This small cluster of lakes tucked near the gateway of a vast wilderness will offer you
not only spectacular scenery and easy access but four trout species as well,

Releasing a small brookie that had
intercepted my fly, I gazed about at the
awe-inspiring setting. The tiny lake
appeared as a mirror, reflecting granite
spires, some of which were illuminated
by the sun's early light. The higher
peaks were snow-shrouded, and stands
of pine and aspen smacked of stark,
virgin wilderness.

On this particular morning, I was
plying Red Lake, a small jewel in the
Virginia Lakes crown. Virginia Lakes
is a broad name for a cluster of 10
small, gemlike lakes situated within a
short distance of each other, about 20
miles south of the town of Bridgeport.
Tucked around an elevation of 9,000-
10,000 feet along the jagged Eastern
Sierra Crest, they are fed by perpetual
glacial melt and seepage from towering
Mt. Excelsior, Mt Black and
Dunderberg Peak — at elevations of
12,466, 11,794 and 12,374 feet, re-
spectively. While four of the lower
lakes lie in the Toiyabe National
Forest, the rest are in the adjoining
Hoover Wilderness along the north-
eastern entrance to Yosemite National
Park. '

The Bridgeport area is probably one
of the finest and most varied trout
angling meccas in the West. Sky-
Scraping peaks ribboned with trout-
laden streams and emerald alpine lakes

Author Don Vachini prepares to
release a magnificent rainbow back
into Virginia Creek. Photo courtesy of
Don Vachini.
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by Don Vachini

tower over the lush, meadow-rich
Bridgeport Valley, which houses
several trophy fisheries. The Virginia
Lakes, on the fringes of this 20-mile
radius, are especially notorious for a
variety of pan-sized trout. This collec-
tion. of waters is popular not only
because of its scenic splendor but also
because anglers can fish the creek and
lakes essentially without having to
move camp.

Of the 10 lakes in this high-altitude
chain, Trumbull and Big and Little
Virginia lakes are the most accessible
and, thus, the most popular. Because a
paved road leads right to their door-
steps, almost everyone who visits the
area wets a line in them. Despite heavy
angling pressure, these lakes meet the
challenge and are highly productive.
This trio possesses abundant food
forms and witness nearly ideal water
conditions all year. The Department of
Fish and Game stocks them weekly
during the season with the catchable
rainbows that make up the bulk of the
yearly take.

Since Mono County operates under
a general trout season (from April 30
through October), these waters are
closed for the winter, giving holdover
trout a chance to put on heft. "Many
rainbows are planted after the season
closure and again just before it opens,"
said Rick Rockel of Ken's Alpine
Sporting Goods in Bridgeport. "This
makes for some productive early-

season angling."

TRUMBULL LAKE

The lowest of the lakes, at an

elevation of 9,300 feet, Trumbull sits
in the shadow of Dunderberg Peak,
which dominates the mountainscape.
Fed by underground seepage and
springs, it tends to be slightly cloudy,
making many wary of its potential. For
this reason, most people opt for
scented baits fished on the bottom. A
variety of Power Bait and Sierra Gold,
in addition to red salmon eggs and
worms, will work well here. I also find
"noisy" spinners like Rooster Tails,
Panther Martin, Vibrax and Cripplures
very effective in the murky water. A
popular way to explore the entire
shoreline, which is marshy on one side
and rockbound on the other, is by
means of a float tube. The reedy
shallows are best for brookies; stocked
rainbows generally frequent the steep
incline of the rocky sections.

BIG AND LITTLE

VIRGINIA LAKES

Over the ridge a few hundred yards

from Trumbull sit the two glamour
lakes of the chain, Clear, cold and
shallow — only 15 to 20 feet at its
deepest — Little Virginia sits at an
elevation of 9,450 feet alongside the
lodge and a few cabins; it is an excel-
lent bet for fly-fishing, especially early
and late in the day. When the glass-off
takes place, trout often feed so heavily
it appears to be raining. Productive
flies include Royal Coachman,
Mosquito and Black Gnat in sizes 12-
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14. While brook and brown trout are
commonly enticed on wet flies in the
shallows, their rainbow brethren are
frequently taken along the talus bank
opposite the lodge, where an under-
ground spring seeps in among the
submerged rocks.

Although flies and lures are effective
in this trout haven, salmon eggs,
worms and Power Bait are mainstays
here.

Some of the best action occurs right
in the middle of this water, and where
the marshy inlet winds its way through
a submerged channel.

In addition to the rainbows, between
500 and 1,000 pounds of catchable
browns are usually released into Little
Virginia sometime in the fall. "Some of
these are 'ripe' and will spawn naturally
in the creeks," noted Rockel.

Besides the hatchery "bows, which
usually run 8 to 14 inches, some lunker
browns also inhabit the lake. " A few
2- to 5-pounders are caught each
season, usually early or late in the
season," said a beaming Rockel. "A
couple of years back, a dead 12-
pounder washed up on shore."

