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Data centers are suddenly all 
across the news in Minnesota. 
For those who haven't followed 

the dark mark of these massive facilities 
in places like Virginia, Texas and parts 
of the more southern Midwest, it's time 
to quickly be informed of what is being 
proposed here at home. These are not the 
data centers of old, and are instead new 
much, much larger facilities. Stories of 
wells running dry, constant noise, light 
pollution and poor air quality adjacent 
to new massive data centers are plenti-
ful in national news. It's also well known 
that citizens are often bearing the brunt 
of power grid upgrade costs, astonishing 
water consumption and poor land use, 
and many of these projects are shrouded 
in secrecy. Minnesota is seen by data 
center proposers as a place with abun-
dant water, and ripe for expansion. 

Data centers have quickly become a 
priority for MNTU, as many would 
draw cold water directly from our trout 
streams' aquifers and exacerbate climate 
change with new huge power needs. 
Read Executive Director John Lencze-
wski's article on Page 6 for a deeper dive 

into the issue in Minnesota. 

MNTU is multifaceted, and while we 
have a strong advocacy arm to protect 
trout streams and watersheds, we also 
have equal priorities in education and 
habitat improvement. I'm proud that the 
November issue of this newsletter does 
a good job showcasing the range in what 
MNTU accomplishes. Habitat Program 
Director Jenny Biederman explores the 
good work happening up north with our 
tree planting projects, new MNTU writ-
er Jason Rieke showcases habitat im-
provement near Chatfield, and Bob Luck 
shares stories of trophy brown trout in 
the Straight River, a stream long im-
proved by the Headwaters Chapter. 

If you're looking to read about MNTU's 
education pursuits, check out John Weiss' 
article on T.U.N.E. Camp, an excellent 
outdoors experience that MNTU has 
partnered on for years. I volunteered as 
an instructor at this camp over a decade 
ago and know firsthand the formative ef-
fect it has on kids. This newsletter issue 
will also make its way into the hands of  
2,100 Trout in the Classroom teachers, 

Trout in the Classroom 
students learned in the field 
this fall with lessons in water 
quality.

Head to mntu.org/donate on or before November 20th for Give to the Max Day

students and their families. Read Educa-
tion Program Supervisor Amber Taylor's 
piece to hear what the TIC kids have 
been up to.

In these times of unrelenting news it can 
be easy to succumb to "doomscrolling" 
and feel overwhelmed. Try to channel 
your frustrations and outrage. There's 
so much to be proud of and so, so much 
work yet to be done. Consider includ-
ing MNTU in your Give to the Max Day 
donations on or before November 20, or 
volunteering on a project this winter.

Address change?
Please call 1-800-834-2419 or 
email trout@tu.org to update your 
contact information.

MNTU has earned the 2025  
GuideStar Platinum Seal of Trans-
parency, awarded by Candid. See 
our profile and learn more at 
guidestar.org/profile/52-1766036
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Minnesota Council Update
Thanks for Two Great Terms

By Brent Notbohm, Minnesota Council of TU Chair

From the Executive Director
Changing Leaves

By John Lenczewski, MNTU Executive Director

I’ve been thinking a lot about rivers 
lately. How they are in a constant 
state of change–sometimes they run 

high and sometimes low, but the water is 
always moving, always flowing. A river 
is a good metaphor.

In January 2026, my final term ends as 
Board of Directors Chairperson for Min-
nesota Trout Unlimited. Serving in this 
role has been one of the great privileges 
of my life. Reflecting on my nearly six 
years as MNTU’s Board Chair, I feel a 
cascade of pride and gratitude, stemming 
from what we accomplished together as 
an organization over that time.

When my chair-ship started, I suspect 
some longtime board members were a 
little suspicious of this guy from Du-
luth leading MNTU. After all, he was 
born and raised in Wisconsin and, even 
worse, a self-proclaimed diehard Pack-
ers fan! Fortunately, during my very first 
meeting as Chair, former Chair and Dr. 
Thomas Waters Award recipient, J.P. 
Little, suggested we create a new strate-
gic plan. I remember thinking “I can do 
that,” having been part of several strate-
gic planning initiatives during my aca-
demic career.

A new strategic plan was the perfect ves-
sel to navigate the somewhat rocky wa-
ters MNTU was floating in at that time. 
Any casual observer of MNTU in 2020 
would have recognized several systemic 
issues within the organization, most no-
tably that we had flooded our banks and 
outgrown our capacity with a single, 
overworked but deeply dedicated ex-
ecutive director. My first year as chair 
was an ongoing conversation with TU 
members from across the state and coun-
try–asking questions, taking notes, and 
appreciating the passion of members for 
the work of TU and the waters we seek 
to protect and restore. These discussions 
led to the formation of revised mission 
and vision statements and the 2021-25 

MNTU Strategic Plan.

The 2021-25 Strategic Plan transformed 
MNTU and has ensured its continued 
growth and success as one of the lead-
ing environmental conservation organi-
zations in Minnesota. Some highlights 
initiated by the plan include: the revi-
talization of key groups like the Habi-
tat, Education, and Advocacy Advisory 
Committees to help our members get 
more directly involved in the work of 
MNTU; the development of key work-
ing plans and frameworks, like our an-
nual Advocacy Agenda; investment, 
financial, and administrative plans and 
policies, along with expansion of our 
fundraising initiatives; an organizational 
roadmap that led to the hiring of a habitat 
director, assistant director, and executive 
assistant; personnel and annual review 
policies for our new staff; policies for 
Board membership and qualifications; 
and the creation of statewide service 
awards to recognize the passion, work, 
and dedication of our members.

Above are just some of what the plan 
helped us accomplish. Unfortunately, 
there are also a few things we did not 
get done that were outlined in the plan–
revising our bylaws to reflect recent 
changes to MNTU’s staffing and prac-
tices; development of a long-term fund-
ing model for our education program; 
and the creation and implementation 
of initiatives to attract new members to 
MNTU, especially women and youth. 
My hope is that the next group of leaders 
will prioritize these items, as each is cru-
cial to the continued success of MNTU. 
In fact, we are already working on the 
education program funding plan. It’s 
also very much worth mentioning that 
we need to continue to grow our fund-
raising efforts to maintain the ambitious 
and multifaceted work of MNTU.

That’s the pride part, now the gratitude. 
I wish to thank fellow past and present 

MNTU Executive Committee members 
J.P. Little, Mark Reisetter, Micah Crid-
er, Randy Brock, Steve Carlton, Doug 
Moran, and especially Mike Madigan, 
for his always wise counsel, and Carl 
Haensel for his boundless friendship and 
support. I also must express my deep 
gratitude and sincere appreciation of 
MNTU staff members Mark Abner, Am-
ber Taylor, Jennifer Biederman, Kristen 
Poppleton, and, of course, one of the 
truly great conservationists in the state 
of Minnesota and my dear friend/best 
fishing buddy, John Lenczewski.

One of the realizations you have as a 
leader is that the work is never finished. 
So as my time comes to an end as Chair-
person of MNTU’s Board of Directors, 
I’ll finish by quoting Minnesota’s Nobel 
laureate, Bob Dylan:

“But this ol’ river keeps on rollin’, 
though. 

No matter what gets in the way and 
which way the wind does blow,

And as long as it does I’ll just 
sit here, 

And watch the river flow.”

It is no secret that the peak season for 
color change in Minnesota has been 
shifting later each decade.  But at last 

the forests have reached and even passed 
peak color for most species and loca-
tions.  As the remaining leaves from na-
tive trees and shrubs fall to the ground, 
green leaves from nonnative trees like 
buckthorn stand out in the understory.  
Not having evolved in our northern cli-
mate, they do not know when it’s time to 
call it quits and prepare for winter. 

It is easy to spot the infestations of in-
vasive buckthorn and honeysuckle at 
this time of year.  Seeing these bands 
of green dominating woodlots reminds 
me that many of our trout streams need 
our help to be released from the shack-
les that buckthorn eventually places on 
streamside forests.  Over the past de-
cade MNTU and TCTU volunteers have 

cleared many, many acres of buckthorn 
and other nasty invasives from along 
cherished streams such as the Vermillion 
River, Eagle Creek, Hay Creek, Trout 
Brook, and more.  It is encouraging to 
pass these old worksites and see thriving 
forests of native species. 

November is upon us again and dense 
stands of green buckthorn stick out 
along other stretches of trout water.  The 
thermometer will soon be dropping to 
daytime temps in the 20s and 30s–per-
fect working weather for cutting and 
hauling buckthorn.  Please stay tuned to 
our e-news and other event listings for 
opportunities to help MNTU and your 
chapter remove buckthorn from a stream 
near you.

I hope to see many of you on a project 
site this fall and winter. 
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Left: A freshly planted white spruce along the Lester River. In the background, cages protect young white cedars and white pines. Although 
white spruce are impacted by spruce budworm, this species is minimally susceptible when planted amid a diversity of other trees.

Right: The author plants a white cedar tree.4

Six Miles, Three Rivers, One GoalSix Miles, Three Rivers, One Goal
Protecting North Shore Trout Habitat Through Gap Planting

By Jennifer Biederman, PhD, MNTU Habitat Program Director

Anyone who has walked the banks 
of the Sucker, French, or Lester 
Rivers knows why these waters 

are so special. These are classic North 
Shore brook trout streams–cold, spring-
fed, high-gradient, and woven into the 
forested landscape northeast of Duluth. 
They have endured floods, logging, 
and changing forests for over a cen-
tury, yet they continue to support some 
of Minnesota’s strongest native brook  
trout populations.

But a quiet, growing threat is chal-
lenging the health of northeast riparian 
ecosystems–the spruce budworm. The 
Eastern spruce budworm, native to Min-
nesota, has long been part of the natu-
ral rhythm of northern forests, cycling 
between decades of calm and periodic 
outbreaks roughly every 30 to 40 years. 
During outbreak phases, larvae defoli-
ate and often kill extensive stands of 
balsam fir and white spruce, especially 
in older forests. In the past, these forests 
recovered as young conifers filled the 
gaps, but today that recovery has fal-
tered. Heavy deer browsing, fragmented 
seed sources, and a warming climate 
are breaking the cycle, leaving behind 
wide openings where dense canopy once 

shaded the ground. 

Now those changes are also reaching 
the water’s edge. As aging white spruce 
and balsam fir along trout streams die, 
riparian forests are thinning. Sunlight 
penetrates the open gaps and summer 
water temperatures increase. In a warm-
ing climate, even a few degrees can cre-
ate water temperatures that approach or 
exceed what is healthy and sustainable 
for brook trout–causing stress and a de-
cline in wild populations. You may re-
call the widespread wildfires this spring 
along the North Shore–experts attribute 
the spruce budworm to exacerbating the 
risk and scale of these outbreaks, which 
are also detrimental to the health of cold-
water riparian ecosystems. 

That’s why in the winter and spring of 
2025, Minnesota Trout Unlimited, in 
close partnership with the Minnesota 
DNR and local landowners, undertook 
our largest riparian gap planting effort 
to date on the North Shore. Over just a 
few months, we used satellite imagery 
and ground truthing to identify the ar-
eas worst hit by spruce budworm, and 
strategically cleared dead and dying 
trees along six miles of riparian corridor 

across the Sucker, French, and Lester 
River watersheds, planting nearly 5,000 
native trees to restore long-term shade, 
bank stability, and climate resilience.

What is gap planting and why here?
So what exactly is “gap planting?” Rath-
er than cutting and replanting the entire 
impacted riparian corridor of all dead 
and dying trees (which would deliver a 
“shock” to the riparian ecosystem), gap 
planting takes a more strategic, longer-
term approach. Using satellite imagery 
and ground truthing, we marked out 
“gaps” or areas of approximately 2,000-
2,500 square feet along the stream that 
contained dead and dying trees. We 
spaced the gaps out every 100-200 feet, 
alternating on either side of the stream, 
skipping over forest patches that were 
otherwise healthy. 

Once the gaps were marked, crews 
cut the dead and dying trees within 
the marked gaps. The dead trees were 
limbed and left within the gaps, keeping 
important nutrients within the landscape. 
In total, MNTU cleared 240 gaps along 
three rivers in March and April. In May, 
the crews returned to plant new trees. 
In future years, additional gaps can be 

created in-between the already planted 
gaps–helping to create multi-aged stands 
of trees across the riparian corridor. 

Nearly 5,000 Trees, 70% Conifer
Our goal is to build resilient, climate 
change-resistent riparian forests, with 
a target of 70% coniferous species to 
provide year-round shade and structure. 
In each gap, we planted 20 trees–a di-
verse mix of native species, including 
white cedar, white pine, white spruce, 
red pine, tamarack, yellow birch, sugar 
maple, and red oak. Cedar and pine pro-
vide shade, strong roots to help keep 
banks stable, and long-lived habitat 
for wildlife. Tamaracks grow quickly 
and do especially well in wetter soil, 
while yellow birch and sugar maple of-
fer great diversity and adaptability to a  
changing climate.

A Massive Logistical Lift
This was no simple roadside planting! 
Many of the most critical reaches were 
in remote, hard-to-get-to terrain with no 
vehicle access. To complete the work, 
crews hauled thousands of pounds of 
gear, tools, and seedlings by hand–in-
cluding 22,000 pounds of fencing to 
protect young cedars and pines from 
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What is gap planting?
Gap planting is a targeted reforestation technique that focuses on filling 
small canopy openings within an otherwise intact forest. These “gaps” 
often form after pest outbreaks, windthrow, or old-age mortality. By 
planting conifers and other long-lived species into these spaces, practi-
tioners can restore shade, improve microclimates, and increase forest re-
silience—all without disturbing mature, healthy trees nearby. It’s a low-
impact, high-reward approach for maintaining the ecological integrity of 
riparian corridors.

deer browse. The crews navigated steep, 
sometimes icy slopes, thick brush, and 
spring mud, but planted each tree with 
intention and care. MNTU will over-
see inspections of the gaps each year to 
monitor survival, plant additional trees 
where needed, and maintain caging. We 
will watch as the forest grows!

