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GUERNVILLE - “Time for breakfast” were the famous last words of my fishing colleagues recently on an

outdoor writer’s trip to the Russian River in Sonoma County. We had come in search of the American Shad, a

species I was hitherto unfamiliar with as it does not occur down in my home area of San Diego.

Running High

I had heard great things

about the sport they gave on

both the fly and

conventional tackle this time

of year, and was very keen

to try it for myself. We had

arranged to meet up with

local guide Steve Jackson,

also the owner of ‘King’s

Sport and Tackle’ on Main

Street in Guerneville. The

town itself is located right in

the middle of the beautiful

lower Russian River area,

and early one May morning

that is exactly where we

found ourselves. It was only

a short walk along Main

Street from Fern Grove

Cottages where I was

staying, a really nice

collection of self contained cottages surrounded by majestic second growth Redwoods. We met at the store so

we could get the latest river information as of course as with many small-town sporting shops, it has become the
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hub in the local fishing news network, aided by
Steve’s computer linked into the river flow websites
that he can monitor. Unfortunately for us, this was
something he had been doing a lot the last day or
two, thanks to one of the many storms California has
seen this year passing through the previous week.
The river instead of running at its normal flow of
600 cfs (cubic feet per second) was now reaching
flows of 1600 cfs and was high and dirty with silt
being washed downstream. The one shining glimmer
of hope was that it had been slowly dropping since
the previous evening at the rate of 100 cfs every few
hours. That was enough for me, and my spirit was
lifted once more.

Get on Down
Jackson had selected some fly and spinning tackle for us to use and also handed us some of the local Shad
patterns he thought may have a chance in the swollen river. Not your average muted browns and greens for
these flies – apparently it was all about visibility and getting them down to the bottom where the Shad like to
lurk. Bright pinks, oranges and chartreuse with some crystal flash and gold bead heads or chain-link eyes were
the mainstays of the selection. Jackson explained that the Shad don’t feed in freshwater but do bite out of
aggression which has led to bright, flashy flies being used. These were to be fished with fast-sinking shooting
heads connected to Amnesia shooting line, named for its very good memory loss properties causing it to remain
coil free all day. We had to be prepared to fight the stronger than usual current, deeper water and lack of
visibility, but with the weighted flies and the shooting heads we would at least have a chance of presenting our
fly to any Shad that may be around. Johnson’s Beach, the spot we were to fish, was right in town a few minutes
walk (although we were lazy and drove) from the store. This is also just above Neely’s Pool which you will find
marked on most fishing maps of the area.

A Wading We Will Go
Apparently in the summer time, Johnson’s beach is a popular recreation area with many families lining the river
bank and the large open area of
river cobbles and dark sand to
picnic, swim and kayak. Lucky for
us it was early in the day and we
had it more or less all to ourselves
when we arrived, with only a
couple of early holiday making
families joining us later that
morning to soak up some sunshine
on what was turning into a glorious
spring day.
Although the river is not
particularly wide at this point, and
normally you would be able to cast
from shore to cover fish-holding
water, due to the extra flow we
needed to wade out a little to reach
the transition between the main
current and a nice large eddy that was on the far bank. Jackson informed us that the Shad like to hold up in these
current breaks between fast and slow moving water, staying very close to the bottom typically. One blessing of
all storm water this year was that the river bottom had been scoured fairly clean and even and so made for easy
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