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The other rut: fishing autumn’s brown trout run
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By Walt Fulps

Brown trout drive fishermen 
just a little crazy. Even in 
rivers where they outnum-
ber rainbow trout, they still 

make up only a small percentage of 
overall catch. But there is one time of 
the year when the odds begin to lean a 
bit in the fisherman’s favor.
 As a fishing guide, I get a lot of 
questions from folks wanting to better 
understand why trout act the way they 
do.  What triggers migration?  What 
triggers aggressive feeding?  How do 
you determine what fly or lure to use?  
The short answer: you have to do your 
homework.
 I do my homework by spending 
far too many hours on trout streams, 
and even more hours documenting 
my findings and reviewing the data 
for repeatable behavioral patterns.  
In addition, I read every bit of aca-
demic research I can get my hands on.  
Luckily, there are plenty of students 
and scientists out there who will do 
the research for us. The publications 
listed at the bottom of this article are 
full of valuable information for one’s 
quest to “figure out the trout,” and 
you can find each of them online with 
a quick Google search.
Browns spawn in autumn
 Brown trout are autumn spawners, 
and the spawning run can be bro-
ken into three segments:  pre-spawn 
migration, spawning activity, and 
post-spawning migration.  The good 
news is that those wily browns are 
susceptible during the entire process, 
to one degree or another.
 Upstream migration is believed to 
be triggered by a number of factors.  
Throughout the year, one reliable trig-
ger is variations in stream flow.  If a 
stream swells due to a two-inch over-
night rainstorm, the increased speed 
of the river will generate a desire 
in the trout to swim upstream.  It’s 
similar to how we humans respond to 
a sudden stiff wind: we lean into it.
 Of course, if that wind becomes a 
gale, we’ll probably seek shelter, and 
that’s what the trout do in the case of 
serious flooding.  But a more typical 
flow increase will basically shoot the 
trout upstream. 
 During this active migration, they 
don’t generally feed much, instead 
focusing their attention on managing 
the current.  But as the speed of the 
current begins to slow back down, ag-
gressive feeding kicks in.  

 In the fall, there’s an 
additional motivation 
for upstream migra-
tion: hormones. The 
female brown trout 
develop their eggs on 
an annual cycle, and as 
the season approaches, 
they’ll begin to leak 
pheromones into the 
surrounding water.  
Research suggests that 
trout have an incred-
ibly acute sense of 
smell, and the scent of 
the females certainly 
gets the males’ atten-
tion.
Males drive females 
upstream
 So, as the autumn 
rains come, and the 
river levels swell and 
recede, the normal 
cycle of migration fol-
lowed by aggressive 
feeding is reinforced 
by amorous males 
harassing egg-laden 
females.  The fe-
males continue to 
migrate, even as the 
rivers recede, basi-
cally because the 
infatuated males are nudging and 
nipping at them every time they slow 
down. Eventually the females just 
can’t go any farther, so they dig out 
their spawning beds and drop their 
eggs. Once the spawning rituals are 
complete, the females will begin to 
allow the current to push them back 
downstream. The males will generally 
follow suit not long afterward.
Good info, but so what?
 I know. That’s all fascinating, but 
how do you fish it?  Your first step is 
to keep an eye on the river levels and 
watch for some fluctuations, usu-
ally starting in late September. The 
US Geological Survey has a great 
website to help you keep tabs on the 
stream flows on most of the better 
known trout streams in the country.  
Visit http://waterdata.usgs.gov, select 
“Real-time data,” and navigate to 
your state and river of interest.  What 
you should hope for is a cold front 
with an inch or two of rain followed 
by an increase in stream flow docu-
mented by USGS. As the flow peaks, 
grab your rod and hit the water.
 Since mature brown trout tend to be 