Collaboration Made It Possible
This project was built on strong part-
nerships. DNR Fisheries staff worked 
closely with MNTU and our experi-
enced local team from Beaver River 
Consulting to identify high-value reach-
es where the riparian canopy was failing 
or at risk, and local landowners provided 
access to crews (and occasionally some 
cookies) within the DNR angling ease-
ments. Early in the season, Conserva-

Stands of dead balsam fir are a common sight along rivers on the North Shore.

tion Corps Minnesota & Iowa (CCMI) 
crews prepared planting sites by clearing 
corridors and removing downed timber. 
When federal funding cuts reduced ac-
cess to CCMI crews midway through 
spring, MNTU pivoted by hiring private 
foresters and contractors to complete 
the work. The work was supported with 
funds from the Lessard-Sams Outdoor 
Heritage Council. 

Why these rivers?
The Sucker, French, and Lester Riv-
ers are considered top-tier native brook 
trout streams, offering some of the best 
cold groundwater inputs, healthy in-
stream habitat, and best populations of 
wild brook trout. They now face a per-
fect storm of threats: spruce budworm 
mortality, increasing wildfire risk, hot-

ter summers, and stream warming. Gap 
planting acts as both protection and pre-
vention–restoring long-term shade and 
resilience to ensure native brook trout 
can thrive in these rivers for future gen-
erations to enjoy.

This project is a testament that gap plant-

Hey you, fellow trout angler, I 
know we fish, in part, because 
the tug is the drug but how about 

another great reason to fish streams: to 
get in shape!

I’ve suspected for years that stream fish-
ing was good for cardiovascular health 
but never really figured out how to test 
it. I was scrolling through my Apple 
watch’s workout segments such as "In-
door Walk," "Elliptical" and "Outdoor 
Run" when I was stunned to find “Fish-
ing.”

Ah ha, said I to myself. Now I’ll know.

So I walked down and up two White-
water Valley bluffsides, each about 150 
foot high and fished for more than four 
hours. When I checked my watch, I was 
stunned to find I had burned 1,213 active 
calories, those in excess of what I would 
have burned watching TV. That’s more 
than I burn on a recumbent bicycle but 

well below an elliptical workout. But I 
don’t bike or use the elliptical for more 
than four hours and I have yet to catch a 
trout in the gym.

But it made sense–I’m walking up and 
down and in a stream I’m constantly mi-
cro-balancing each second, casting and 
yes, now and then, accidentally catch a 
trout.

I’ve tried this a few more times, not go-
ing up and down bluffs, and got much 
the same result: a good workout.

So if you looking for another good rea-
son to fish, there you have it.

John Weiss was a reporter/photographer for
the Rochester Post/Bulletin for 41 years and
still does freelance. He has been an outdoors
writer in the Driftless nearly 46 years. He
is secretary for Hiawatha TU and loves fly
fishing small streams.

ing is one of the most effective, scalable, 
and climate-resilient strategies for pro-
tecting North Shore trout streams. Build-
ing on this success, MNTU is expanding 
similar work into the Split Rock River 
watershed, a long-standing high-priority 
watershed. Stay tuned as we get back 
 to work!

Psst!Psst!
Trout Fishing is a Great Workout

By John Weiss
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What is a data center?
A data center is a ware-
house-style building spe-

cifically built to contain large amounts 
of computer equipment. They main-
tain climate-controlled conditions and 
generally hold backup generators and 
batteries.  Major types of computing 
in data centers include data storage 
(“cloud” storage), processing data 
(processing internet searches and es-
sentially all internet activity), Artifi-
cial Intelligence (AI) searches and AI 
training, and “mining” cryptocurrency 
(computations to solve huge math 
problems).  Minnesotans have been 
using data centers for years, since they 
are part of the infrastructure for all in-
ternet activity and cloud storage.  

Data Centers in the News
Data centers have been around for 
decades and there are at least 50 cur-
rently existing in Minnesota.  The con-
cern is the increased size of facilities 
and a surge in the number proposed.  
Data centers fall into three main types 
based mostly on size: 
1. Hyperscale or Hyperscaler: These 
largest centers do most of the com-
puting functions noted above and are 
typically proposed by the big four US 
computing companies (Google, Meta, 
Amazon and Microsoft). 

2. Enterprise or Colocation Facilities: 
moderately-sized facilities that are of-
ten run by a large corporation to store 
and manage its data. 

3. Crypto Mining Facilities: These 
are typically smaller and can be mo-
bile, including many built in shipping 
containers that can be easily moved 
around.  

Large hyperscale data centers are 
in the news and include those being 
proposed in Rosemount, Farmington, 
Apple Valley, Hermantown, Hamp-
ton, Cannon Falls, Chaska, Becker 
and several other places.  These mas-
sive facilities are being proposed at 
an exponential rate.  This rising wave 
of proposals across the state caught 
MNTU’s attention and raised concerns 
over their impact on trout fisheries.  

Potential Impacts
Hyperscale data centers can have 
many negative impacts, but MNTU’s 
primary concerns for trout streams fo-
cus on the huge amounts of electricity 
and water that these facilities typically 
use.  Computer equipment generates 
heat and data centers need to cool that 
equipment to prevent overheating.  
Data center proposers most often seek 
to pump out large volumes of cold 
groundwater to run through single-
use cooling systems.  Groundwater 
springs that feed our trout streams are 
typically 44 to 49 degrees.  They are 
the cold lifeblood of our trout streams.  
Extracting large volumes of ground-
water can lower water tables, reduce 
spring and stream flows, and elevate 

stream water temperatures.  Cold wa-
ter is essential for trout to survive and 
thrive.  

Potential impacts from data centers in-
clude:
1. High Groundwater Use: Many data 
centers propose to use large volumes of 
groundwater for inefficient single-pass 
cooling systems, rather than alternatives 
that use far less water.  The City of Rose-
mount indicated that the proposal by 
Meta could draw 100,000 gallons of 
groundwater per day from the aquifer 
that feeds the Vermillion River.  Data 
centers proposed for Chaska and Farm-
ington could use 15 and 24 times more 
than Meta’s proposed facility.  Our cold-
water trout streams are dependent upon 
consistent inflows of cold groundwater. 

2. Thermal Pollution: If water used for 
cooling is discharged back into natural 
systems, it may raise the temperature 
of nearby streams.  Trout are extremely 
sensitive to water temperature, and even 
slight increases can reduce dissolved ox-
ygen levels and otherwise threaten their 
survival.

3. Groundwater Depletion: Most trout 
streams in Minnesota depend on ground-
water inputs (natural springs and seeps) 
to keep them cool and stable throughout 
the year.  Large-scale water withdrawals 
by data centers may lower water tables, 
threatening these coldwater systems.  
The cumulative impacts of several large 
data centers from the same groundwater 
aquifers increases this risk.  It is worth 
noting that numerous hyperscale data 
centers are being proposed in the aquifer 
that supports the Vermillion River fish-
ery, including sites in Rosemount, Farm-
ington, Apple Valley, and Hampton.  

4. Electricity Use and Climate Impacts:  
Estimates show that the data centers cur-
rently being proposed would use as much 
electricity as is used by every home in 
Minnesota.  The generation of this addi-
tional electricity would increase green-
house gas emissions, potentially exac-
erbating climate change, and increasing 
impacts to our coldwater streams.  Here 
in the North, we are already seeing high-
er air temperatures for longer periods of 
time, which raise stream temperatures 
and stress (or kill) trout and steelhead.  
The increased frequency and intensity 
of heavy precipitation due to climate 
change is also tearing apart stream chan-
nels and destroying in-stream habitat.  
 
5. Site Impacts: Large data centers sig-
nificantly increase the amount of imper-
vious surfaces.  If facilities are built in 
poor locations this can increase warm 
runoff, reduce infiltration (and aquifer 
recharge), and impact critical wetlands.

Water Use and Alternatives
The proposers of large data centers most 
often seek to use large volumes of cold 
groundwater run through single-pass 
cooling systems, and then dump the heat-
ed water as wastewater.   This costs the 
private company less money, but Min-
nesota citizens bear the rest of the true 
costs, including loss of valuable drink-
ing water supplies, loss of trout fisher-
ies, damage to other natural systems, 
and more.  Proposers typically wish to 
spend as little as they can and shift the 
true costs of water use to taxpayers, as 
much as government leaders will allow.  
But other cooling systems exist that use 
less, or even no, water.  In addition to 
using conventional air conditioning sys-
tems to blow cold air in smaller targeted 
areas, there are systems that use no water 
at all.  These include “closed loop liquid 

cooling,” where a coolant circulates in 
a sealed environment between com-
puter servers and chillers, and “liquid 
immersion,” where computer servers 
are submerged in special non-conduc-
tive fluids that absorb heat directly and 
then dissipate it elsewhere.  Microsoft 
appears to be moving to closed loop 
liquid cooling systems.  

Better Regulation is Needed
There is no regulatory framework that 
examines whether data center propos-
als are good for the state or a wise use 
of finite water resources.  The 2025 
Legislature considered many data 
center-related bills, both good and bad, 
but the best and worst did not survive.  
However, The MNDNR’s authority to 
regulate groundwater withdrawals was 
tweaked.  Among other provisions, 
the 2025 law requires a preapplication 
evaluation by the DNR of data center 
projects that propose to use more than 
100 million gallons of water per year 
and sets conditions for the DNR issu-
ance of water use permits.  The DNR 
is required to reasonably consider 
technologies or measures that promote 
water conservation, efficient water 
use and watershed health, and direct 
aquifer tests as needed. It remains to 
be seen how the DNR will exercise its 
authority.  

Looking Ahead 
Proposals to build hyperscale data cen-
ters in many locations around Minne-
sota will remain in the news through-
out the coming year.  MNTU will be 
working with members and partners at 
the legislative, state agency, and local 
government levels to learn more about 
specific proposals and press for re-
quirements that minimize or eliminate 
groundwater use by these facilities.  

Trout streams like the beloved Vermillion River are at risk with new proposals for massive data centers.

Data Centers Need ScrutinyData Centers Need Scrutiny
An Overview of Minnesota Proposals

By John Lenczewski, MNTU Executive Director
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her upper lip. I gently eased the hook out 
and reluctantly set her free. Perhaps we 
shall meet again.

I needed my net that day. The fish were 
dazzling, deliciously sleek and golden. 
Perhaps I was at the end of that rainbow. 
I was smitten. I lost count. I got stuck 
in the mud and didn't care. I tripped and 
barely noticed. I lost flies, but found 
a couple more. My waders leaked, it 
cooled me off. Trout Run, I immersed 
myself in you and became a part of 
your existence. Like the fish that day, I  
was hooked.

Can you fall in love with a trout stream? 
I did at first sight. Trout fishing is the 
best. Always will be, always was. Sorry 
smallmouth bass, I love you too, but you 
are not as elegant, not as lithe, and your 
mouth is much too small.

Trout Run, you own me. You seduced 
me. I spent the entire day with you and 
fell head over waders. And just today, 
like a blind-eyed lover in a jewelry store, 
I purchased a brand new, very expensive, 
4wt fly line, just for you.

Paul was a moderately successful chef and 
pastry chef for most of his adult life. He 
threw it all away to become a writer of cre-
ative non-fiction. He believes he is mostly 
genuine, sincere, and occasionally profes-
sional. He loves fly fishing. He proclaims to 
be a writer, as he has written the words you 
are reading. He has a supportive wife, two 
adult children, and an emotionally support-
ive teenage golden retriever named Birdie.

An Ode to Trout RunAn Ode to Trout Run
Smitten with a Trout Stream

By Paul Connors

Fly fishing in a stream you haven't 
fished before is like going on 
a blind date: many unknowns, 

much anticipation, and, for sure, not a 
sure thing. It can suck. It can be little to 
show for hours of effort. It can feel awk-
ward, tense, and unnerving. It can also 
be love at first sight, or first hook-up if the  
stars align.

I met my wife at her brother's wedding. 
It was love at first sight. I had met most 
of her immediate family years before, 
so I had an idea of what to expect. They 
were an attractive and dynamic bunch, 
fun and engaging. She was prettier than 
all of them and way more intriguing. She 
was intelligent and funny in subtle ways 
that others don't always notice. Some 
would say she is quiet, conservative 
and private, I suspected there was much 
more and was correct. I fell hard and I'm 
still down.

This sounds unrelated, but this spring my 
brother-in-law had a house painting gig 
near Rochester, MN and said I could stay 
at the house for a few days and fish the 
storied southeast streams near Prescott. 
I hadn't fished for trout since last year. I 
didn't check my gear before I left, I just 
packed up and drove for two and a half 
hours. I forgot that my fly line was way 
old, cracked and crazed like the finish on 
an old guitar. My trout flies were sparse, 
beat up, and my head was not entirely 
in the trout game. Smallmouth bass were 
my latest muse, so powerful and easy  
to seduce.

My first foray into the Driftless brought 

me to Camp Creek. I fished north of 
the confluence at the South Branch of 
the Root River. I had a spectacular day 
in spite of my bedraggled fishing gear. 
The weather was perfect. Every fish was 
a beautiful fat brown trout, most about 
twelve inches, give or take. I had the 
stream all to myself. It was glorious.

The following day I decided to meet 
up with Trout Run. That's what they 
call you, a nickname that sounds fishy 
in a good way. I heard about you sev-
eral times, I heard you were beautiful. 
“Worth the drive,” they said. “Hungry 
and beautiful big golden browns, willing 
to inhale partridge feathers, elk-hair and 
ice dub.” “Ice-cold water, filled to the 
brim with willing fish, tumbling through 
the Driftless,” they said. (Or, something 
romantic like that.) I was skeptical. Any-
thing or anyone with that much hype is 
likely disappointing.

My rusted out VW Rabbit slunk slowly 
down the steep and winding forest-lined 
road, similar to so many other gouged-
out gullies that litter southeast Minne-
sota. I pulled off at the second bridge. 
It was an early weekday morning, misty 
and gray with ominous clouds on the ho-
rizon. No sun to be seen, no one to be 
seen. “Not one car at the pull off...hmm, 
must not be all that,” I said, to no one. To 
my right appeared a beautiful glowing 
yellow sign that read “Catch and release 
only.” That's always a good sign. Above 
the river appeared a stunning rainbow. 
Seriously? Someone or something was 
telling me something. 

I stealthily made my way over to the ce-
ment railing of the bridge, so as not to 
spook anybody below, and slowly peered 
over the edge. They were there alright. 
Fish right where they were supposed to 
be. Lots of 'em. One was sizable. The 
water looked barely stained. Perfection.

