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Chasing wild brook trout close to home
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any years ago, I had 
the good fortune of 

working as an intern for the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
in the Laconia field office. 
One of my tasks that summer 
was to map the stream 
habitat of the East Branch of 
the Pemigewasset River. 

In addition to working in a beautiful 
area, I was lucky to have a boss who recog-
nized my interest in fishing. He encouraged 
me to take a fishing rod along with the 
needed field gear and even provided a few 
hand-tied flies. He also indicated that once 
I got a few miles north of the Kancamagus 
Highway, I would be in wild brook trout 
country. Growing up, I chased bluegills and 
hatchery-raised trout, so I was very excited 
about the opportunity to catch wild trout. 
The flies my boss shared did the job in spite 
of my limited abilities at casting them, and I 
was able to catch enough fish to share with 
the whole field crew.

The experience of catching wild trout 
that summer has remained a special 
memory. Recently, a fishing buddy and 
I returned to the Pemi to try our luck. 
While that portion of the White Mountain 
National Forest is very popular with hikers, 
we were the only anglers on the river. Not 
much had changed since my first visit; the 
scenery was still spectacular and there were 
wild trout to catch. Although modest in 
size, knowing that these trout were born 
naturally in the river make them quite 
special. 

Fishing Close to Home
I thought about searching for wild trout 

closer to home. After all, wild brook trout 
are found in many brooks, streams, and 
ponds in the state. Recent surveys by Fish 
and Game biologists have even found them 
within the city limits of Manchester and 
Concord. So, what about finding wild trout 
in my home base in the southeastern part 

The author shows off the results of a day chasing wild brook trout 
with a friend on the Pemigewasset River in the summer of 1974. 
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of the Granite State? A detailed atlas such 
as a U.S. Geologic Survey topographic map 
or a DeLorme Gazetteer can help you locate 
brooks and streams anywhere in the state. 
To help make efforts more successful, the 
New Hampshire Fish and Game Department 
has posted a very useful tool on their 
website that summarizes their inventory of 
fish in hundreds of waterbodies throughout 
the state (nhfg.maps.arcgis.com). These 
surveys span nearly 40 years, and you can 
zoom in on an area and click on the dots 
associated with sampling efforts. For brook 
trout, the survey results indicate whether 
the fish encountered were wild, hatchery 
releases, or both. It’s important to note 
that there are streams, brooks, and ponds 
that are designated as wild trout fisheries. 
Currently, this includes 16 water bodies 
scattered throughout the state that have 
some fishing restrictions: catch and release 
is mandatory; only single, barbless hooks on 
artificial lures and flies can be used; and the 
season closes on Labor Day on these waters. 

Once I pick a stream to try, I like to 

visit it to look for access and to make sure 
conditions are suitable for trout. I’ve been 
pleasantly surprised that many of the brooks 
and streams I’ve found are associated with 
conservation lands under the care of local 
conservation commissions or regional land 
trusts. So access isn’t an issue most times.

Wild trout are dependent on cool, clean 
water. In southern New Hampshire, that 
means there must be ample tree cover to 
provide stream-side shade. During summer, 
I bring a thermometer to make sure that 
the water temperature is below 70°F; higher 
temperatures are too warm for brook 
trout. In August 2019, I visited a couple 
of spots within a few miles of home that I 
thought would yield a trout or two. At the 
first spot, the water temperature was 68°F 
and I caught several shiners and a sucker 
— both common in warm water. At the 
second stream, the water temperature was a 
surprising 58°F and I quickly caught several 
hungry trout. Although I enjoy gathering 
information on a stream, it certainly isn’t 
essential. If it “looks fishy,” give it a try! 

Returning to the East Branch 45 years 
later — it is still spectacular! 

Water temperature is a critical factor in 
determining if a stream or brook is suitable 
for wild trout.

