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SPORTS & OUTDOORS

Every summer has a point 
when the heat sends 
you searching for high-
er ground. For me, this 

week’s sweltering temperatures 
have my thoughts drifting to the 
cool forests, shaded trails and icy 
lakes of the Bighorn Mountains.

One of my favorite, longer hikes in 
the Bighorns is the Sherd Lake Loop 
Trail (#46) that begins at the Circle 
Park Trailhead. 

Circle Park offers some of the 
easiest access to the high country, 
so the area receives a lot of visitors. 
In addition to being easily accessible 
from Buffalo – only a 20-minute drive 
from downtown – the trail also offers 
a little bit of everything: Timber, 
peak views, mountain meadows and 
alpine lakes.

Much to my family’s chagrin, I 
am a firm believer in getting to the 
trailhead early, and this is especially 
important when accessing a popular 
location like Circle Park. 

Leaving the parking lot, the trail 
is easy to follow but rocky and steep 
in places. Weaving in and out of 
the trees, the beginning of the trail 
has a moderate grade, until about 
three-quarters of a mile in, where 
some short-lived steeper portions 
begin. 

As the timber thickens, wildflow-
er peepers will want to pay careful 
attention to the forest floor for a 
glimpse of delicate calypso orchids. 
(The plant is named for the sea 
nymph Calypso of Homer’s Odyssey, 
who detained the willing Odysseus 
on his return from Troy; like 
Calypso, the plant is beautiful and 
prefers secluded haunts.) Though 
calypso orchids, also called fairy slip-
per or Venus’ slipper, have a range 
that extends from Canada all the way 
south to New Mexico and coast to 
coast, spotting them is a rare treat. 

A little over a mile in, kettle ponds 
– depressions formed by retreating 
glaciers – begin to dot the landscape 
around the trail, which provide a 
nice place to stop for pictures or to 
rest. Our dog Elton highly recom-
mends allowing your canine compan-
ion to take a cool dip in each of the 
various ponds and bogs. 

At mile 1.7 the trail emerges on 
the eastern shore of Sherd Lake. For 
families or hikers looking for a short-
er hike, Sherd Lake is a worthy des-
tination itself with lovely shade for 
picnicking and fishing opportunities 
for anglers. Even if you don’t intend 
to walk the loop trail, it’s worth a 
saunter 100 yards along the eastern 
shore to catch the superb views of 
Darton Peak, Bighorn Peak and Loaf 
Mountain.

Leaving Sherd Lake, the route 
tracks south then east, descending 
to Clear Creek’s South Fork, where 
a makeshift bridge spans the creek. 
Before you cross, take time to look 
back from where you came for a 
spectacular view of Bighorn Peak 
framed perfectly by the timber on 
one side and South Fork Pond No. 1 
in front of you.

The loop continues to descend to 
Duck Creek, which is passable by 
boulder hopping. You’ll cross a foot-
bridge that spans the willows and 
then into a flat. A maze of old off-road 
paths makes path finding slightly 
challenging here – keep your eyes 
peeled for cairns that mark the trail.

Now comes the longest uphill 

stretch of the hike. The route climbs 
up into a desolate no-man’s-land of 
giant boulders left behind by retreat-
ing glaciers. If the steady uphill 
climb doesn’t take your breath away, 
the views of the mountain peaks to 
the west that come into view as you 
climb will.

Just past the 5-mile mark, the 
trail abruptly exits the timber and 
South Clear Creek appears before 
you. There is a makeshift foot-
bridge that may or may not have 
water rolling over it depending on 
the spring melt off and how late 
into the summer you visit. 

After a slight climb, the route 
begins to descend at a pretty steady 
clip. The trail runs through the Duck 
Creek Burn – a fire that destroyed 
10,000 acres of timber in 1943.

The trail bottoms out at a tiny 
stream that you can hop across 
then climbs again to a shelf where 
Otter Lake sits in a lush, wildflow-
er-festooned meadow. Now there’s 
just one more, short climb to 
Rainy Lake (and the Willow Lake 
spur trail) before the final descent 
to Sherd Lake and the Circle Park 
trailhead.  

Johnson County fishing license 
holders can expect to receive a 
survey from the Wyoming Game 
and Fish Department this month 
on fishing Lake DeSmet.

Lake DeSmet is one of the larg-
est and most popular fisheries in 
the Sheridan region, according to 
Game and Fish. The five-minute 
survey was sent to license holders 
in Sheridan and Campbell coun-
ties as well.

What will potentially come of 
it is a regulation change for lake 
trout at Lake DeSmet. Lake trout 
at DeSmet currently fall under the 
statewide creel limit of six fish, no 

more than one exceeding 24 inch-
es. Creel limit refers to the total 
number of fish by species that 
anglers can legally harvest in any 
one day. Based on survey results, 
the department could consider 
increasing the creel limit on small 
lake trout or increasing the creel 
limit on all sizes of lake trout, the 
agency noted in a news release.