My thoughts screamed, Don't get too 
excited Paulie, people fish here all the 
time, it's obvious. Well-worn paths along 
the bank, plenty of space to park. This 
place gets pounded, I thought. These 
trout were likely schooled and spooky. 
I geared up, clipped my hand-me-down 
net to the back of my vest, and descend-
ed the grassy bank. I eased into the back 
of a promising run and settled myself. 
Breathe! First cast, nothing. I knew it 
was too good to be true. The second cast 
landed perfectly in the left seam. My 
size 16 caddis dry got a good float above 
the nymph and I was about to pick up the 
cast. Bang, the caddis disappeared under 
the film. I reacted quickly and set the 
hook. I fought in a very fat and strong 
14-inch brown. Wow! Nice fish. Third 
cast, got 'em! 16 inch fish. On it went, 
just like that, all morning. Move up to 
the next pool. Four. More. Browns. Seri-
ously? This isn't fishing, this is catching!
In the next hole, a trophy. A gorgeous 
buttery brown trout, probably all of 
17 inches, she had to weigh at least 2 
pounds. Fought her for a good five min-
utes. Up and down the stream on my 
3wt with 6X tippet. I was pretty sure I 
wouldn't land this one, but there she was, 
stretched out in my net, and almost as 
long. A beauty. A size 20 black tungsten 
bead-head zebra nymph barely stuck in 

What are donor-advised funds and What are donor-advised funds and 
how can they benefit you?how can they benefit you?

By Mark Abner, MNTU Giving Coordinator

As someone who cares deeply 
about conservation and pre-
serving Minnesota’s trout 

streams for future generations, you 
may be looking for effective ways to 
amplify your philanthropic impact. 
A donor-advised fund (DAF) is a 
popular and flexible option. Whether 
you’re new to the concept or explor-
ing it as part of your giving strategy, 
donor-advised funds offer a power-
ful tool to support nonprofits like 
Minnesota Trout Unlimited while 
providing tangible benefits to you as  
a donor.

A donor-advised fund is like a person-
al charitable giving account, but with 
additional advantages. It’s a fund you 
establish with a sponsoring organiza-
tion—such as a community founda-
tion or a financial institution, likely 
your existing brokerage—that allows 
you to contribute assets, claim an im-
mediate tax deduction, and recom-
mend grants to your favorite charities 

over time. You can think of it as a way to 
streamline and maximize your charitable 
giving while keeping your focus on the 
causes you care about most.

Why choose a donor-advised fund?
For many donors, the appeal of a DAF 
stems from its simplicity, flexibility, and 
potential for growth. Here are some key 
advantages:

Immediate Tax Benefits: Contributing 
to a donor-advised fund allows you to 
take an immediate tax deduction—up to 
60% of your adjusted gross income for 
cash donations and up to 30% for appre-
ciated assets. This enables you to man-
age your tax planning efficiently while 
giving back to your community.

Streamlined Giving: A DAF centralizes 
your charitable contributions, making 
it easier to stay organized. Rather than 
writing multiple checks to various chari-
ties, you can contribute to your DAF, al-
low the fund to grow through tax-free in-

vestments, and recommend grants when 
you are ready.

Flexible Timing: With a DAF, you don’t 
need to determine right away which or-
ganizations will receive your grants. You 
can make contributions now, take the tax 
deduction, and decide at your own pace 
how to allocate the funds. This is espe-
cially beneficial during hectic year-end 
giving seasons.

Gifting Appreciated Assets: A distinct 
advantage of a DAF is the capability to 
donate appreciated stocks or other non-
cash assets. This allows you to avoid 
capital gains taxes, reduce your taxable 
income, and increase the impact of your 
charitable contributions.

Focused on Legacy: For donors look-
ing to create a lasting impact, a DAF 
facilitates family involvement in grant-
making decisions and fosters a tradition 
of giving. You can also appoint succes-
sor advisors to manage the fund on your 

behalf, ensuring your commitment to 
conservation persists.

By establishing a donor-advised fund, 
you can sustain vital conservation ef-
forts while benefiting from the conve-
nience and effectiveness of a proven 
giving tool. Minnesota Trout Unlimited 
depends on the generosity of support-
ers like you to protect and restore cold-
water fisheries throughout the state. As 
many of our hundreds of donors have 
discovered, with a donor-advised fund, 
you can play a crucial role in ensuring 
that future generations continue to en-
joy Minnesota’s pristine trout streams.

Are you interested in discovering how 
your donor-advised fund can make a 
difference? I would love to connect 
with you and explore the possibilities 
together. 

Mark Abner, MNTU Giving Coordina-
tor, mark.abner@mntu.org
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Some sections of stream feature matted in-stream vegetation, but a dark 

brown trout was found living under it in June of this year.

Often overlooked and relatively 
unknown, Rice Creek locat-
ed in Fillmore County in the 

southeastern corner of Minnesota does 
not typically appear on most trout an-
glers' top destination lists. Originating a 
few miles east of the city of Fountain, 
Rice Creek begins its journey north-
ward toward the North Branch of the 
Root River, traversing a distinctive re-
gion characterized by sinkholes, under-
ground streams, and limestone forma-
tions. There are numerous sinkholes in 
and around Fountain, which is often re-
ferred to as the “Sinkhole Capital of the 
USA,” which drain into and flow out of 
a spring complex known as the Fountain 
Big Spring. This provides a significant 
amount of cold water to the headwaters 
of Rice Creek. There are approximately 
nine miles of designated trout stream 
containing mostly brown trout, and two 
miles of public easement.

A Creek in Need of Help
Despite the numerous cold water influ-
ences at its headwaters, Rice Creek is 
plagued by persistent water quality is-
sues that limit brown trout success, 
and make it one of the more mediocre 
trout streams in the area. Water quality 
deterioration is likely attributed to agri-
cultural runoff from surrounding fields, 
discharge from nearby active quarries, 
and other mechanisms. Although the ge-
ography of the area provides cold water 
in places, there are also negative impacts 
on the water quality of Rice Creek. The 
central portion of the creek runs through 
a broad, shallow valley that rarely inter-
sects with the water table, leading to ex-
tended stretches of slow-moving water 

that raise water temperatures. In 
some areas, the creek can com-

Fishing Rice CreekFishing Rice Creek
Exploring Habitat Improvement on a Degraded SE Minnesota Stream

By Jason Rieke

pletely dry up during times of low water. 
These sources collectively contribute to 
stress the quantity and size distribution 
of the trout population.

The Minnesota DNR’s 2022 stream as-
sessment on Rice Creek revealed a de-
cline in brown trout populations over 
the years, particularly in upper reaches 
and tributaries. Notably, no trout ≥12 
inches were sampled in the five assessed 
stations that spanned the entire length 
of the creek. Typically there are brown 
trout ≥16 inches sampled in Rice Creek. 
These are sometimes fish that migrate 
from the North Branch of the Root River 
during optimal water conditions. Station 
1.51, located within the new habitat im-
provement project, recorded no brown 
trout ≥12 inches, and estimated a total 
brown trout biomass of 66.69 lbs/acre. 
In contrast, nearby Lynch Creek report-
ed an estimated 16-79 brown trout per 
mile measuring ≥12 inches, and a total 
brown trout biomass 175 lbs/acre during 
recent assessments.

The Project
In April 2024, Minnesota Trout Unlim-
ited, in partnership with the Minnesota 
DNR and local landowners, launched a 
major habitat improvement project on 
nearly a mile (5,200 feet) of Rice Creek. 
Located near County Road 6 and Jubilee 
Drive–just six miles south of Chatfield–
the project aimed to reconnect the creek 
to its natural floodplain, reduce erosion, 
and enhance habitat for brown trout and 
other aquatic life. Prior to restoration, 
this section of the creek suffered from 
wide, slow-moving channels, eroding 
banks, and poor in-stream habitat. These 
all limited the fish populations and con-
tributed to degrading water quality.

Part of the Rice Creek habitat improvement project, October 14, 2025.



A wide range of techniques were used 
to improve the habitat along the project 
section. Boulder clusters and rock vanes 
were added for trout cover. Toewood and 
pool logs were added to provide cover 
and food for fish and for aquatic insects. 
6,025 feet of streambank was graded 
to reconnect the creek to its original 
floodplain, and 1,300 feet of the stream 
were narrowed to increase baseflow ve-
locity and clean out sediment. Finally, 
the banks were covered with hydro-
mulch, containing native riparian plants, 
mulch and cover crops, to help keep the  
banks stabilized.

The project faced a severe rain event just 
months after completion when the Rice 
Creek watershed received five inches 
of rain in just three hours. The North 
Branch of the Root River rose so high 
that Rice Creek couldn’t drain. Overall, 
the project itself held up well but the 
banks, still lacking full vegetative cover, 
suffered damage. The construction crew 
returned to fix the flooding damage. 

Fishing the Project
Prior to the habitat improvement project 
in 2024, I had fished Rice Creek on the 
odd occasion. I explored all but the up-
permost reaches of the public easement 
and caught a few trout here. Overall, I 
enjoyed the easy access to the stream 
and the quiet scenery of the valley, but 
never thought that the fishing was much 
to write home about.

Following the completion of the project, 
I have visited the creek several times 
across different seasons. I first fished it 
after the project's conclusion in August 
of 2024, just a few months post-com-
pletion. I was happy to see that despite 
major flooding that happened the month 
before, the project indeed had held up 
well. I fished a few holes with a hop-
per-dropper rig and was rewarded with 
a handful of healthy browns. My next 
fishing excursion took place in January. 
The water was low and exceptionally 
clear. I could see fish concentrated in 
the deeper holes, with long stretches of 
water devoid of fish in between. While 

prospecting with a streamer, I success-
fully landed a respectable brown trout. 
I next returned in March to explore the 
water upstream of the County Road 6 
bridge. I discovered some appealing 
pools, but encountered a limited number 
of small fish. Then in June I made a brief 
stop to fish a few holes. The stream had 
a lot of vegetation in the water, which 
made the fishing challenging; however, 
I did manage to catch a notably dark-
colored brown trout that had been hiding 
out under some of the matted vegeta-
tion. Finally I made a couple of trips at 
the end of the trout season in October. 
The stream still contained a significant 
amount of in-water vegetation, but I was 
able to find a few smaller browns willing 
to strike at a stimulator dry fly.

One Angler's Thoughts
I think that this section of Rice Creek 
was a perfect candidate for a habitat im-
provement project. The section once was 
wide, slow, and lacked holding water for 
trout; it now is narrower, flows faster, 
and there are many more locations that 
hold trout. When fishing it, I noticed 
there were more fish, as well as bigger 
fish. I don’t think that it will ever com-
pare to Trout Run Creek or other higher 
quality trout streams in the area, but I 
think that with this project, Rice Creek 
has improved, and is certainly worth a 
stop. The challenges that faced Rice 
Creek before the project will continue 
to challenge it, but this habitat improve-
ment project was a major step in the 
right direction. I am optimistic that as 
this project ages, and if there are future 
projects and/or improvements in land 
usage within the watershed, Rice Creek 
will continue to get better and better. 

Jason Rieke is a former fly fishing guide 
turned composite materials engineer. After 
years of slinging streamers and nodding 
through client excuses, he now applies the 
same patience and precision to the delicate 
art of pultrusion and persuading fiberglass 
to behave. Jason works in Chatfield and lives 
in rural Winona county with his wife and son, 
sharing his love of trout streams with them.

Left: Fountain Big Spring

Right: A brown trout willing to come up for a stimulator out of in-stream vegetation.

The project after completion and flood on August 8th, 2025.
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Trophy WaterTrophy Water
Fishing the Straight River Near Park Rapids

By Bob Luck

Amass of hot steamy air had set 
up camp over southern Minne-
sota, and didn’t show any sign 

of leaving.  My wife was out of town for 
the week, and northern Minnesota was 
promising clear skies with highs in the 
70s. I decided to take a road trip and try 
fishing outside of the Driftless Area for 
a change.

I knew enough about the Northland to 
realize that the steelhead run was over, 
and I didn’t feel ready to slog through 
alders and muck looking for brook trout 
above the barrier falls.  I had read some-
where that the Straight River, near Park 
Rapids, had some monster browns. I de-
cided that a fact check was needed, and 
that is why I found myself at 6 p.m. on 
a late June evening, standing on a bridge 
over a lethargic stream winding through 
a cattail marsh and wondering if my 
map was wrong.  It looked like perfect 
habitat for largemouth bass.  A couple of 
guys who looked like anglers were sit-
ting on the tail of a pickup truck enjoy-
ing an adult beverage.  “Excuse me,” I 
said, “Do you know anything about trout 
fishing on this stream?” “Do you have a 
headlight?” one of them asked.  “No,” I 
replied.  “Well, the first thing you need 
to do is drive in to Walmart and get your-
self a headlamp.  The Hex are hatching, 
and if you don’t have a headlamp, you’ll 
regret it.”

It turns out I had stumbled onto the big-
gest hatch of the year on the Straight, and 
the two gentlemen on the bridge, Ron 
Miller and Lon Christiansen, had been 
fishing it together for 37 years.  After 
I returned from my shopping trip, they 
suggested setting up a few bends down-
stream from a deep hole they called the 
rowboat hole.  More anglers were likely 
to turn up, but would probably be float-

ing, and the river etiquette called for the 
canoeists to cede the first few hundred 
yards up and down from each bridge to 
wade anglers.

I crossed the river and picked my way 
along the hummocks until I was safely 
below the rowboat hole, then waded 
down another hundred yards or so.  The 
river all seemed to look the same, but 
the water along the bank across from a 
large dead tree branch had the slightly 
oily look of a deep run and I figured the 
branch would serve as a handy bench 
and staging point to hang my vest and rig 
my rod while I waited for it to get dark.

