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The Secrets of Sierra Trout
Fishing was introduced to the Eastern Sierra with the arrival of settlers in the mid-1800s. Phil Pister, a Retired Department of Fish and Game Aquatic Biologist, reveals a little-known secret about one of the region’s most fabled sports.

“East of the Sierra, south of Mono Basin, (is) one of the great trout fishing areas of the world.  People just swarm here, but trout aren’t native here. They were all introduced back 100 and some years ago, from other locations within the United States.  

Some of the first fish that were transplanted (back in the 1860’s), these fish were brought in milk cans on wagons.  And they were introduced then in the Mono Basin, Rush Creek, Lee Vining Creek, other streams up there, and in some of the lakes as well up above there.”  

Along the southernmost rim of the Mono Basin, Route 158 swings away to the west from U.S. Highway 395 in an easy side trip as it follows the June Lake Loop - a glacially carved canyon that features four sparkling lakes fringed by stands of aspen and pine. In the 1920’s, the unrivaled fishing and outdoor recreation opportunities drew people to tiny June Lake Village despite the long dusty road.  Nowadays thousands of enthusiastic anglers flock here each year in their quest to land a trophy trout.  John Fredrickson, an entrepreneur who runs one of the marinas at June Lake, fondly recalls his first visit in 1947.

 “I don’t know if we necessarily came up here to, to catch fish.  Or to hunt, or to do anything.  We came up here to just be here and that’s what I remember as little boy, was the excitement of getting in the car and coming up and spending a couple weeks up in the mountains.  (And it truly is, it’s the wild side of California.)” 

Further south, just a stone’s throw to the east of Highway 395, sits Crowley Lake. This man-made reservoir is in a class by itself because of its near perfect conditions for producing prize-winning trout.  On opening day alone, the lake has been known to give up close to 50,000 big, feisty rainbow, cutthroat and brown trout.  So where do all these fish come from?  As Frederickson explains, several of California’s fish hatcheries are located in the Eastern Sierra for a good reason. 

 “You know, water’s everything. But it’s the amount of water and the water source that makes this such a good fish rearing area.  We’ve got good, clean water.”  

Each year, the state run Hot Creek Fish Hatchery, raises hundreds of thousands of rainbow trout for stocking in Eastern Sierra waters. It also produces and supplies millions of fertilized trout eggs to breeding operations throughout the U.S. and around the world.   Open daily, the Hot Creek trout hatchery is just one mile east of US 395 at the Mammoth Lakes airport exit. It’s free to stop by and see the fish, and you can learn more about the geothermal activity that keeps these waters warm.  

Water in its frozen state also abounds in the Eastern Sierra. It’s what drew the fellow in our next story and kept him here for over seventy years.

