly or your money back

For as little as $60, Hydrofoil will im-
mediately lift your boat’s stern out of the
water with fewer RPMs. Guaran-

Hydrofoil

fﬂfggﬁf& teed. Try it—you’ll be astounded.
Iike flaps on ® Plane at slow trolling speeds

an airplane’s ; ® Increase stability,

tail. visibility and safety e

e Slash fuel costs as much as 50%
* Simple to install

Call for your local dealer 3
today f,n

1-800-331-2073

25570 Rye Canyon Road, Unit L, Valencia, CA 91355

WEREFIGHTING FOR ~ American Heart

YOUR LIFE Association
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The Better Way
To Use Your Bucket!
Introducing BUCKET BOARD

Great on any fishing trip. Dozens

of uses. Bucket Board won't

slide off your bucket. Sit

without sinking in the

sand. Use it on the boat,

river bank or jetty for cut-

ting bait or just sittin’ and

fishin’.

* Made of high density polyethylene

* Won't stain or dull knife

® Fits snugly onto any 5 gal. bucket*

® Lightweight and easy to clean

® Includes knife storage slot and per-

* manent ruler

® Multi-purpose, can also be used as
a seat which swivels 360°

® Only $12.95 (plus $2 postage and
handling for mail orders)

*Bucket
not included.

Send check, MasterCard, Visa or American Expreé,s number to:
FAST FEAT™ BUCKET BOARD CO.

P.O. Box 621
N Brielle, NJ 08730 _
o o hquines Or call 1-800-777-0414 1
o

"WESTERN CuTpoors / JUNE 1988 71



TO Catch Bass
| use a F OX

~ The all-welded aluminum Fox 16 by DELTA™ has AllWelded Aluminum Boats
the most desired bass boat features. There's plush D E
carpeting, ample storage, FLoMaric™ live well -
system and more. But the best feature of all, you e 1A BoaT cOMPANY
choose the options to suit your needs and fishing Dept. WM-18
style. The FOX is low maintenance. The FOX is 1458 E. Ticonderoga
lightweight. The FOX is FAST. Fresno, CA 93710

Send for your Brochure today! 209/225-4442
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nother morning has broken in
the wetlands, home to one third
of Americas threatened oﬁ
endangered species. Every v 4
day North America =7
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| e America’s wetlands. ~ Find
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sizes 10 to 14 Elk Hair Caddis, Caddis

Pupa, Hares Ear Nymph, and Bucktail

Coachman have all proven their worth, a
floating fly line with a smklng tip is needed
to get them deep.

In some of the higher lakes, goldens ik
sist almost entirely on tiny scuds. Noted
for their high caloric value, these crusta-
ceans are understandably a favorite of the
broad-chested fish. Weighted Brown
Leech, Scud and various dark-bodied
nymph patterns worked ever so slowly
with a sink-and-draw retrieve can be
successful.

Spin fishermen using small spoons or
spinners seem to find success at times.
Even though no baitfish are present in
these high elevation waters, gold plated
Mepps, Kastmasters, Wob-L-Rites and
Phoebes, brass Panther Martin and brown
and yellow Rooster Tails probably resem-
ble bite-sized morsels to the larger fish.

When using hardware, I favor lengthy
casts, letting the lure sink deep and then
retrieving with an erratic, herky-jerky mo-
tion to entice strikes. Many times while us-
ing this technique I have witnessed fish
following the lure for great distances and
hitting near shore. :

Possibly striking out of territorial irrita-
tion as much as hunger, outsized goldens
will inexplicably go on brief frenzies,
smashing imirations with authority after
sulking for long periods. Frequently
changing offerings and locations coupled
with persistence often provides a payoff
combination,

Unlike the smaller lakes and headwater
streams where the quarry is measured in
inches, the golden trout probably reaches
its pinnacle as a game fish in these
desolate, ice-carved punchbowls two miles
up. Guarded by precipitous cliffs and
limited access, these trout certainly have
the potential to eclipse even more global
standards in the near future. Wo

Qutdoor writer Don Viachini gets away from
his base in suburban Petaluma, California,
as often as possible to fish the high country.