At 8:30, a single Hex dun floated down 
the run and another one at 9:25.  Just 
before it got dark, a high pitched whine 
that sounded like a Formula 1 race de-
scended on the river.  Mosquitoes.  I 
may have been too ignorant to bring a 
headlamp, but I knew enough about 
summer in northern Minnesota to soak 
myself in DEET, and they mostly left me 
alone.  Next came a fluttering sound as 
the Hex spinners arrived, and, just as I 
could no longer see my fly on the water, 
came the slurps.  There weren’t a lot of 
fish feeding, but they all sounded big.  I 
cast several times in the direction of one 
of the slurps and set the hook when I 
heard a noise near where I thought my 

fly would be.  Fish on.  The trout fought 
like it was at least 20 inches.  Which is 
exactly how a 16-inch fish feels when 
snagged.  I managed to hook the next 
fish—an 18-incher—in the mouth.  It 
wrapped itself around a log and I was 
sure it was gone, but I waded over, 
freed the line, and found it was still on. 
The slurps stopped about 45 minutes 
after they started, even though there 
were still plenty of spinners on the wa-
ter.  Maybe the trout had gorged them-
selves to the point where they couldn’t  
hold any more?

I waded back to the bridge and found 
some anglers loading canoes into their 

Andrea Dutcher with proof that large trout can be caught in daylight. Of course, your odds are
better if Ron is your guide.

The Straight River from Straight Lake to its mouth at the Fishhook River.  The trophy water extends from Cty 123 on the west to Cty 115 on
the east.  Whoever named it the “Straight”River had a twisted sense of humor.  Map courtesy of TroutRoutes.
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Ron Miller (far left) and other regulars at a Hex hatch tailgate party.
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trucks, sharing a beer, and talking about 
the hatch.  One of them turned out to be 
Mike Kelly, the DNR Fisheries Habi-
tat Specialist in Park Rapids.  He told 
me to stop by, and he would give me  
some info.

In his office the next morning, Mike 
gave me a virtual tour of the river. The 
Straight starts out as a small brook trout 
stream before flowing into the epony-
mously named Straight Lake, created 
by a dam at Osage.  Coming out of the 
lake it is a warmwater stream for about 
a mile before picking up enough spring 
water to hold brown trout.  The trout wa-
ter extends to the mouth at the Fishhook 
River, about 12 miles downstream.   A 
short stretch of the lower river, up- and 
downstream from the Hwy 71 bridge, 
consists of riffles and runs over cobble 
that wouldn’t look out of place in the 
Driftless Area.  This stretch is important 
for spawning, but the trophy fish live 
upstream, where the river flows through 
swampland. Swamps make wading chal-
lenging, but they are great habitat for 
Hex nymphs, and they buffer the flow.  
Over the last 39 years, the highest flow 
recorded at the USGS monitoring sta-
tion was 91.7cfs,  1.5 times the median 
of 63.0 cfs.  Compare this to flashy Drift-
less streams where a large rain event can 
raise the flow rate to 10 times the me-
dian, and a 50-year flood may raise it to 
more than 50 times.  Nearly four inches 
of rain fell in Park Rapids last year on 
the day I arrived to fish the hex hatch.  
The river was a bit high, but clear—and 
filled with earthworms!  I am sure that 
just as many worms wash into Driftless 
streams during a big rain, but the water 
is too muddy to see them.

Although the water flow is stable, most of 
that water flows in from the swamps, and 
groundwater discharge is limited, lead-
ing to high summer water temperatures. 
I have measured water temps above 
70F nearly every June since 2019. The 
DNR logs temperatures at several sites 
between June and September, and Mike 
Kelly shared some data with me from 
2012-2017 showing that water tempera-
tures exceed 73.5F, which they define as 
the “range of thermal stress,” about eight 
days each year.  Climate change is not 
going to make this problem better, nor is 
the pumping of groundwater to irrigate 
nearby potato fields.

Mike gave me some maps of the Straight 
and surrounding waters, along with a 
hatch chart created by one Ron Miller.  
Ron was clearly the guy to know if I 
wanted to learn more about the Straight.  
I invited Ron to speak about the Straight 
at a TCTU chapter meeting a few years 
ago, and sat down with him this summer 
to learn more about the river, and his in-
volvement with it.

=======

Ron started trout fishing in 1983 as a 
way to relieve stress from a busy job 
as a pediatrician in Fargo. He picked 
trout fishing because he couldn’t afford 
a boat, and he picked the Straight be-
cause it was the closest trout stream to 
Fargo—90 miles door to bridge.  Since 
then, Ron has fished for trout all over 
the world in places like Montana, New 
Zealand and Patagonia, but the Straight 
is his favorite, unmatched in its com-
plexity and difficulty, along with the 
ever-present opportunity of hooking into 

a rod bender. Did I mention difficulty?  
It took Ron three years before he caught 
his first trout on the Straight—all of his 
fish in those early years were caught on 
annual trips to Montana.  By the late 
80s, Ron had learned about the Hex, and 
figured out that the hatch didn’t happen 
during the daytime.  He and Lon, who 
had joined his clinic as a dermatologist, 
began to take the third week of June 
off each year to fish the Hex hatch.  In 
1992 Ron and his wife bought a three-
bedroom cabin on a nearby lake. “That 
was when things got serious. There was 
one bedroom for me, one for Lon, and 
one for everybody else. We would fish 
all night, come back to make pancakes 
for the family, go to bed, wake up to tie 
flies, and then go back onto the river.” 
Ron fished nearly every weekend as well 
as that week in June, which eventually 
became two weeks, then three, and then 
the whole month.

Hatches and Flies
Trout in the Straight get as much as a 
third of their annual calorie intake dur-
ing the two-week duration of the Hex 
hatch, but there are plenty of other bugs 
on offer.  In the springtime, Ron has had 
success with the Dark Hendrickson, and 
Mother’s Day Caddis.  Right before the 
Hex hatch, the Brown Drakes come out.  
Although not as large as the Hex, they 
are meaty enough at size 10 to bring out 
the larger trout, and they are consider-
ate enough to anglers to hatch in day-
light.  One of the largest trout Ron ever 
hooked on the Straight was on a Brown 
Drake, and tailwalked across the river 
like a steelhead and broke off his 3x tip-
pet.  In July and August, there is a large 
hatch of Tricos.  Ron spent a number of 
years hooking and losing large trout on 
trico imitations with 6x tippet before 
he learned that he could fish a #18 Ant 
or Griffiths Gnat on 3x and attract fish.  
Speaking of Ants, Ron finds that trout 
on the Straight love them, and has seen 
them move 6 feet to take an ant.  Hop-
pers have also done well for him.  

With all the woody debris on the bottom 
of the river, Ron has not been success-
ful with nymph fishing, but he finds that 
streamers are effective in the spring and 
early summer, before the aquatic vegeta-
tion thickens enough to hang up every 
cast.  The first 25” fish that he caught 
was on an early summer evening using 
an original streamer he calls the “Hawk-

eye” due to its black and gold colors.  He 
tied it on a lead headed jig, although he 
now uses non-toxic heads.  He cast it up-
stream into a corner pool, let it sink deep 
and twitched it downstream.  He lost a 
fish of equal size that same evening.

Tactics
Other than in June when the Brown 
Drakes and Hex are hatching it is neces-
sary to cover a lot of water to look for 
rising fish.  It is not easy to do that by 
wading in a swamp!  Ron has found that 
the best technique is to use a two-per-
son canoe.  The rear angler slowly poles 
the canoe upstream while their partner 
stands in front scanning the water for ris-
ers.  A standing position makes it easier 
to deliver an accurate cast, and, paradox-
ically, makes the angler more difficult 
for trout to spot when they are holding in 
deeper water.  Distance casting is not im-
portant, but successful anglers are able 
to hit a tea saucer at 30 feet without dis-

"My bench and rod holder."

turbing the water.  Cloudy days are usu-
ally best, but this is not an absolute:  Ron 
once caught seven fish in half an hour 
under bright sun.

The only absolute is water temperature.  
Fish won’t feed when the water tempera-
ture is above 70 unless the Hex are hatch-
ing, and even then, the fishing is better 
when the water temp drops into the 60s.  
The temp on that bright day when Ron 
caught seven fish was around 60.  Early 
summer mornings are a great time to 
fish the Straight.  The water temperature 
drops into the 50s or 60s overnight, and 
when the sun begins to warm up the wa-
ter slightly it serves as a metabolic trig-
ger to stimulate feeding activity.

You may have already guessed that Ron 
is a big believer in heavier tippets.  The 
lightest tippet he uses is 3x, which gives 
him a decent chance of landing a large 
fish in a stream loaded with obstacles, 



and getting it done quickly so that the 
trout is not overly stressed from higher 
water temperatures.  A deliberate hook 
set, similar to a steelhead set, is also key.  
Fish over 20 inches take some time to 
get the fly into their mouths, and it is im-
portant to wait until the fish has turned 
back underwater before setting the hook.  
If you are used to doing a lightning 
fast “trout set” on 12-inch fish, good 
luck teaching your muscles to unlearn  
that memory.

=======

My personal experience on the Straight 
has been limited to the Hex hatch.  I 
missed two seasons after first meeting 
Ron and Lon on that bridge in 2019, but 
have been back every year since 2021.  
Over 12 nights, I have landed 13 fish; 2 
were 12” and the rest were over 16”—a 
couple of them well over 16”.  This is a 
lot less fish than I could catch if I stayed 
on my home water in the Driftless Area, 
but there is something addictive about 
the sun setting over the swamp, the glow 

Honoring a Life on the WaterHonoring a Life on the Water
A Birthday Gift for Bob Forstner

By Mark Abner, MNTU Giving Coordinator

At Minnesota Trout Unlimited, 
we are honored to help fami-
lies celebrate the lives of those 

who have shared with them a love of 
rivers, trout, and fishing. Honorary 
and memorial gifts are one of the most 
meaningful ways to connect treasured 
memories with the ongoing work of pro-
tecting and restoring coldwater streams for  
future generations.  

This summer, we were privileged to help 
celebrate the 96th birthday of Theodore 
Robert Forstner, a lifelong outdoorsman, 
fisherman, and proud father. His daugh-
ter Judy Poferl made a gift to Minnesota 
Trout Unlimited in his honor, ensuring 
that his love of fishing will ripple on in 
lasting ways.  

Bob grew up in Madelia, MN, and has 
spent a lifetime immersed in the out-
doors, equally at home in hunting fields 
and on flowing water. He tells with de-
light the story of hooking a monster 
brown trout on Minnesota’s Straight 
River—only to discover, in the end, that 
his net was too small to bring it in! The 
story still brings a chuckle whenever he 
recounts it.  

Fly fishing came to him later in life, but 
once introduced, he quickly fell in love 
with it. For many years, he and his late 
wife Joan traveled together to Montana 
to fish the storied Big Horn River (well, 
Bob fished, and Joan strolled the town). 
Later, as travel became more difficult, 
Judy and her family stepped in to join 
him on annual trips to Madison Valley 
Lodge on the Madison River. Those jour-
neys are filled with laughter, tradition, 
and trout—and plenty of “fish tales,”  
like the enormous brown Bob battled for 
what seemed like eternity, only to spit 
out the fly right before netting.  A sketch 
of that fish is memorialized in Bob’s 
leather rod case that attracts attention 
wherever it goes.

One special family tradition was 

the awarding of a small pin shaped like 
a fly, passed back and forth to mark the 
angler who caught the largest fish of 
the trip. With only one exception, Bob 
emerged the winner, and today he re-
mains the final holder of that tiny “tro-
phy.” He keeps it framed with pride, and 
has made it known that when the time 
comes, he will want it with him. It is a 
symbol of his joy in fishing and in the 
memories he created with his family 
along the way.  

Judy recalls their last fishing trip togeth-
er, spent in Montana in 2019 just before 
Covid changed travel. Those photos 
capture Bob’s characteristic smile and 
his deep love for the rivers he fished so 
faithfully. Even after a recent fall and 
move to a nursing home, where he is ad-
justing to new routines, he continues to 
talk about fishing, sharing his photo al-
bums, and recounting adventures on the 
water with anyone who will listen.  

For Judy and her family, supporting Min-
nesota Trout Unlimited was a natural ex-
tension of Bob’s life and legacy. Their 
honorary gift links his personal passion 
to the mission of preserving cold, clean, 
fishable waters here at home.  

Honorary and memorial gifts like this 
serve two purposes: they keep alive cher-
ished memories of loved ones, and they 
fuel the conservation work that ensures 
trout streams continue to thrive for future 
generations. We are grateful to the Forstner 
family for sharing not just their support, 
but also their story, which illustrates how 
fishing connects us across generations.  

If you wish to celebrate a loved one 
through a gift to Minnesota Trout Un-
limited, we invite you to reach out and 
share your story. The rivers flow on 
clear, clean, and cold, with a little help 
from generous people like you, and be-
cause of lives like Bob’s, which remind 
us what a gift it is to fish, to conserve, 
and to remember.  

•  To make a secure honorary or memorial gift online, visit the Minnesota Trout 
Unlimited donation page, where you can also make your designation.

•  You may also mail a check (be sure to indicate if your gift is in honor or 
memory of someone, and include any special instructions) to:

Minnesota Trout Unlimited 
Giving Office
968 Fairmount Avenue
St. Paul, MN 55105-3119

•  If you have stories or photos of your loved one enjoying time outdoors, 
we welcome them—please contact Giving Coordinator Mark Abner at  
mark.abner@mntu.org or call (202) 573-1832.

•  For more information or assistance with donations, legacy gifts, or including 
Minnesota Trout Unlimited in an obituary or memorial, contact our office or 
visit www.mntu.org.

All honorary and memorial gifts help sustain healthy, fishable waters in  
Minnesota for generations to come.

of fireflies, the howling of wolves, and 
the splash made by that first large fish as 
it takes a Hex dun.  It doesn’t hurt that 
the fish are bigger—much bigger.

