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 By the time you read 
this article, the Midwest drought 
will hopefully be over, but I’m 
not holding my breath.  The 
temperatures will certainly have 
broken, at least somewhat, and 
we’ll be solidly into the autumn 
season. That’s at least one thing to 
be grateful for.  That said, if you 
canceled any summer trout fishing 
trips in response to the intense 
heat and lack of rain, reading this 
piece may just break your heart.  
The fishing was actually pretty 
darned good, if you knew how to 
tweak your tactics.

 Heat wave trout fishing can certainly be challenging, but adding drought to the calculation complicates things 
exponentially.  While low water levels are a concern during a drought, it also bears noting that the current is moving at 
a snail’s pace.  Riffles have turned slick, and our favorite nice deep pools are perhaps only one-third their normal size.  
This year, the second issue to keep in mind was the exceptional heat.  July and August were brutal in my neck of the 
woods, with daily highs commonly above 100 and nightly lows often hovering around 80.  Most trout fishermen avoid 
the rivers during the dog days, because trout prefer cold water, right?  Well, not exactly.  
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 Since so many of us trout 
guys grew up fishing for warm 
water species like bass, catfish 
and bluegill before our eventual 
conversion, we had to struggle 
with a certain amount of cognitive 
dissonance -- we SO want to 
believe something, even though 
there is contradictory evidence.  
The typical way people deal with 
that contradiction is by making up 
their own “facts.”  For example, 
as a kid I was fantastic at catching 
bluegill, which of course meant 
I was a good fisherman.  When 
I struggled to catch trout, my 
belief in my own fishing prowess 
should have wavered.  Instead, 
I manufactured a new “fact” – 
trout are smart!  For the record, 
trout are as dumb as a bag of door 
knobs.  They simply have different 
biological needs, making them 
behave differently than bluegill.  
But, rather than admitting to 
ourselves that we don’t know trout 
as well as bluegill, for example, we 
construct trout mythology.
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 As you know, 
water is made up 
of two molecules of 
hydrogen and one 
of oxygen – H2O.  
Many believe that 
fish breathe the “O” 
in the H2O.  What 
they actually breathe 
is the extra oxygen 
molecules (O2) 
tucked between the 
H2O molecules – the 
Dissolved Oxygen 
(DO).  Here’s where 
it gets interesting.  
As you warm water, 
it sheds DO In other 
words, warmer water 
has less breathable 
oxygen than colder 
water.  Do trout like 
colder water?  No, 
they’re cold-blooded.  
They couldn’t care 
less about the water 
temperature.  But, 
they do need more 
breathable oxygen 
than warm-water 
fish.  This is the ONLY 
reason you find trout 
living in cold water.  
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 Since trout are cold-blooded, 
their body temperature changes 
with the water temperature, as 
does their metabolism.  The 
warmer the water, the faster their 
heart rate and respiration, the 
faster they’re burning calories, 
and the HUNGRIER they are!  So, 
in warmer water, they WANT to 
feed aggressively.  The problem is 
they can’t breathe, so their strike 
zone is smaller.  You can adjust 
by fishing closer to the spring or 
by throwing larger, meatier flies, 
which will often trigger these fish 
to move farther than normal for the 
take.  But the warmer the water, 
the closer to the fish’s face you’ll 
have to drift your bait. 
 

 Low water conditions 
complicate matters.  You may 
find some of your favorite fishing 
spots are now largely empty, as 
trout will begin crowding into the 
areas of better habitat.  Slower 
water also means a glassier 
and quieter surface, so sudden 
movements or sounds are more 
likely to startle the fish and put 
them off their feed. Shallower 
water and a more crowded habitat 
have already elevated their general 
level of nervousness, because 
they have less flexibility to avoid 
potential predators.  So, the 
fish will be feeding, but you’ll 
only get hookups if you can put 
the fly in front of them without 
making any sudden movements 
or sounds. THAT’s the challenge 
for a fly fisherman. These types of 
conditions call for an extremely 
long leader, a yarn strike indicator, 
using little or no weight, and 
making longer casts with more 
delicate presentations. 
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 Oddly, if your 
favorite trout stream 
sees a great deal 
of fishing pressure 
or canoe traffic 
during the summer, 
the trout will likely 
be less freaked 
out than those in 
a less-trafficked 
stream, having 
been desensitized 
to movement 
and sound.  The 
increased human 
presence also chases 
off a good portion 
of the natural 
predators.  That 
doesn’t mean you can 
fish carelessly and 
get away with it.  It 
just means you have 
a larger margin for 
error.
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 So, it can be done, but should it be done?  Isn’t fishing in this type of 
weather hard on the fish?  Won’t the mortality rate of released trout increase?  As 
usual, the answer is “it depends.” If you’re fishing in water that’s warming into 
the 70’s, then you will likely see some increase in mortality. The oxygen content 
is very low in those conditions, so playing out a fish can delete the trout’s blood 
oxygen level so much that recovering may simply be impossible, no matter how 
much time you spend trying to revive him. Also, with a high metabolism, they’re 
burning calories very quickly, and you just put that fish through a heck of a 
workout with no caloric payoff.  Then you’re returning him to the water exhausted 
and less able to hunt.  The easiest solution is to stay close enough to a spring so 
the water temperature is no higher than 70 degrees.  And after the catch, take 
your time reviving the fish. When he’s ready to leave, he’ll swim out of your hand 
on his own.
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