hunters rather than passive bug eaters, 
you should consider using big stream-
ers, grasshopper patterns, crankbaits, 
etc.  A fully mature brown trout will 
try to eat things as big as half its body 
length, so it’s practically impossible 
to fish something that’s TOO big. 
They all get hungry at once  
   Mature brown trout also like to eat 
meals, so you’ll find that a big brown 
will actively feed three to five times 
a day, chasing down some min-
nows, sculpins, crayfish, etc. until his 
belly is full, and many of the largest 
browns will do much of their hunt-

ing at night.  But a key point 
is this.  When the river flow 
peaks, every fish in the river is 
going to suddenly realize he’s 
hungry, and all the big mature 
brown trout will suddenly 
be on the exact same feed-
ing schedule. This leads to 
competition for food between 
the more dominant predators, 
and highly aggressive feeding 
activity.  And that equals an 
exciting time on the river.
  As autumn continues, each 
migration/ feeding cycle will 
bring the brown trout further 
and further upstream, and 
they’ll begin to get more 
crowded.  This also increases 
their competitiveness, and if 
you hit it right, you will have 
successfully fished the brown 
trout spawning run.
When to shift to egg flies 
  However, once you start see-
ing pairs of trout circling 
each other while swimming 
upstream, the fishing will 
begin to suffer. The females 
are physically uncomfortable 
and not feeding, and the males 
are in love. If you find your-
self witnessing this activity, 
you might as well start fishing 

some egg flies.  As the females start 
digging spawning beds, trout eggs 
will become a primary food source.
   If you’re trying to match the hatch, 
you’ll want to fish an egg fly that’s 
orange with just a hint of yellow, and 
about 4mm in diameter.  But bright 
yellow with just a hint of green will 
also work well (fire engine yellow), 
as that is the color most visible to 
trout (and, yes, I’ve found research 
that backs up that claim as well).
 As spawning winds down, usually 

Continued on Page 20

Photo courtesy Walt Fulps

A mature brown trout will try to eat things as big as half its body 
length, so it’s almost impossible to fish something that’s too big. 
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Help for resisting urge to put on winter fat
Do any of you begin to get 

hungry with the beginning 
of fall? For us it’s as if we 
are beginning to do like the 

bears and other animals are said to do 
— stock up for the winter. Add that 
fat so we can sleep the winter away 
and survive on our fat reserves.
    Well, since we have plenty of 
reserves already that is not such a 
good idea. But the feeling of needing 
to eat pastas, stews, dumplings, heavy 
meals, persists.
 We have so much good food in our 
grocery stores today that is healthy, 
we must learn to utilize it in a healthi-
er manner.
 Now, after saying all of that — do 
you ever use the recipes on the back 
of the little insert on the Cool Whip 
bowl lids? There are some really good 
recipes there.
 A cousin who has recently discov-
ered she has diabetes has been experi-
menting. Since you can get sugar free, 
fat free, and light, among other mixes 
of the whipped toppings, it is a great 
food to try new recipes with.
 This is one from the lid recipes that 
Brenda just loves and is a very healthy 
snack for a diabetic — or even if you 
are not diabetic.

Coolwich Delight
 Prep: 20 minutes plus freezing. 
Makes 12 servings, 1 frozen sandwich 
each
 1-1/2 cups thawed Cool Whip (or 
other brand) sugar free whipped top-
ping
 24 squares low fat honey grahams
 Spread 2 TBLS whipped topping on 
each of 12 graham squares. Top with 
remaining graham squares to make 12 
sandwiches. Place in single layer on 
baking sheet. Freeze 3 hours or until 
firm. Wrap individually in foil. Store 
in freezer up to 1 week.
 80 calories per serving.