My 2025 Hex season started on June 
24th.  After our October heat wave it 
may be hard to remember, but we had 
a cold June and the hatch came off a bit 
later than the typical Father’s Day start.  
When I arrived at the river a number 
of DNR employees were pulling out 
canoes and setting up their rods.  I did 
an informal survey, asking how many 
of them used barbless hooks.  The an-
swer was none.  “We’ve looked at the 
research, and barbs on hooks that small 
don’t affect fish mortality,” said one of 
them.  “I’m not worried about the fish,” 
I replied.  Have you ever been down to 
the hospital in Brainerd where they have 
an entire wall of lures that the doctors 
removed from anglers?  Do you really 
want to make a trip to the emergency 
room in the middle of the night?”  We 
good-naturedly agreed to disagree, and 
they got into their canoes and paddled 

upstream.  I waded down to my dead 
tree branch which is still there after six 
years,  I got myself set up and waited 
for the action to start.  I had lost the tip 
from my 5-weight rod a few weeks ear-
lier stumbling around the Kinni after an 
altercation with a beaver, so I was fish-
ing an 8-weight ANT rod.  At around 10 
p.m. trout started rising.  After 30 fruit-
less minutes, just as the hatch was wind-
ing down, I cast nearly straight across to 
the opposite bank and heard a loud slurp.  
I set the hook and the fish raced down-
stream.  I have hooked large fish on the 
Straight before, but this one was differ-
ent.  I honestly thought it was going to 
break my 2X tippet—or maybe my rod.  
After what seemed like forever but was 
probably about two minutes, the fish be-
gan to tire and I started to reel it in.  That 
was when the hook pulled out.  I can’t 
say whether it was because the hook was 
barbless, or because I am one of the more 
guilty practitioners of the trout set, but 
given how karma works, I am going with 
barbless.  The hatch had ended by this 
time, and I made a slow wade of shame 

back to my car.  Fortunately for my ego, 
the DNR folks had not yet returned, so I 
made a quick getaway back to my hotel.  
The next night I retrieved some dignity 
by landing an 18-inch fish.  It felt like a 
10-incher on the 8-weight.

=====

I plan to fish the Hex hatch again next 
year, but am also hoping to try it at oth-
er times. If I don’t find a partner with a 
canoe, I learned from Jody Derks at the 
DNR that you can mouse the stream at 
night while wading.  Cast once directly 
upstream, once to the left bank and once 
to the right bank, retrieving the fly each 
time with a steady motion that creates 
a small wake.  Take 10 steps upstream 
and repeat.  You won’t catch a lot of fish, 
but you may get the fish of a season—or  
a lifetime.

Bob Luck is a former Twin Cities Chapter 
president and an avid angler. Check out his 
new book of essays Woolly Buggers Don't 
Count at www.pocketwaterpress.com

Bob Forstner has enjoyed many trips to Montana over the years and his 
most recent trip was in 2019.

12

How to Make an Honorary or Memorial Gift



Eagle Scout Project on the Vermillion River Eagle Scout Project on the Vermillion River 
Drains Lead to Our Trout Streams

By Ginger Flaten

Skyler spray-painted stencil messages as a reminder that storm drains 
flow into streams.

The Vermillion is the largest trout 
fishery in the Minneapolis/St. 
Paul area featuring trophy wild 

brown trout and stocked rainbows.  
The Vermillion gets a lot of attention 
from Twin Cities Trout Unlimited.  The 
TCTU chapter is actively involved in the 
conservation and restoration of the Ver-
million River’s South Branch and works 
alongside the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources and other groups 
to remove invasive buckthorn, stabilize 
stream banks and monitor trout popula-
tion.  The river's population is dependent 
on groundwater and surface runoff (rain 
and melted snow) to maintain the health 
of the river.  

As a member of TCTU it seemed like a 
great idea to see if they had any project 
ideas for my grandson Skyler, who is 
working on becoming an Eagle Scout.  
Bob Luck, former President of TCTU, 
was contacted for project ideas.  TCTU 
had several ideas to choose from and 
Skyler began to correspond and partner 
with TCTU on the Storm Drain Stencil-
ing Project.  

After a project is chosen it needs to be 
approved by the Scout Troop Project 
Counselor Kurt Benedetto, Advance-
ment Chair for District P.   A project 
workbook is completed with reviews 
and approvals along the way.  Jonathan 
Boorom, Scout Master of troop 9111 
was kept informed.  

The Eagle Scout project planning be-
gan in June 2025.  Earning the Eagle 
Scout rank in the Boy Scouts of America 
(BSA) is not an easy task.  Historical 
data suggests around 4-6% of all BSA 
members earn the Eagle Scout rank.  It 
requires outdoor skills, dedication, lead-
ership and a major community service 
project.  The community project requires 
the scout to plan, develop, and give lead-
ership to others in a service project help-
ful to the community.  

Skyler of Troop 9111 did just that by 
completing storm drain stenciling near 
the Vermillion River in Farmington, 
MN.  Storm drains are the grated open-
ings in the street which collect water 
from rain and melting snow. They emp-
ty into nearby bodies of water such as 

lakes, ponds, streams or wetlands, not 
a wastewater treatment facility as some 
people might think.  The drains stenciled 
for this project empty directly into the 
Vermillion River.  

With the help of five volunteers (Jus-
tin, Joel, Jack, Kyle, father, and Ginger, 
grandmother), Skyler stenciled 65 storm 
drains.  Drains were either swept or 
blown free of dirt and debris and trash 
was picked up around the drains.    	
				  
Spray painting was done using a plastic 
stencil to the left or right of the drain.  
The paint should last a couple of years 
and bring awareness to the Farmington 
community about the negative environ-
mental impact of dumping pollutants 
down storm drains that empty directly 
into a stream.

As we spray painted drains, we noticed 
a few were pre-stamped.  Pre-stamped 
grates will last a long time but those 
also can get worn down or covered up 
by weeds.   

Doug Moran, TCTU Board Member & 
Habitat Coordinator, provided a TCTU 
drain keepers map for Skyler to use, 
which was beneficial to the project.  
The map let Skyler know which drains 
had been adopted by TCTU.  This map 
proved invaluable as we drove through 
Farmington streets and helped us effi-
ciently spray paint the 65 drains.  It was 
a great project for Skyler to work on and 
was beneficial to TCTU and the Vermil-
lion watershed district.   Thank you to 
Bob Luck and Doug Moran for provid-
ing information to Skyler for his Eagle 
Scout project. 

Here is an email excerpt from Douglas 
Moran after we informed him of stencil-
ing 65 drains.  

“The impact of what you've done is con-
siderable, Skyler. Your work will reduce, 
by tons, sediment and trash entering the 
Vermillion watershed. Your project:
• Raised awareness that drains empty di-
rectly into a stream
• Made it easier for TCTU to quickly 
clean drains
• Enabled, potentially, schools in the 
Trout in The Classroom program to di-

rectly impact the water of the streams 
they release their trout into. There are 
several schools that have expressed an 
interest in this.”

It takes a community to raise an Eagle 
Scout and that is what we had.  In addi-
tion to the BSA and TCTU members we 
would like to thank McKenna Rodine, 
Water Resources Specialist from Farm-
ington and Brita Moore-Kutz, Commu-
nications & Outreach Specialist from 
Dakota County for their information on 
storm stenciling and supplies such as 
paint, safety vests and stencils.  

Here's to clean water and healthier habi-

tats for wildlife in and near the Vermil-
lion River and, of course, to all the young 
people who work towards becoming Ea-
gle Scouts and volunteers who support 
their efforts.    Thanks Skyler and crew! 

Ginger Flaten is a member of TCTU and 
serves as a streamkeeper, as well as a board 
member for the Fly Fishing Women of MN in 
the communications role.  She likes spending 
time by rivers and streams, whether fishing, 
kayaking, or riding her motorcycle along-
side them. A proud grandmother of four, 
Ginger lives in Eden Prairie near the Min-
nesota River.

Skyler stenciled and cleaned 65 storm drains with the help from five volunteers, as well as TCTU member Doug Moran. 13



Since mid-September, TIC staff 
have been busy traveling to all 
four corners of the state working 

with our participating schools, teaching 
students about their local watersheds 
and the importance of monitoring water 
quality. We bring bins full of waders, 
nets, and biotic indexes for students to 
use when collecting aquatic macroin-
vertebrates. They then do a deep dive on 
identifying the macros and inferring the 
water quality based on the species they 
find. Fall field days are a TIC student 
and teacher favorite, as it is the first time 
many of them have ever gotten to go in 
the water with waders!

In addition to fall field days, the learn-
ing continues in the classroom as stu-
dents begin setting up their tanks. They 
get hands on with the setup components, 
discussing the differences and similari-
ties of the tank with a trout’s natural hab-
itat. Some of these differences include a 
closed versus open system and the pres-
ence or lack of predators and other bi-
otic (living) organisms. Once the tank is 
set up, the nitrogen cycle is introduced 
and the pre-cycling process begins. Stu-
dents learn about how the nitrogen cycle 
works, get practice testing the tank’s 
water chemistry for ammonia, nitrite, 
nitrate, and pH levels, and use that data 
to monitor the cycle’s progress in their 
tanks as they prepare for the arrival of 
eggs this winter.

This year, we are lucky to have support 
from two sources other than MNTU and 
its chapters: Hennepin County and the 
Jeffers Foundation. MNTU has a long-
time partnership with the Jeffers Foun-
dation whose consistent donations over 
the last few years have allowed us to 
continue running Trout in the Classroom 
around the state. Their mission is to fos-
ter environmental stewardship through 
education, preserving nature, and es-
tablishing productive partnerships with 
like-minded organizations. The $95,000 
they have donated over the last few years 
has provided busing reimbursements for 
schools, funds for our team to implement 
activities with TIC students, equipment 
and supplies, and more! This is the first 
year we’ve received a Hennepin County 
Green Partners grant for Youth Environ-
mental Education that helps us to further 
support schools through leading pro-
grams and busing reimbursements.

As the program has grown not only in 
number but also in its reaches through 
the state, I have been thinking about try-
ing to do two egg delivery days to ease 
the pressure from doing it all in one 
day. With having had a few more teach-
ers come forward requesting a potential 
after holiday break delivery instead of 
early December, I decided to give it a 
try this year. Egg delivery day number 
one is on Tuesday, December 2 for those 
teachers that still wanted to get eggs 
before their breaks. The second date is 
Tuesday, January 6. 

If you’d like to assist with one of the egg 
delivery days or winter TIC pro-
grams and aren’t already on the 

list of volunteers, contact Amber Taylor, 
education@mntu.org, for more informa-
tion. Our team will be leading biomimic-
ry and habitat lessons, fly tying, and ice 
fishing programs with our TIC students 
from January through March. 

Not all tanks are a success story each 
year! There are always a handful of tanks 
that have major die offs for one reason 
or another. The teacher testimonial be-
low is from a second year TIC teacher 
in Proctor and demonstrates how a lot 
of learning can still happen with a tank 
where the fish are unable to be released 
and difficult decisions have to be made. 

“This year's program yielded unexpect-
ed results. Everything seemed to be go-
ing as planned until mid-January, when 
1-30 fish started dying each day. I was in 
communication with Amber and the pa-
thology lab, and on February 11, I sent 
45 fish to the lab for viral and bacterial 
testing. The tests came back positive for 
Flavobacterium, a bacterium that is fair-
ly ubiquitous in the environment and can 
act as opportunistic pathogens when cir-
cumstances/stressors are right. Certain 
Flavobacterium are capable of causing 
disease and mortality in many species of 
fish, including rainbow trout." Unfortu-
nately, this led to the fish being deemed 
unreleaseable.

The fish unexpectedly dying was actual-
ly a great example of the scientific meth-
od. Students had lots of ideas on what 
might be causing fish death, including 
disease, water conditions, and equip-
ment malfunction. Upon receiving the 
Flavobacterium diagnosis, we learned 
that science sometimes has unexpected 
results, and that this was, ultimately, a 
science experiment.

The students and I decided to continue 
raising the fish until the end of the school 
year with the hopes of getting them large 
enough to dissect. After completing the 
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By Amber Taylor, MNTU Education Program Supervisor

disease testing, we had roughly thirty 
fish remaining. We raised the tank tem-
perature to 56 degrees fahrenheit and 
started feeding them once per day. The 
fish grew to only about 4 inches in length 
and we were unable to dissect them, but 
we still used them to observe genetic dif-
ferences within the population. It was an 
excellent example of "survival of the fit-
test" during our evolution unit.

Even though this year had unexpected 
results, the students were highly invested 
and engaged with the tank and solving 
the mystery as to how the fish were dy-
ing. In a way, more lessons were learned 
this year than last because of the unusual 
circumstances. I have invited this year's 
students to come visit the fish next year, 
and I plan to invite them to the release 

party so they can still experience the 
entirety of the program. I look forward 
to using the lessons learned this year to 
raise fish and release them next year.

Overall, this was an amazing oppor-
tunity that I would recommend to any 
teacher interested. I was worried about 
student interest and involvement at the 
middle school level, but even sixth and 
eighth graders would come to my room 
to visit the fish and ask questions. I look 
forward to raising and releasing fish 
again next year! Thank you so much for 
this incredible opportunity.”

Contact Amber Taylor, Education Su-
pervisor with questions, mntu.educa-
tion@gmail.com. 

TIC students from Cherry School use biotic indexes and dichotomous keys to identify the aquatic  
macroinvertebrates they found in the St. Louis River. 
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Students wade along the shore of the St. Louis River collecting aquatic 
insects to learn about and identify for lessons about water quality and 

healthy watershed ecosystems.
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Perfect ConditionsPerfect Conditions
Youth Series

By Jim Emery, MNTU Educator

A lot of chemistry and care is needed to create an artificial environment for your trout. Nature does the work once they are released.

Rainbow trout need such precise 
conditions to thrive that raising 
them is going to be a big respon-

sibility for your class! You’ll need to 
maintain the water chemistry and tem-
perature to be certain the tank remains 
properly balanced. In a trout stream, nu-
merous factors work in harmony to cre-
ate the balance trout need to thrive. To 
build a whole trout stream in your class, 
you would need to bring in hundreds 
of different plants and animals, healthy 
soils, a way to control the temperature 
of the air, constant cold water flow from 
an underground spring, and a tank that 
holds a whole lot more water than yours 
does. Even if a project that big sounds 
like fun to try, it would take a very long 
time for this ecosystem to establish the 
balance needed to remain healthy with-
out constant human maintenance. Your 
class will take a shortcut by cooling the 

water with a piece of equipment called a 
chiller, adding some commercially pre-
pared chemicals, monitoring the water 
chemistry, and maintaining the tank to 
remove waste and refresh the water. 

Though once your trout are released they 
will swim in water that is kept in balance 
by nature.  A complicated interplay of 
plants, animals, soil conditions, and re-
plenishment from ground water main-
tain the health of the streams and rivers 
where our trout are released. Observ-
ing the diversity of life in and around a 
trout stream can help you learn a whole 
lot about the importance of every spe-
cies and element in the natural world. 
Observing nature will also always bring 
you joy!