Big Virginia, the largest lake in the

Moat Lake’s seb‘"—sus.taining populﬁtion of golden trout is enough to provide for a |
fishery, but catch-and-release should apply. Photo by Don Vachini.

group, sits a few hundred yards above
the lodge at an-elevation of 9,770 feet.
Since it is so big (by alpine standards),
the trout tend to scatter over all parts of
the water. Rainbows are the most com-
mon species taken here, but browns

and brookies thrive, too. A very deep
lake, it is most conducive to soaking
bait from shore, though rowboats,
canoes and float tubes are put to use as
well. A variety of baits soaked on the

- bottom with a sliding sinker will |
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usually take the greater portion of fish.

- "Although worms and night crawlers

take their share, Power Bait probably
fools the greatest number for bait
fishermen," suggested Rockel. "In
addition, inflated 'crawlers always
seem to account for a nice brown or
two."

Besides the DFG plants, both lakes
are the beneficiaries of Alpers rain-
bows, a special privately-grown strain
of trout noted for their monstrous size
and fighting qualities. "These well-
proportioned beauties generally av-
erage between 3 and § pounds, with
specimens commonly surpassing
double digits," enthused Rockel,

Be it bait, lures or flies, the best
spots for action are the pair of gouged-
out channels near the two inlets and the
shelf line along the sloping shoreline
below Red Lake.

RED LAKE

An additional feeder to Big Virginia,
this tiny water is tucked in a small
depression at the 9,850-foot elevation.
Although food is plentiful,sthis scenic
lake harbors a population of small but
hyperactive brookies and rainbows,
most of which average 6 to 8 inches. I
find it a pleasant retreat for tiny flies
dapped over brush near the outlet, or
where twin rivulets feed the gouged-
out inlet. From my experience, size 14-
16 Black Ant, Black Gnat and bead-
head nymphs are very effective worked
near the fringes of any moving water.
While frequent winds can make
delicate fly presentations an exercise in
futility, a fly/bubble combination is
ideal for defeating the swirling
zephyrs,

BLUE LAKE

Following Virginia Creek upstream
from Big Virginia Lake, the main-
tained trail quickly crosses the signed
Hoover Wilderness boundary and, after
about a hundred yards, approaches
Blue Lake, which lies at an elevation
of 9,900 feet. None of the wilderness
lakes are planted, so self-sustaining
wild fish make up the catch from here
On upstream. :

Smallish brook and rainbow trout are
the main attraction at this lake, which,
since it is so accessible, bears the
marks of overfishing. The shoreline is
brushy and snag-filled; for this reason,
the inlet/outlet remains the hotspot.
Although tiny Mosquito patterns, wet
or dry, early or late in the day have
provided brief flurries of action, this is
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probably the least productive of all the
chain lakes. However, since it is but a
short hike from the trailhead, a float
tube allows anglers to ply water that
most have trouble accessing.
COONEY LAKE
Three-quarters of a mile up the trail,
one encounters the granitic-encircled
lake named for prospector J.P. Cooney.
At 10,200-foot elevation, it possesses
an abundance of colorful Salvelinus
Jfontinalis to go with its sparsely
timbered terrain.
Early in the season, just after ice-out,

tiny spinners or spoons fitted with
single barbless hooks prove to be very
popular. However, as they feel the
sting of steel, most residents seem
content to only dine on size 14-16
artificials as the season wanes. Spawn-
ing habitat is adequate past the outlet,
and sheer granite walls on one side
give the lake a rockbound appearance.
Adventuresome anglers who don't
mind the scramble can experience
better action on the headwall side of
the water away from the well-beaten
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VIRGINIA LAKES ... Continued

foot path.
FROG LAKES

Ascending a steep switchback 200
feet or so brings glimpses of a tiny but
verdant meadow basin near the pass.
Resembling a trio of small ponds, the
Frog Lakes mark the headwaters of
Virginia Creek and contain a moder-
ately healthy population of diminutive
but active brookies.

Anglers seeking a challenge can
attempt to present dry flies to rising
dimples. Although any fish approach-
ing 9 inches would be a true trophy on
any of these tams, they compensate by
smashing offerings and giving a good
account of themselves on a 3-weight
system and gossamer tippets. Despite
their small size, these lakes are actually
a fair bet, since most hikers — proba-
bly more intent on ascending nearby
Summit Pass on the way to Yosemite's
backcountry — bypass them.

A GOLDEN OPTION

A side trail branches off to the right
a short distance above Blue Lake.
Three years ago, I took this side path
and, chest heaving and lungs searing,
ascended the steep talus switchback for
almost two miles. Sitting in a glacial
cirque, reflecting a panoramic view of
Jagged granitic crags, was crystal-blue
Moat Lake, which, at an elevation of
10,900 feet, is the highest of the
Virginia Lakes.