•••
 We took a few days off recently and 

went down 
in Ar-
kansas to 
check out 
the Buf-
falo River 
and sights 
around 
that area. 
At the Ozark Folk Center I found a 
neat little cookbook called, Arkansas 
Cooking with Special Consultant Jean 
Wade.
 Of course I found a terrific recipe 
right off the bat! With the apples com-
ing in right away, this is a great one 
for right now.
 I altered this one quite a bit and 
it turned out just great so I’l put my 
notes at the end.
Booger Hollow Fresh Apple Cake
 2 large apples, peeled and diced
 1 cup granulated sugar
 Pour sugar over diced apples and let 
stand 20 minutes.
 To this mixture add:
 1/2 cup Mazola Oil
 1 egg, beaten
 3/4 cup chopped pecans
 Sift together and add to above mix-
ture, the following:
 1-1/2 cup flour
 1 tsp soda
 1/4 tsp salt
 1/2 tsp allspice
 1/2 tsp nutmeg
 1/2 tsp cinnamon
 Mix thoroughly and add: 1 tsp va-
nilla extract
 1/2 tsp black walnut extract
 Pour into well greased and floured 
loaf or square pan. Bake at 350 
degrees. (I used a 9 x 9 glass baking 
dish and 30 minutes was just perfect.)  
This cake is moist and remains so for 
weeks. Delicious with coffee.
 Pat’s Note: I used three small 
Granny Smith apples. I wanted to 
make it with less sugar so I substitut-
ed 1/2 cup Splenda Brown Sugar, 1/4 

cup regular 
Splenda and 
1/4 cup regu-
lar granu-
lated sugar.
 I 
didn’t have 
enough pe-
cans, but had 

a lot of black walnuts, so I used 1/3 
cup chopped pecans and the rest of the 
3/4 cup was chopped black walnuts.
 I didn’t have allspice (how could 
I run out of that?) so I used 1/2 tsp 
apple pie spice.
 And since I used black walnuts I 
omitted the 1/2 tsp black walnut ex-
tract.
 It’s a really good cake and quick 
and easy to make.

 •••
      We attended a luncheon at the 
Capt. Henry Whitener Chapter of 
DAR meeting recently and one of the 
things — just one, mind you, since 
everything was so, so good — was 
this unusual hors d’oeuvre.
 Betty says wherever she takes this 
dish, there are never any leftovers. We 
can see why!
Mexican Jalepeño Cornbread
Betty Umfleet, Fredericktown
 1 pkg. Jiffy Cornbread Mix
 1 egg
 1/2 cup milk
 1 can (8.5 oz) creamed corn
 1 cup (or 2 cups - see Note) Mon-
terey Jack or cheddar, shredded 
cheese
 1 can (4 oz) chopped green chil-
ies, drained OR fresh jalapeno pep-
pers, seeded and chopped. Or leave 
the seeds in them if you like it hotter. 
About 4 or 5 or to your taste.
 Beat egg in large bowl, add milk 
and corn then stir in cheese and chil-
ies. Add cornbread mix and stir only 
till combined. Pour into sprayed 9 x 
9 baking dish and bake about 20 min-
utes, or until slightly brown and done, 

in 400 degree oven.
 Note:  Betty has adjusted this to 
make it into hors d’ oeuvres, rather 
than straight cornbread. Betty added 
the full two cup package of cheese 
one time, not wanting to have left-
over, and it turned out so good she 
continues to make it that way.
 Use a 13 x 9 pan, sprayed, so it 
makes a thin bread. I baked it about 
30 minutes because of the extra 
cheese and that turned out good. Cut 
it into about 1 to 1-1/2-inch bite-size 
bite size pieces. Let cool for about 10 
minutes before you cut it to allow the 
cheese firm up.

•••
      It is getting about time for the 
tomatoes to be running out, so forthe 
end-of-the-season-tomato-feast. Rosa 
Lee sent this one along:

Baked Parmesan Tomatoes
Rosa Lee Brooks, Boss Mo.