You probably know something about 
the food web. Plants and animals decay 

by having their bodies broken down by 
bacteria, fungi and insects. Bugs and 
small fish are consumed by larger ones, 
like your trout, which are eaten by still 
larger fish and birds. When animals die, 
their decaying bodies start the process 
over again. Aquatic plants drink pollut-
ants from the water and regulate water 
temperature. Animals breathe and ex-
crete waste, returning nutrients to the 
water. Grasses on the shore hold the soil 
in place so that it doesn’t fill the stream 
with sediment. Trees provide shade so 
the water doesn’t overheat. Birds keep 
insects from overpopulating, and your 
trout will help with that too. On and on 
it goes. There are so many natural pro-
cesses that must happen in order for a 
stream to be healthy. You could spend 
your whole life learning about them, and 
lots of people do!

It’s a symphony out there, all the parts 
working together, contributing to a 
healthy ecosystem. It's all right there 
for you to experience and enjoy. Take 
a walk near a trout stream, or anywhere 
else for that matter. Count how many 
species you can see and hear, and think 
about how many more there must be that 
make up the part of the world where you 
are standing. 

This year, it is your job as trout techni-
cians to create and maintain the ideal 
tank environment. Keep changing that 
water. Feed those fish when they need it. 
Monitor the water temperature, ammo-
nia, nitrites, and the nitrates. It’s a lot of 
work, but in the spring you can release 
your trout into a natural body of water 
where nature will take over.



Richard Rohrer of the Minnesota Soil Health Coalition shows students  how to test soils.

The Ultimate Nature Experience 
(TUNE) camp attracted 36 youths 
and a few dozen volunteers in ear-

ly July to the Eagle Bluff Environmental 
Learning Center near Lanesboro where 
the youths received a score or more les-
sons in the outdoors that will help them 
become more passionate about nature 
and helping it.

I spent a day there and saw them learn 
about birds, insects, soil health, how 
a trout hatchery works, casting a fly 
rod and shooting bow and arrow. The 
youths didn’t need any coaxing to want 
to get involved. They were there, they 
were already engaged and hooked on  
the outdoors.

But what lessons could we learn from 
them, the volunteers and others about 
what would get other kids, ones not as 
eager to spend a week at the nature cen-
ter? As it turns out, several lessons stuck 
out to me, including why youths and 
adults were there.

First, let’s learn more about the camp 
itself. Bruce Gockowski, camp direc-
tor, said it began in 2007 with the first 
camp in 2008. Pheasants Forever began 
the camp and later Minnesota Trout Un-
limited joined as a partner with chapters 
helping with scholarships and volun-
teers. Bruce joined early as a volunteer 
but soon saw that the mission was larger 
than just shooting sports. “I began look-
ing at what in the environment was hav-
ing a problem: songbirds, insects, fish,” 
and expanded into those fields. The 
camp’s motto is “Becoming stewards 
of the land through balance, harmony, 
love and respect.” The need for stew-
ardship was one lesson several adults  
highlighted.

“I like to think we’re planting seeds,” 
Bruce said. We retain everything but not 
to the surface, he said. But later, some-
thing happens “and all of a sudden that 
seed will open up and they will remem-
ber, I learned this and I learned that.” He 
hopes the lessons there will spread out to 
family and friends.

This is a list of topics youths learned 
about: native grass habitat, aquatic in-
vasive species, wetlands and waterfowl, 
stream labs, trout biology, pollinators 
(they get to put on bee suits), going into 
the Root River, canoeing, macroinverte-
brates, songbirds, insects, soil biology, 
fly tying, hunting dogs, fly rod casting, 
shooting .22-caliber rifles and shotguns, 
going on the high-ropes course and ca-
noeing. All in six days.

Even mosquitoes and rain were lessons. 
“Oh definitely. We like to call it weather-
ing,” Bruce said.  “We can try to predict 
the weather but in today’s world it’s ev-
er-changing, our climate, it’s constantly 
throwing things at us. We have to deal 
with what we get and move on, we can’t 
stop our programs for it.” 

“Be on the positive side so they feel they 
can make a difference with the environ-

ment,” he said. “It’s their world, 
it’s up to them to change it.” 16

T.U.N.E. CampT.U.N.E. Camp
The Ultimate Nature Experience

By John Weiss

Those are a few good lessons.

Youths had a good diversity–big cities, 
small towns, rural areas and they had 
a large age range and some kids were 
about two feet taller than the shortest.  

Mckenzie Spaeth, 11 of Pelican Rapids, 
said she came to hang out with friends, 
including a friend who asked her to 
come to Eagle Bluff. And “because I 
like hunting and learning about science 
and animals. I love the outdoors.” At the 
camp, “I learned a bunch of trees, birds.” 
Yes, there are skeeters and rain but “it’s 
part of being outdoors.” When she got 
home, she said she wanted to spread the 
word about it, and it will make her a bet-
ter angler.

The friend was Allie Field, 11, also of 
Pelican Rapids. She said her grandmoth-
er read about it and suggested she might 
like it. “I like to hunt and fish,” she said. 
At the camp, she learned about birds.

Jacob Kozcur, 15 of Duluth, said he was 
there for his second time. He said he 
likes “just about everything, really. I like 
the activities,” he said while touring the 
Lanesboro State Fish Hatchery. He said 
he talked with friends about it and two 
also came. Yes, Duluth has a lot for the 
outdoors, but “we don’t have anything 
like this,” he said, the city doesn’t have a 
concentrated course. He loves just about 
everything about the outdoors, he said. 
One of the critical things he was learning 
was “things to do to preserve the amaz-
ing nature that we have, so more people 
can experience it.” His advice to adults 
trying to interest other youths in the out-
doors is that kids listen differently, they 
might really be digesting things, but they 
also need more stimulation.

Madisyn Murray, 13 of Anoka, was also 
in her second year. “I love nature,” she 
said. “I love bees, I think they are fasci-
nating,” they have so many sides to them. 
But she added, “mosquitoes suck.” She 

intends to be a surgeon, “I want to help 
people,” she said. She isn’t sure how the 
camp will help but “I do know I love it 
here,” she said.

Her friend, Payton Stubblefield of Min-
neapolis said she tried casting a fly rod 
because she has never fished before. 
“I’m not really a fan of it, I don’t find it 
amusing.” The hardest part was casting 
a perfect loop.

Did you notice all of them came because 
of friends or with friends? Another lesson.

To help the youths learn requires many 
volunteers with many things to teach.

David Brockway from Twin Cities, a 
member of Twin Cities TU said he came 
for three days because “it seemed like a 
good opportunity to volunteer…I liked 
the philosophy, the idea of kids being 
introduced to nature, conservation.” A 
main point is to get the kids away from 
the screens.

Jerry Pruett of Rochester, a member of 
the Zumbro Valley Audubon Society 
and one of the state’s best birders, talked 
about birds. He said he came out because 
Joel Dunnette, a fellow Audubon mem-
ber, asked him. “I decided to help out,” 
he said. “Every little bit counts.” If I can 
just get interest in a few kids, “it’s worth 

Expert fly rod caster Monta Hayner teaches Allie Field to cast.
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it.” One lesson he emphasized was 
“GET OUT THERE.” He also said that 
birds are under stress from habitat loss, 
climate change and pesticides. “This is a 
critical time for the birds.”

When teaching new birders, tell them 
“you will hear more birds than you will 
see…You bird with your ears, listen for 
the birds.” For example, there is the 
“witchety, witchety” of the common yel-
lowthroat, a usual bird that is not easily 
seen, he said.

Dunnette spent part of the afternoon 
teaching about insects, stressing the 
beauty and specialness of even mundane 
bugs. “They are a glorious part of our 
world,” he said. Some insects, such as 
dragonflies, can move each of their four 
wing segments separately, “they are tre-
mendously maneuverable,” he said.

And then there was a lesson, not as ob-
vious but one that is incredibly impor-
tant: soil health. Campers were “learn-
ing about soil and how to improve it 
because it’s been degraded for so long,” 
said Tim Radebach from the Minnesota 
Soil Health Coalition. He and Richard 
Rohrer used water poured over different 
soils, from one soil used to raise corn or 
soybeans to native prairie soil, and dem-
onstrated just how different they are, 
how much better the prairie soil is. 

“Fifty years ago, the farmers were more 
connected to the farm,” they were part-
ners with the land but that is changing, 
they said.

Lily Kohn, a youth guide who’s been at 
the camp before, said maybe we adults 
are overthinking things. “Take them out-
side, take them for a hike, a night hike,” 
she said. Look for lightning bugs, then 

let nature do the rest.

Did you notice the passion all the teach-
ers brought? A good lesson.

I helped Monta Hayner teach about cast-
ing fly rods in the evening. I’d show a 
youth the right way, they’d get it right, 
and within a few casts, go back to re-
ally bad form, slapping the rod back and 
forth. I quickly noted it’s not an easy 
thing to teach, I needed patience. An-
other good lesson.

Eagle Bluff Education Director Jenna 
Moon had more insights. “I think any 
time kids are given an opportunity to be 
hands-on and involved in their learning, 

Mckenzie Spaeth prepares to look for birds. 

that is when we see the highest success,” 
she said. Maybe it’s just making a fire. 
“Here’s matches, light it up, that is going 
to get kids excited.” She strongly recom-
mends younger children see adults also 
take an interest but as youths get older, 
let them loose to explore.

There’s more. 

She also stressed finding friends for 
the youths, especially middle and high 
school students. She remembers being 
in the fifth grade and spending time at 
Eagle Bluff where her best memory was 
sitting on an old dead tree with friends. 
“We were laughing and being silly and 
being with each other’s company,” she 

said. She doesn’t recall her outdoors les-
sons but she did come away with those 
sweet memories of being outdoors. “It’s 
all about trying to get people to form 
connections with whatever makes sense 
to them,” she said.

A final lesson.

John Weiss was a reporter/photographer for
the Rochester Post/Bulletin for 41 years and
still does freelance. He has been an outdoors
writer in the Driftless nearly 46 years. He
is secretary for Hiawatha TU and loves fly
fishing small streams.

Book Review: Woolly Buggers Don't CountBook Review: Woolly Buggers Don't Count
By Chris O'Brien

Bob Luck, former president of 
the Twin Cities Chapter and fre-
quent contributor to Trout Un-

limited Minnesota, has just published 
a book of essays on trout fishing in the  
Driftless Area.

In Woolly Buggers Don’t Count, Bob 
shares a series of detailed glimpses into 
an often obsessive and occasionally re-
warding pastime – while also articulating 
a determined conservation ethic honed 
through his time living in Minnesota, 
Wisconsin and Japan. Fans of writers 
like Thomas McGuane and John Gierach 
will appreciate how he effortlessly drifts 
between heartfelt appreciation for the 
natural world and biting commentary on 
our troubled relationship with it.  Here 
are a few of Bob’s observations:

On beavers:
Why bother with poplar bark when acres 
of corn are there for the taking? 
On broken rods:
Why didn’t you just grab an axe and 
chop it in half?
On insecticides:
Minnesota did enact a statute that pre-
vents Neonics from being used on pub-
lic land, but given their ability to travel 
through groundwater, that is like setting 
up a no-pee zone in a swimming pool.

Woolly Buggers Don't Count is both a 
love letter to wild places and a call for 
action to defend them from careless  
intrusion.  

Bob will be donating $5 from the pro-
ceeds of each book sold through De-
cember 31st to Trout Unlimited coun-
cils and chapters encompassing the  
Driftless Area. 

To download a free sample, find a list of 
fly shops carrying the book, or place an 
order directly from Bob, visit his web-
site, www.pocketwaterpress.com or point 
your phone camera at the QR code below.

Chris O’Brien is Public Affairs Director for 
the Freshwater Society, and Advocacy Chair 
for the Twin Cities Chapter of TU.
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The RavineThe Ravine
A Personal Essay

By James McCrary

The McCrary Family at Whitewater State Park, summer 2025.

My boy and I are going fishing 
today. It’s about an hour and 
twenty minutes’ drive to the 

ravine, with the drive seeing you through 
the wearisomeness of farmland, for the 
most part. “Fly-over country,” they say. 
I’ll admit, before I adventured to this part 
of the world myself, I had felt the same. 
After studying the landscape for signs 
of life for what feels like an eternity, a 
yellow sign on the side of the road stirs 
our excitement. The sign warns of steep 
inclines ahead, and, seemingly out of no-
where, you’re in free fall; ears popping, 
brakes squealing, the car hurriedly snak-
ing into the valley below. Endless rows 
of corn, soybeans, alfalfa, and other as-
sorted sustenance suddenly give way to 
beauty unimaginable in places like Corn 
Belt, USA.

We find ourselves winding hundreds of 
feet down the switchbacks into the dense 
green foliage of the deciduous forests of 
the Driftless Area. This is a special place. 
Untouched by the most recent glaciation, 
this area is a relic of the past. A glimpse 
into what the upper Midwest might have 
looked like before the mile-high sheet 
of ice, flowing like a slow-motion tsu-
nami, crushed its way across the land-
scape taking sand, rubble, and boulders, 
all with the same ease, as its prisoners 
for thousands of years. When the ice re-
treated, water did what water does best. 
Patient as it is, over time, it carved deep 
valleys through the dolomite, sandstone, 
and limestone while on its way to meet 
the Mississippi River, where, especially 
there, you can see her art on full display. 
The topography fashions itself into a 
place of wonder and imagination. Nour-
ishment for the soul powered by caves, 
bluffs, valleys, sinkholes, and, most 
important to this story, clear and cold 
streams. This place is home to trout. 
Some native. The trout, and their for-
age, will tell us how healthy our water 
is, and it behooves us to listen. This is 
the destination. I sound a “we’re here,” 
but he’s keenly aware. His eyes are af-
fixed on something out his back window. 
I’d love to know what he’s looking at, 
or what he’s thinking, but I respect that 
sometimes we just need to be alone in 
our minds, lost in quiet contemplation, 
to find wonder in the natural world. At 
his nascent age of nine, this practice is 
of the utmost importance. Nurturing a 
reverence that, once established, readily 
self-seeds.