After 20 minutes of fruitless casting,
my Mosquito fly disappeared in a
brilliant swirl, partially tipping off my
adversary. Following a brief skirmish,
I admired its cadmium, yellow and
flaming orange hues as the golden trout
gleamed like a precious gem in the
morning sun. Observing the golden
dart back into its azure domain, I
momentarily savored my reward for
having hiked the demanding trail up to
this lake.

Ranging between 5 and 8 inches,
Moat's self-sustaining goldens make up
a rewarding if somewhat fragile
fishery. Although not abundant, fish
always seem to be patrolling in or near
the outlet shallows and dine readily
during early- and late-day shadows.
Beneficiaries of marginal spawning
habitat in the tiny rivulet flowing out
of the lake, these brilliant shafis of
light are probably best appreciated
under nonconsumptive guidelines — to
be admired only!

VIRGINIA CREEK

Virginia Creek, a small but prolific
trout stream, passes through seven of
these lakes, then thrashes and gurgles
its way 18 miles downstream to enter
the East Walker River near Bridgeport.
Along the way, it picks up muscle from
Dunderberg, Dog and Green creeks.

Browns, along with the ever-present
brook trout, dominate the more
inaccessible sections, while planted
rainbows make up the bulk of the catch
near the roadways. "Throughout its
whole course, Virginia Creek is loaded
with trout," says Rockel.

Some pleasant and memorable sur-
prises have come from this brushy
creek. A few seasons ago I landed a
foot-long brookie from a snag-filled
pool between the two Virginia lakes,
and a year later, my son, Matt, caught
and released a bronze-cast brown over
2 pounds about a mile below the lakes,
My most recent experience occurred
this past June as I hiked upstream from
Highway 395 a half-mile above a
series of brush-infested beaver ponds.
Expecting another nimble pan-sizer, I
drifted a size 14 Black Ant under a
willow sweeper and into a swirling
eddy. My rod was nearly jolted from
my hands by a pair of vicious tugs
subsequently followed by  several
frantic figure-8s. Although the spirited
give-and-take lasted perhaps five
harrowing minutes, I managed to
maintain the needed pressure to net the
vigorous battler, which measured a full
18" inches and easily approached 3
pounds! After a quick revival session,
it was released to finish spawning.

According to Rockel, this lends
credence to the belief that many of the
lake's larger specimens use this stream
to spawn. "It is one of the main
tributaries used by both Bridgeport
Reservoir 'bows and browns on their
reproductive rituals," he said.

TACKLE

Since trout in these high-altitude
lakes and streams are basically small,
tackle geared accordingly provides a
sporting maich. An ultralight spinning
rod and reel with 2- to 4-pound-test
line or a 3- to 4-weight fly rod with
floating line are excellent choices. On
many of the higher, wind-blown lakes,
a fly/bubble setup is more practical
because it allows for longer casts than
with a fly rod. In some cases, stream or
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lakeside brush and trees practically

- render a fly rod useless. :

Good lure choices include small
Panther Martins, Vibrax, RoosterTails,

- Needlefish, Cripplures, Humdingers
 and Bingo Bugs in sizes 0-2. "For

those anglers who just want to catch
fish, worms and Power Bait are the
ticket," suggests Rockel.

For the fly-tosser, most dark patterns
in the 10 to 16 size range will produce.

According to Rockel, Mosquito and
- Black Ant patterns prove most reliable

on area waters. "However, Beetle,
Jassid, small grasshopper, yellow or
olive Humpy, tan caddis, emerger and
black or brown Woolly Bugger pat-

terns work extremely well too," he

added.

Linked by diversity, the waters of
the Virginia Lakes Chain certainly
appear to have it all. Whether the
pursuit is of willing planter rainbows,
gullible brookies, wary browns, a

- trophy Alpers or a golden, these easily

accessible, interconnecting waters
indeed offer something for everyone!

FOR YOUR INFORMATION

There are no special regulations or

gear restrictions on any of the Virginia

Lakes or Virginia Creek. Bag limits
fall under the general statewide limit of

~ five per day, 10 in possession. For

angling information, contact Rockel at
Ken's Alpine Sporting Goods, (760)
932-7707.

No motorized boats are allowed on

' any of this chain of lakes, but a light

pram, canoe or float tube is ideal.
Rowboat rentals are available at the
lodge.

There are abundant national forest
campsites around Trumbull Lake or
wilderness sites along the trail. For
those planning an overnight stay in the
wilderness, a free permit is mandatory.
For additional information, contact the
Bridgeport Ranger Station, (760) 932-
7070.

To reach the resort and lakes, take
Highway 395 south of Bridgeport for
18 miles to Conway Summit and then
six miles up the paved Virginia Lakes
road. The Virginia Lakes Pack Station
is located just below the trailhead,
providing horseback entry into the
wilderness. They can be reached at
(760) 867-2591. O
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