 4 tomatoes, cut in half
 1/4 cup balsamic vinaigrette dress-
ing
 1/4 cup grated parmesan cheese
 Preheat grill to medium heat. Place 
tomatoes, cut-sides up, in dispos-
able foil pan. Drizzle with dressing; 
sprinkle with cheese.
 Place pan on grate of grill; close lid. 
Grill 15 minutes or until tomatoes are 
soft and cheese is lightly browned.
 Or in your oven: preheat to 350˚. 
Place tomato halves, cutsides up, in 
13 x 9-inch baking dish. Top with 
dressing and cheeses directed. Bake 
15 to 20 minutes or until tomatoes are 
soft and cheese is lightly browned.
 Special extra:  Sprinkle with 1 
TBLS. chopped fresh basil or parsley 
before grilling.

•••
 We sure could use some new 
venison recipes for the upcoming deer 
season issue. Send them to Pat Todd, 
pat@bobandpattodd.com.

The Iron Kettle
Ozarks Cooking
with Pat Todd
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later in November, the normal feed-
ing patterns will return. The tailwaters 
will continue to have their artificial 
flooding, so aggressive feeding will 
still be seen in relation to the receding 
waters, but the spring-fed rivers will 
have brown trout populations that will 
slowly begin to sag back downstream 
as rains decrease and water tempera-
tures drop.
 You can still pick up some nice fish 
during this time by fishing streamers 
or crankbaits in prime habitat, simply 
because they’re still fairly crowded 
together and feeling competitive with 
each other.  Even so, the pre-spawn 
frenzy is all but gone until next year. 
The females will tend to feed more 
passively after spawning, but they’ll 

take big flies and baits that are easy to 
grab. The males will continue to hunt 
aggressively three to five times a day 
until the water temperatures drop to 
the point that their metabolism begins 
to shut down for the winter.
 If you’re planning a fall trip with the 
intent of hitting the fall brown trout 
run, it can be hit or miss.  But if you 
hit it right, hang on. You won’t have a 
better chance all year of hooking into 
that fish of a lifetime.  
 Walt Fulps is a trout fishing guide 
and fly fishing instructor, the owner 
and operator of Trout Hunter Fly 
Fishing School and Ozark Taxidermy, 
specializing in trout reproduction 
mounts.  For more information visit 
him at www.MissouriTroutHunter.com 
and www.OzarkTaxidermy.com.

Don’t pass up winter season at trout parks, urban lakes
 Many trout fishermen avoid the four public Missouri trout parks simply 
because they don’t like the crowded conditions.  The solution to this problem 
will present itself on Nov 13 when the trout parks will re-open to catch and 
release fly-fishing during their annual winter season.  It’s the perfect time to 
learn how trout park fish behave when left to survive in the wild.
 At Bennett Spring, Montauk and Roaring River State Parks, catch and 
release fishing will be available Fridays, Saturdays, Sundays and Mondays 
from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., with the season running from Nov 13 through Feb 
14, 2010.  Also starting Nov 13, Maramec Spring Park will be open 7 days 
per week for fishing between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m.  In all cases, a state fishing 
license and trout permit will be required. Throughout the winter season, each 
of the four parks tends to stock fish periodically, including some very large 
fish.  But be sure to take your camera, because even the trophies have to be 
returned to the water unharmed.
 Another option for wintertime fun usually begins the first week in No-
vember, when 27 urban lakes in St. Louis, Kansas City, Columbia, Jackson, 
Jefferson City, Mexico, Sedalia, Kirksville, and St. Joseph will all be stocked 
with trout.  And if tradition is any indication, they’ll toss in some real whop-
pers as well. Some of the lakes will be restricted to catch-and-release and 
flies and lures only until late in the season, while others will be open to any 
bait and a daily limit of four trout.
 For more information on Missouri’s winter trout fishing opportunities, visit 
http://mdc.mo.gov/fish/sport/trout RESEARCH SOURCES
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If you hit it right in fall, hang on

Did you know Traveler
sells Ozarks outdoors books?
Novels by Mitch Jayne, fishing how-tos by

Tim Huffman, Don Corrigan’s Show Me...Natural Places, 
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and history by Leland and Crystal Payton.
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