We make quick work of getting our 
waders on, grabbing our fly rods, and 
breaking out down the trail for a place 
to hop in. We catch the spring ephemer-
als at curtain call for the season, as they 
nestle themselves back into a long slum-
ber, conserving energy until next spring. 
The patience of these plants is laudable. 
Waiting all year for only a few short 
weeks where they can, at last, stretch 
their legs. Just as soon as they arrive in 
an array of colors and shapes, though,
they’re gone. Back into waiting. Prepar-
ing to do it all again next year before the 
broad-leaved trees begin to outstretch 
their own weary, winter-hardened 

branches for a taste of sunlight 
and warmth. I find myself caught 

in a trance, just as he was in the back seat 
a few minutes ago. My boy breaks the 
spell I was under. “Dad... what are you 
doing?” he says with an edge of fear. He 
had gotten a bit ahead of me on the trail. 
I suppose it might be jarring seeing your 
father stopped dead in his tracks, staring 
off into the distance, blank expression on 
his face, punch-drunk by the beauty of 
this wild place. When we reach the bot-
tom of the ravine, we stop and look up 
to the top of the valley, and admire our 
efforts thus far. I remind him, as I often 
do, that it’s ok to be proud of yourself. 
Even for the little things.

This place is alive with the sounds 
of eastern wood-peewees, American 
redstarts, common yellow-throats, 
and other bird friends chirping inces-
santly, as well as, the usual assortment 
of woodpeckers knocking their heads 
against the trees. What are they saying 
to each other? What bugs taste the best 
to a downy? All this over the sounds of 
water rushing, and critters scurrying, un-
seen, through the brush at our feet. We 
found the spot. “This is where we’ll get 
in,” I told him. I go first, of course, as 
a man does when making the concerted 
effort to lead his son by example. The 
water is cold around my shins as I step 
down into the small stream, on what is 
a particularly warm late May Saturday 
morning in southeastern Minnesota. The 
cold at my legs is the only relief from 
the heat. Growing up in the humid, salty 
air of gulf coast Texas prepares a person 
to deal with the heat, but the sheer solar 
power of the Midwestern sun cannot be 
overstated. Feeling more like a pointed 
laser from space than the moist convec-
tion oven of my youth. From the knee up 
my sweat is accumulating, unable to be 
wicked away through my waders which 
are wrapped tightly around my bottom 
half as I stand in the thigh-high current. 
I’ve always loved the feeling of waders 
around my body, shielding me from the
soak. These feelings go all the way back 
to fishing trips with my dad wading for 
flounder on the edge of Pelican Island in 
Galveston, Texas when I was my son’s 
age. Warm glazed donuts and chocolate 

milk from Shipley’s at 5:00 a.m.; he had 
coffee. It’s one of my favorite places to 
go in my mind. My son breaks me from 
my daydream once again when he hol-
lers down at me from the top of the bank. 
He’s asking me for my hand to help him 
down. The water is just above the knee 
on me, which puts it at mid-top thigh 
for him. I reach out my hand, he grabs 
ahold, and after clearly pushing through 
the urge to say “I’ll just stay up here,” 
bravely hops down into the flowing wa-
ter. “It’s cold!” he exclaims excitedly. 
His voice is still small, but his youth is 
fleeting. Children do, indeed, grow up 
too fast. When he joins me in the creek 
I’m flushed with excitement. Nearly 
moved to tears. He is too. His eyes are 
wide. I imagine his feeling is similar to 
those men setting sail around the globe 
hundreds of years ago in the Age of Dis-
covery. Striking out on what they per-
ceived to be a new path. Going places, 
they perceived, yet unseen. When we’re 
young, life is new, thinking is visceral, 
and everything is exciting. Even now the 
smell of the first cool autumnal breeze 
can transport me 25 years back in time to 
the city parks of my own youth. Saving 
the ability to feel this way as one ages 
is a life-skill worth honing. I love to see 
this excitement in him; more than many 
things. He’s as cautious, and skeptical as 
I was in my youth, but once he’s standing 
steadfast in the water, the world melts 
around him. It’s just him, the babbling 
stream, the jays in the distance, and, with 
any luck, a couple of fish lacking in the 
foresight department.

We walk, we cast. We walk, we cast 
again. We can see the trout under the wa-
ter’s surface, but at this moment in time 
they clearly have the intellectual advan-
tage. I’ll never claim to be a good fish-
erman, but a fisherman nonetheless. It’s 
less, to me, about the actual catching of 
a fish, but more so putting myself in their 
environment. Letting all my reading and 
studying flow off the page, and into the 
cold, rushing water of the places I find 
myself obsessed with, and that’s cur-
rently keeping my waders tight around 
my legs. He eventually grows bored 

with fishing, so he explores the bank on 
his own. Thoughtful as he is, he periodi-
cally asks “Any luck, Dad?” to which I 
routinely reply, “I guess they’re smarter 
than me today.” He laughs at this. I smile 
back at him.

This is why we do it; this is why we fish. 
First and foremost, it’s time together, 
outside of the beckoning chains of com-
fort, fostering and nurturing a connec-
tion and love for nature. For moving 
water. For the trees. For the fish them-
selves. I trust he’ll be more inclined to 
care for Mother Nature after getting to 
know her in this deep, and meaningful 
way. This is something I hope to impart 
to him. That these places are worth pro-
tecting, and that there aren’t many things 
more important in the inherent meaning-
lessness and chaos of the universe than 
making memories with the ones we love 
while we have the chance. One hundred 
and fifty years from now we’ll be forgot-
ten, but, for today, we’re here. Together. 
Through all of that, if a small, native 
brook trout just happens to be fooled by 
our crudely tied fly, and we land him in 
the net, we’ll just take that as a bonus on 
the day. We fish all we can until we’ve 
run out of potable water. “You hungry 
for lunch, Dad?” he asks. I’m not, but I 
reply “Sure, let’s head back to the car.” 
When we arrive back after a couple mile 
hike, we quickly shed our waders, and 
talk about how sweaty we are. I pull out 
the camp chairs while he divvies up the 
peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I’m 
filled with gratitude, as there’s time to 
kill today. In this ancient place where 
cell service doesn’t reach the ground.

James McCrary was born and raised in 
Seabrook, TX on Galveston Bay. James, 
his wife, and their two kids have lived in 
the Twin Cities since 2019, and have been 
in Mound, MN since 2021. They explore the 
outdoors by camping, hiking, fishing, bird-
ing, and identifying plants. They’re well on 
their way to visiting all of Minnesota’s state 
parks (36 so far), and pack their poles wher-
ever they go.



19

Give to the Max 2025Give to the Max 2025
By Mark Abner, MNTU Giving Coordinator

On Give to the Max Day, please 
join supporters who help Min-
nesota Trout Unlimited pro-

tect, restore, and sustain the state’s 
coldwater fisheries. Thanks to your 
support, we had an outstanding year. 
During our most recent fiscal year, 
approximately 300 individual donors 
made contributions totaling $130,000; 
both record amounts.  With your dona-
tions, we:

PROTECTED
We worked together with partners and 
advocates to secure policy outcomes 
that safeguard Minnesota’s coldwater 
streams and trout populations. In 2025, 
supporters like you helped us strength-
en protections against stream-polluting 
practices from livestock manure and 
neonicotinoid-treated seeds—reduc-
ing fish kills and benefiting more than 
2,500 miles of trout streams across the 
state.

RESTORED
Minnesota is blessed with trout 
streams, and we’re restoring even 
more every year. In 2025, we complet-

ed more than 8 miles of in-stream habi-
tat projects, north and south, including 
planting trees, removing barriers and re-
storing channels, each making trout wa-
ter healthier, cleaner, and more fishable. 
With your help, this work will continue 
and expand—bringing new life back 
to impaired waterways and connecting 
people with resilient natural resources.

SUSTAINED
Education and engagement are essen-
tial to sustaining conservation for future 
generations. Minnesota Trout Unlimit-
ed’s youth programs reached more than 
5,000 students this year, fueling the next 
generation of trout stewards. 86 tanks 
in 74 schools and two nature centers 
are now active in our education efforts, 
building a legacy of care for Minnesota 
trout streams.

Head to mntu.org/donate on or before 
November 20th for Give to the Max Day, 
or you can mail your check to Minne-
sota Trout Unlimited, Giving Office, 968 
Fairmount Avenue, St. Paul, MN 55105-
3119.  Thank you for your support!

Visit mntu.org/donate to make your contribution!



Materials List 

Hook:	       	 Size 14 Emerger 
Bead:		  Silver Tungsten 	
		  2.5mm
Thread:     	 Black 70 denier UTC
Tail		  Black Pheasant Tail
Ribbing: 	 Silver Wire Size Small
Thorax	 Superbright Dubbing
		  Peacock
Wing Case:     	Red Holographic 
		  Tinsel Size Medium
Legs:		  Red Krystal Flash
		  Size Midge

The Higa’s SOS was created by 
Spencer Higa to fish on the Pro-
vo River in Utah. He was fish-

ing a Pheasant Tail Nymph that caught 
a couple fish then stopped working. So 
he switched to a Zebra Midge that also 
caught a couple fish and stopped work-
ing. So he thought, “What if I combined 
those two flies?” That is how he came up 
with this fly. 

My introduction to the Higa’s SOS was 
several years ago. Our Laughing Trout 
Fly Tying Club meets every Wednesday 
night at the American Legion in Wayza-
ta. One evening as we were tying in the 
dining area at the Legion, one of the pa-
trons from the bar came by and asked if 
I ever fished with a Higa’s SOS? He said 
that he goes on a trip every year to Mon-
tana and this was his favorite pattern. 

At that time, I was not familiar with the 
Higa’s. I did look it up and tied some 
up and maybe fished with them, maybe 
not? After that, they ended up in one of 
the many fly boxes that are tucked away 

Step 1. Put a bead on your hook and in-
sert the hook into your tying vise. Start 
your thread behind the bead and wrap 
a smooth thread base down the bend of
the hook.

Step 2. Tie in five pheasant tail fi-
bers in at the bend of the hook. The 
tail feathers should be about a hook 
shank in length.

Step 3. Further secure the pheas-
ant tail fibers to the top of the hook 
shank up to the bead. Take care to 
avoid lumps and bumps along the 
way.

Step 4. Tie in a length of silver wire. 
(I almost always counter wrap my 
wire so I tie it in on my side of the 
hook shank.)

Step 5. Give your bobbin a good coun-
terclockwise spin to flatten out your 
thread. Form a smooth thread body end-
ing with your thread behind the bead.

Step 6. Wrap the wire forward with 
even-spaced wraps. Secure it with 
your tying thread and clip off the
excess wire.

Fly TyingFly Tying
Higa's SOS
By Paul Johnson

Step 7. Tie in a length of tinsel di-
rectly on top of your hook.

Step 8. Form a smooth dubbing noo-
dle on your tying thread.

Step 9. Create the thorax with your 
dubbing.

Step 10. Tie in two pieces of Krystal 
Flash on your side of the hook di-
rectly behind the bead.

Step 11. Gently pull the front two piec-
es of Krystal Flash to the far side of the 
hook. Secure with several "X" wraps of 
your tying thread.

in my basement and forgotten. 

Earlier this year I came across the 
fly or heard someone mention it. So, 
I looked it up again on YouTube and 
tied up a dozen or so. Well, it is not 
going to be a forgotten fly to me any 

longer. Every time I tied on one, they 
caught fish.

You should tie up some of these flies and 
give them a try. I have an idea that you 
will be as impressed with them as I am. 

As always, if you have any questions 
or if I can ever help you with your 
fly tying, please feel free to reach out 
to me:  paulwaconia@gmail.com

Step 12. Add just a little additional 
dubbing directly behind the bead. 
This will help to push the legs back.

Step 13. Pull the tinsel forward on top 
of the hook and secure it with your 

thread directly behind the bead.

Step 14. Clip the tinsel wing case 
off. Clip the legs to be about 1/2 the 
hook shank in length. Go fish!

20



21

Including MNTU in Your Estate PlanningIncluding MNTU in Your Estate Planning

Any loss in a family is challeng-
ing.  It’s much easier to delay 
answering uncomfortable 

questions such as, “What happens to 
my assets and my loved ones when I 
or my partner dies?” So it’s no surprise 
that roughly half of Americans don’t 
have a will, and even fewer have an 
estate plan.  While it is a hard subject 
to discuss, an estate plan goes much 
further than a will. Not only does it 
deal with the distribution of assets and 
legacy wishes, but it may help you and 
your heirs pay substantially less in 
taxes, fees, and court costs, as well as 
benefit the people and causes that you 
care about.

Including MNTU in your estate plans 
not only helps to provide for future 
programmatic and organizational 
security, it can take many different 
forms to balance your financial and 
philanthropic goals. Drafting these 
documents may seem like a daunting 
task at first, until you realize all the 
good that comes from having them. 
A gift in your will or living trust lets 
you make a meaningful gift to MNTU 
with ease and be flexible in your com-
mitment. You can give cash, specific 
property or a percentage of your es-
tate, with restrictions or without.  You 
can also make MNTU a beneficiary of 

your 401k, IRA or life insurance poli-
cy.  Because your gift doesn’t come to 
MNTU until after your lifetime, you can 
change your mind at any time. To make 
sure your will accomplishes your goals 
according to your wishes, we recom-
mend that you obtain the professional 
counsel of an attorney who specializes in 
estate planning.  We’ve included specific 
bequest language below for usage with 
individual or estate planning. 

Bequest Language
The official bequest language for Min-
nesota Trout Unlimited is:

Unrestricted General Legacy:
“I give Minnesota Trout Unlimited, a 
Minnesota non-profit corporation, pres-
ently at P.O. Box 845, Chanhassen, MN 
55317-0845, EIN# 52-1766036, the sum 
of (dollar amount)/ or percentage of 
(___%)/ residue of my estate to be used 
at the discretion of its governing board.”

Specific:
“I give Minnesota Trout Unlimited, a 
Minnesota non-profit corporation, pres-
ently at P.O. Box 845, Chanhassen, MN 
55317-0845, EIN# 52-1766036, my 
(specific personal property item(s) and/or 
real property located at ____________) 
to be used at the discretion of its govern-
ing board.”

Gift of Residuary Estate:
“All the rest, residue and remainder of 
my estate, both real and personal, and 
wherever situated, I give, devise and be-
queath to Minnesota Trout Unlimited, a 
Minnesota non-profit corporation, pres-
ently at P.O. Box 845, Chanhassen, MN 
55317-0845, EIN# 52-1766036, to be 
used at the discretion of its governing 
board.”