©
 J

O
H

N
 L

IT
V

A
IT

IS

©
 J

O
H

N
 L

IT
VA

IT
IS



10    n   New Hampshire WILDLIFE JOURNAL

No Frills Fishing
For many, the joy of fishing goes beyond 

the time spent casting or netting a fish. It 
can include planning the trip to a favorite 
spot, gathering gear such as waders, rods, 
reels, bait, lures, or flies and just getting 
outside. For me, chasing wild trout close to 
home provides an opportunity to explore 
areas that I’ve driven by many times without 
considering what might be possible. The 
brooks that contain wild trout are often 
quite modest and can be easily fished while 
wearing an old pair of sneakers rather than 
climbing into chest waders. The fishing 
gear can also be rather basic: a short rod for 
easy maneuvering, a spinning reel, and your 
choice of bait or lure. There’s no down side 
to trying different techniques or approaches, 

The brooks 
that contain 

wild trout are often 
quite modest and 

can be easily fished 
while wearing an old 

pair of sneakers...
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as long as they’re legal. My talents with a fly 
rod are still rather modest, and the trees and 
brush that surround many small streams 
make them suitable for only the shortest 
casts. However, I recently discovered 
Tenkara fly fishing, a method that origi-
nated in Japan that is gaining popularity 
here. Tenkara literally means “from the 
sky” in Japanese and is a traditional style of 
fishing mountain streams in that country. 
In Tenkara fishing, the rod does not have a 
reel and the line is about the same length 
as the rod, not much different than fishing 
with a cane pole. There are no long casts, 
just a modest flick of the wrist to present a 
fly. One of my favorites is a “squirmy worm,” 
a small hook dressed with a thin two-inch 
pink rubber worm. 

It Isn’t About the Catch
Once I find a stream that may contain 

wild trout, I often look for signs that 
confirm fish are present in the water. 
Sometimes this can be the sightings of 
other anglers. Mink tracks or the call of 
an alarmed kingfisher leaving his favorite 
fishing perch also tell me I’m on the right 
track. Usually I’m within earshot of a road, 
sometimes even a busy state highway. 
Surprisingly, after wading a short distance, 
the traffic noise melts away and I’m focused 
on finding fish. On most trips, I’m usually 
less than 20 minutes from home, and that 
investment quickly pays off. 

Fishing a small stream or brook provides 
an opportunity to identify the places that 
likely hold fish. It’s much easier to see the 
individual pools, riffs, and overhanging 
banks when the stream is only a few steps 
wide. I’ve rarely encountered other anglers 
on these trips, although I occasionally find 
evidence that someone else knows about 
my secret spot. Usually, it’s a snagged hook 
dangling from an overhanging tree. It’s 
always nice to know that others appreciate 
this kind of fishing.

There are some quirks associated with 
fishing in the Granite State. Compared with 
the limestone bedrock found in Vermont 
and other regions, the granite-based 
streams in New Hampshire don’t support 

an abundance of trout food such as aquatic 
insects. As a result, most wild trout usually 
measure 5 to 6 inches in length, with an 
occasional 7- to 8-inch monster landed. 
A noteworthy exception to this are the 
wild trout found in North Country beaver 
ponds where stream nutrients accumulate 
and trout food becomes more abundant. 
Recognizing the limited fish populations 
in most wild trout waters, I make it a point 
to moderate my fishing pressure among 
the streams I’ve found. But I still enjoy an 
occasional meal of pan-fried trout for a late 
breakfast or special lunch. 

I’m glad that I rediscovered the joys of 
chasing wild trout. The occasional trip to 
the White Mountains or farther north is a 
chance to enjoy some wonderful country 
and maybe catch a few nice-sized fish. I’ve 
also found that fishing close to home has 
provided me with unexpected discoveries in 
an area where I have lived for over 30 years 
— catching a beautiful, wild trout is 
a special bonus.

John Litvaitis has worked as a wildlife 
ecologist for county, state, and federal natural 
resource agencies in New Jersey, Florida, and 
Oklahoma. After 31 years as a professor at the 
University of New Hampshire, Litvaitis now 
works as an advocate for wildlife.

From net to plate, a special 

meal is only one 

of the rewards. Though 

they are small in size, 

wild brook trout 

present a special 

opportunity for the 

dedicated angler 

looking for that 

idyllic setting 

tucked away among 

New Hampshire's 

places of natural beauty.  

A Tenkara rod provides a practical 

approach to fishing a small stream. Inset 

includes a squirmy worm and a wooly 

bugger, two effective flies for wild trout.
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