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Thomas Masaryk stated that “wherever the 
trout are, it’s beautiful”. This statement has 
been proven to me time and time again. I’ve 
spent many years of my life aimlessly 
following streams to their origin, sitting on 
stream banks watching the freshwater fish 
dart through the ripples and pools, and 
becoming more familiar with the lay of the 
land here in Western North Carolina. In the 
places that seem almost untouched by man, 
are the places I always tend to see the 
vibrantly colored species known as the brook 
trout. As I enjoy their presence in the stream, 
I leave knowing that I am a visitor in their 
habitat. They were here long before man, and 
will be here long after we are gone.  
 
Brook trout are the only native trout species 
we have here in the Appalachian Mountains. 
Our local headwater streams of Western 
North Carolina are home to a unique genetic 
strain called the Appalachian brook trout, 
known to many as the “speck” or “brookie”. 
Our native trout coexisting, sometimes 
unhappily, with the rainbow trout, from the 
western slopes of the Rockies, and the brown trout, which are native to Europe, North Africa, 
and Western Asia. Brook trout are members of the char genus, as are lake trout and arctic char. 
Historically, brook trout were found in larger streams and rivers before their watersheds were 
altered, due to clear-cutting practices in the early 1900s, and water quality became poor. Today, 
they are considered trout of small steams or brooks. They have relocated to the headwaters in 
search of shaded streams with cool temperatures, high oxygen levels, and good water equality.   
 
Brook trout spawn in the fall, usually between late October and early December, which is 
initiated by dropping temperatures. Because of their small size, brook trout prefer smaller sized 
pea gravel for spawning. In most streams wider than three feet, this gravel is found on the inside 
bend of curves or inside channels of the main river. They build their redds (beds) adjacent to or 
on top of up places where tributaries flow in or groundwater can seep upward through the redd. 
The females use their tails to burrow a hole into the gravel bed, where she lays her eggs and then 
moves upstream to repeat the process. The beds are usually round, unlike the brown or rainbow 
trout that build oblong redds. Once laid, the eggs will remain incubating in the gravel until late 
February or early March.   
 
The gravel substrate is a requirement for the brook trout to reproduce. If the stream bed is too 
sandy or silty, the trout are unable to lay their eggs and will relocate upstream to hopefully find 



more suitable habitat. Spaces between the gravel are filled in by smaller sediments brought into 
the stream through many sedimentation events like construction, loss of vegetation on stream 
banks, and runoff from urban areas. This can be detrimental to brook trout habitat. Protecting our 
streams and rivers can be as simple as taking initiative and managing our own stream front 
properties in a way that provides habitat to local aquatic species. Keeping our banks vegetated, 
shading the flowing water with overhanging trees, and rerouting runoff into catchments, can help 
tremendously. Brook trout are a considered by many to be one of the most beautiful freshwater 
fish in North America. Protecting their habitat begins with small steps at home to enhance their 
chance of survival in our headwaters.  
 
Toe Talk is a monthly article series sponsored by the Toe-Cane Partnership highlighting 
watershed and community news. The Toe-Cane Partnership is working to improve water quality 
and gain associated economic benefits in the watershed by providing education and technical 
resources and implementing on-the-ground projects. For more information, see us on Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/ToeCanePartnership/  
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