The information above is not intended 
as legal or tax advice. For such advice, 
please consult an attorney or tax ad-
visor. Contact our executive director, 
John Lenczewski, with any questions, 
or for assistance with estate planning, 
using this language or using this pro-
cess: jlenczewski@comcast.net or at 
612-670-1629.



Gitche Gumee 
Chapter

This summer flew by quickly, filled with 
excellent fly casting clinics and our popu-
lar Paddle the Pads event. A big thank you 
to all who participated in this year's Pad-
dle the Pads! We had a fantastic turnout 
(despite the morning's weather). There 
was great food, exciting prizes, and some 
truly amazing fish caught.

Congratulations to our winners: Deb 
Fenner, Mel Bowman, Carson Spohn, 
John Wagh, and Brian Barry. A special 
shout-out to Superior Fly Angler for their 
generous prize donations! Deb Fenner 
landed our top bass, a massive 18” small-
mouth, and Brian Barry won our bonus 
prize for the biggest non-bass species 
with a HUGE 47” musky! If you enjoy 
fly fishing for bass, be sure to stay tuned 
for next year's event.

We have another full winter season with 
monthly events. We had Brent Notbohm 
present on Fall Migratory Fishing in Oc-
tober and he shared all of his secrets for 
successfully targeting big steelhead, mi-
gratory browns, and king salmon.
Our upcoming events include:

• November 13, 7 p.m. at UMD (Mon-
tague 70): Trolling for Trout and Salmon 
in Lake Superior with Jamie Cotner.
• December 11, 7 p.m. at Superior Fly 

Angler: Holiday Fly Tying Social with 
special guest Mitch Albers.
• January 20, 6 p.m. social, 7 p.m. meet-
ing at Boomtown in Duluth: MN and WI 
DNR Update. (This is a co-hosted meet-
ing with the Arrowhead Fly Fishers)
• February 1, at Clyde Iron Works: Inter-
national Fly Fishing Film Festival (IF4)
• April 9, 7 p.m. at UMD (Montague 70): 
State Of The Steelhead event

Our conservation efforts focus on several 
key areas, including ongoing projects on 
Keene Creek, Sucker River, French Riv-
er, and Stewart River, primarily involving 
tree planting and maintenance. We are 
also completing major MNTU gap cut-
ting projects and planning significant res-
toration work on Amity Creek. Our main 
goals are to maintain shade, reduce ero-
sion, and reconnect waterways by replac-
ing perched culverts. This allows trout to 
access cold water, which is crucial during 
increasingly warm summers.

All details about the chapter’s activities 
will be shared on our Facebook page and 
through email. If you would like to stay 
up to date on GGTU’s activities please 
sign up for GGTU’s email list by contact-
ing: gitchegumee.tu@gmail.com.

Jason Swingen

MNTU Chapter News

Headwaters
Chapter

During the summer, our chapter held 
three events to connect with people. In 
addition to a successful fly casting and 
fly tying event at the Beltrami County 
Fair, the organization ventured into the 
International Falls area on August 14 
to host a fly fishing video presentation 
and meet local members. Given that the 
chapter now covers over 37,000 square 
miles, connecting with all members is a 
challenge. To address this, the organiza-
tion has begun seeking representatives in 
other towns to help identify local needs 
and improve member connections.

We also had another successful Youth 
Outdoor Activity Day in Alexandria. 
The event provided an opportunity for 
300 people, many of whom were new 
to the sport, to try fly rod casting. Two 
volunteers tied about 100 flies and also 
taught children how to tie them. As a 
memento of their participation, each 
child who cast a fly rod received a hand-
tied fly, resulting in a total of about 400 
flies being given away over a five-hour 
period.

Our 10th annual Pike Hunt proved to 
be a challenging but rewarding experi-
ence for the 32 participants who joined 
us on September 27. As one of our ma-
jor fundraising events, the hunt serves as 
the next level for our fly fishers, invit-

ing those ready for a bigger challenge 
to trade panfish for pike. A fleet of 14 
volunteer boat captains helped guide the 
anglers.

The unusually hot weather made for 
tougher-than-expected conditions on the 
water, but our dedicated fly casters rose 
to the challenge, landing a total of 47 
pike, three walleyes, 16 bass, 24 crap-
pies, and four rock bass. The day’s events 
concluded with a fish fry and festivities 
enjoyed by around 50 participants, both 
young and old. The record-setting atten-
dance included eight women and over 
a dozen youth, highlighting the event’s 
broad appeal. Highlights included door 
prizes and a thoughtful donation from 
"the fish leather man," who purchased 
the pike skins to support our chapter.

This memorable event was only made 
possible by the incredible teamwork of 
our volunteers, whose efforts provided a 
fun and engaging activity for our mem-
bers and their families.

Finally, we held our Fall Macro Field 
Days on Oct. 9-10 in the Bemidji area. 
Over 420 students from Aurora Was-
sakonne, Schoolcraft Learning Com-
munity and Gene Dillon Elementary 
schools participated in the event. After 
an introduction from Jim Emery stu-
dents fabricated macroinvertebrate traps 
by filling produce mesh bags with sticks, 
dead leaves, and a rock. Donning wad-
ers, students then placed the traps in lo-

Left: GGTU held another successful Paddle the Pads fly fishing tournament on the St. Louis River. Pictured are the winners.
Right: There's a new fly shop in Houston, MN! Check out Money Creek Outfitters next time you are in the area.

Headwaters Chapter volunteers taught fly tying and casting at the Beltrami County Fair.22



MNTU Chapter News
cal lakes and ponds. After several weeks 
they will be retrieved and examined to 
see what invertebrates were trapped and 
what clues they could provide regarding 
water quality. TU642 volunteers helped 
make the day a success

Kris Williams

Hiawatha Chapter
Hiawatha Trout Unlimited took much 
of the summer off but not before help-
ing out at the annual senior citizens fish-
ing outing at a pond, stocked with DNR 
rainbow trout.

HTU bought and served food for the 
DNR staff and some others who came. 
Unfortunately, the first date brought a 
threat of thunderstorms and really un-
healthy air so it was pushed back a few 
weeks. Only a handful of elderly came 
the second time. HTU members Al Bier-
ly Jr. and Todd Christenson helped some 
of them land fish and also helped John 
Weiss with serving hotdogs, chips and 
pop–and cookies for dessert.

HTU members then volunteered to help 
eat the extra hot dogs at a midsummer 
get together in Chatfield. We chatted, 
caught up on who was catching what 
and then Mel Hayner from Driftless Fly 
Fishing Company of Preston came and 
demonstrated some ways to mend line. 
We easily finished off the hot dogs but 
had enough chips and pop left over for 
an upcoming fall roadside cleanup on 
U.S. 52 south of Chatfield.  

John Weiss

Twin Cities Chapter
Here are a couple of updates from Twin 
Cities Trout Unlimited starting with re-
membrance of Scot Simmons.

Remembering Scot Simmons:
The Twin Cities Trout Unlimited chap-
ter would like to pay tribute to a friend, 
volunteer, former TCTU board mem-
ber, and family man who passed away 
this summer.

Scot was always willing to help.  He 
loved teaching others and giving back 
to the community.    He was a devot-
ed husband and father to his son and 
daughter.   See the photos commemo-
rating Scot’s life.

Elections:
The Twin Cities Chapter of Trout Un-
limited (TCTU) will hold its Annual 
Meeting and Elections for its Board of 
Directors on Monday January 26, 2026 
at 7 p.m.   The meeting will be held in-
person at The Gnome Craft Pub in St. 
Paul, MN and online via Zoom.  All 
members of TCTU in good standing 
with dues paid are eligible to vote.

Five of our fifteen board seats are open 
for election each year.    Please consider 
submitting your nomination for elec-
tion to the board.   Serving on the board 
is a great way to make a difference in 
coldwater conservation with a fun and 
engaging group of colleagues.  Some-
times we even fish together.  If you are 
interested in joining the board, please e-
mail to Yves Charron at yves.charron@

twincitiestu.org  Nominations are due 
Dec. 31, 2025.

Yves Charron

Win-Cres Chapter
Win-Cres has continued to putter along 
through the summer.  Activities include:

Outreach:  We had a presence at the Wi-
nona County Fair, renting a booth again 
this year.  It was staffed by members and 
provided a great opportunity to interact 
with the public.  Many thanks to Roger 
Berg for leading this effort.

Habitat:
Trail work:  Volunteers mowed a path 
along Garvin Brook again this year.

There is an access to upper Rush Creek 
from the Enterprise Rest Stop along the 
interstate.  The trail was cleared by vol-
unteers all the way down to Rush Creek.  
Many thanks to Dave Schaffer for lead-
ing this effort, helped by Klaus Friedli, 
John Weaver, and Neal Mundahl.

Brushing:  At the request of a landown-
er on Garvin Brook, volunteers cleared 

Left: The Hiawatha chapter helped out at their annual senior fishing outing.
Right: The Win-Cres Chapter continued on their mission of Japanese knotweed removal using their effective injection technique.

willows, box elder, and some small cot-
tonwoods from 200 yards of the stream 
corridor.  Thanks to Dave Schulz, Neal 
Mundahl, Dusty Hoffman and Dave 
Schaffer.

Japanese knotweed:  We found a new 
colony on my property on Garvin, 
which was treated by myself with help 
from Mark Reisetter.  We are currently 
in negotiations with two downstream 
landowners who have knotweed on their 
property.  We are seeking permission to 
enter their property to treat those colo-
nies, the last known untreated colonies 
on Garvin.  We re-treated a colony on 
East Burns Valley Creek.

Up Next:  Our membership meetings 
start on Wednesday, Oct. 22.  Luke Pfef-
fer, a guide at Root River Rod Company, 
will talk about techniques for fishing 
improved areas.  Root wads and boulder 
fields have proved challenging to some 
of us.   Bruce Fuller and Dave Schulz 
will provide a meal, moose stew.  Our 
meetings start at 6 p.m. at Sobieski 
Lodge, Winona.

Chuck Shepard

TCTU lost a friend, volunteer, and former board member this summer. If you would like to support Scot's  
family visit: www.gofundme.com/f/support-scot-simmons-fight-against-cancer
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Donate to MNTU!
Minnesota TU is the leading voice, your voice, advocating for coldwater fisheries 
and watersheds in Minnesota and the region.  Our effective advocacy work, and the 
work necessary to obtain grants to fund our stream restoration and environmental 
education programs, cannot continue without your direct financial support of 
Minnesota TU. We receive none of the donations raised from TU’s direct mail and 
other fundraising efforts, and the small portion of your membership dues we receive 
is less than the cost to print and mail this newsletter.  We need direct support from 
you - members and non-members alike - to keep us working effectively for you, your 
family and your friends. Every dollar of your donation will be used here in Minnesota.

Name________________________________________________________________

Address______________________________________________________________

City____________________________________     State_______     Zip___________

Email Address_________________________________________________________

Donation ___________________________
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

The fastest and most secure way to contribute to Minnesota Trout Unlimited 
is to visit our website to make a donation online at www.mntu.org

We also welcome gifts by check sent to:
Minnesota Trout Unlimited

968 Fairmount Ave, Saint Paul MN 55105

Want to Get 
This Newsletter?

There are TWOTWO ways!

      Join Minnesota
    Trout Unlimited

Healthy streams benefit everyone, not just anglers.

We’ll assign you to a local MN chapter. Chapters meet regularly to hear about 
fishing hot spots, discuss conservation issues, plan work days on their home 
waters, organize fundraisers, and, of course, swap a few fish tales and learn 
how to tie the latest fly patterns. 

All members also receive this publication, as well as TROUT, TU’s national 
magazine.  Other benefits include a 16-month TU calendar, car rental & hotel 
discounts and more.  TU offers a variety of membership categories.  

Visit www.tu.org today to sign up.

Or Subscribe!
For those of you who are members of chapters in other states, or who would 
like to directly support MNTU’s newsletter, we welcome subscribers who 
would like to receive and support the newsletter.  Sign up to get three color-
ful issues annually.  Sign up online at mntu.org or mail in this form to receive 

the next issue arriving in February!

Name________________________________________________________________

Address______________________________________________________________

City____________________________________     State_______     Zip___________

Email Address_________________________________________________________

Circle one:      1 Year Subscription @ $20       3 Year Subscription @ $55

Only Checks Are Accepted.

Mail Completed Forms To:
Minnesota Trout Unlimited

P.O. Box 845, Chanhassen, MN 55317-0845

Terrestrials By Larry Gavin

Two things, terra, the zone of inspiration,
and water, that gives terra life. So
roam this earth, touching with each step
its firm presence. Reliable, like a child’s
promise, it’s voice, this stream, bubbling
over rocks older than city and road. Indeed,
older than anything that marks civilization.
 
Here and there insects slip and drop in the foam.
Food for those fish I seek to fool, never mind 
the real fool stuck in this alien world, kneeling
as if in prayer, rod in hand.

Grasshoppers and ants out of their element. Trout tricked by 
moose mane, foam and feathers, all an illusion.
Earth and water indifferent to it all: water 
obeying gravity, and earth busy being earth.

Larry Gavin is a poet from Faribault, Minnesota. He is the 
author of five books of poetry. His newest, A Fragile Shelter: 
New and Selected Poems, is available from Red Dragonfly 
Press. www.redragonflypress.org

Select PoetrySelect Poetry

Crossing the Lake By James Hobbs

Floating through clouds
on the sky’s watery twin
across a heavenly mirror
light as a mayfly I skim.

Leaving long portages behind,
snow here and there,
shallow lakers cruising along,
a chill in the evening air.
Only a narrow white band
of fog lifting slow
divides the blue above
from the blue below.
I paddle quietly
two strokes left then two strokes right.
This compromise leads straight
keeping my landing in sight.
That place of refuge lying ahead,
it sustains my illusion of choice.
I feel I am doing what needs to be done
all that I can to give breath to my voice.

Always working so hard to get somewhere
always thinking I’ll be there soon.
But for just this moment I drop sunlight into dark water
while dancing on the edge of the moon.

James Hobbs has been a TCTU member for several decades.
His father and uncle instructed he and his brothers when they
were very young in the ways of trout. Over the years he has
expanded that pursuit to include freshwater lakes, saltwater
backcountry and ocean beaches, angling for everything from
crappies to tarpon.
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