“The purpose of the survey is 
to hear directly from anglers on 
what changes they might sup-
port on lake trout regulations 
at DeSmet,” Gordon Edwards, a 
Sheridan region fisheries biolo-
gist who manages Lake DeSmet, 
said in the release. “We hope 
everyone who receives a survey 
and fishes at DeSmet will submit 

answers and comments.”
Lake trout are long-lived, 

predatory fish, Edwards said, so 
their abundance can negatively 
impact other fish populations 
in the lake, including stocked 
rainbow trout and kokanee 
salmon. These fish have been 
present in the lake for many 
years, though they have not 
been stocked by Game and Fish 
in recent times and there is no 
evidence of illegal introduction, 
according to the agency. Lake 
trout are believed to have come 
downstream into Lake DeSmet 
from higher-elevation lakes and 
reservoirs. These fish are iden-
tifiable by their light spots that 
contrast with a dark, blue-gray 

body and as well as white mar-
gins on yellow or orange fins 
and a forked tail.

The department has doc-
umented an increase in lake 
trout populations. Until roughly 
10 years ago, there were few 
instances of anglers catching 
lake trout. Since then, these fish 
are being caught more frequent-
ly during both regular angling 
and the department’s data col-
lection.

In 2025, 80% of lake trout cap-
tured with gill nets were less 
than 20 inches and in good body 
condition, which suggests the 
population will continue to grow, 
according to Game and Fish. 

“In response to the illegal 

introduction of walleye into the 
lake in the early 1990s, we had 
to change our stocking regime, 
mainly by stocking larger 
trout,” Edwards said. “Now we 
have another major challenge to 
address which is a booming lake 
trout population. We really need 
the help of anglers to harvest 
lake trout to control this grow-
ing population.”

The survey seeks to learn 
more about which fish anglers 
pursue and catch most often at 
Lake DeSmet. The department 
will host follow-up public meet-
ings in Buffalo and Sheridan in 
September to continue the conver-
sation about lake trout and fisher-
ies management at Lake DeSmet. 

The Wyoming Game and Fish Department is 
asking anglers to voluntarily avoid fishing at two 
Sheridan Region waters to help protect trout amid 
rising water temperatures.

“Due to low snowpack this winter and early, warm 
temperatures in the Sheridan Region, our fisheries 
managers placed temperature loggers in June at mul-
tiple locations to monitor temperature,” said Game 
and Fish Sheridan Region Fisheries Supervisor 
Stephen Siddons. “Personnel have checked the log-
gers regularly and as of July 16, water temperatures 
are consistently above 70 degrees at the North Sayles 
ponds on the Bud Love Wildlife Habitat Management 
Area and at Muddy Guard Reservoir #1.”

In response to the high water temperatures and 
to protect these fisheries, fish managers are ask-
ing anglers to voluntarily not fish at North Sayles 
ponds on Bud Love WHMA near Buffalo or Muddy 
Guard #1.

When water temperatures approach 70 degrees 
Fahrenheit, trout become stressed due to tempera-
tures and low oxygen levels. As water temperatures 
reach 75 degrees, most trout are unable to recover 
from being caught and released by anglers. The 
most recent temperature readings at the lowest 
North Sayles Reservoir and Muddy Guard #1 were 
78 degrees. Signs explaining the voluntary closures 
will be posted at major access points to the affected 
fisheries.

“While these closures are voluntary, we hope 
anglers will help protect their fisheries by temporari-
ly fishing at other locations,” said Siddons. “As trout 
fisheries are reaching high temperatures, we encour-
age anglers to fish up on the mountain where tem-
peratures remain cooler, or focus on our abundant 
warmwater opportunities for bass and panfish.” 

While the waters listed above have documented 
high water temperatures, it is likely that other local 
waters are also experiencing high, sustained tem-
peratures. The Middle Fork of the Powder River, 
local creeks and the Tongue River in the canyon are 
also nearing temperatures of concern. 

When water temperatures reach 65 degrees, the 
Game and Fish encourages anglers to harvest fish in 
accordance with established regulations rather than 
practice catch-and-release. Once water temperatures 
reach 70 degrees, anglers should discontinue catch-
and-release fishing for trout altogether.

Additional practices that help reduce stress on fish 
include:

temperatures are coolest.

temperatures periodically while fishing.

exhaustion.

whenever possible.

attempting to remove the hook.

barbless hooks to reduce handling time.

after release and regulations allow, consider harvest-
ing the fish rather than releasing it.

the Heat webpage for up to date information on fish-
ing closures and advisories across the state.

“We will continue to monitor area waters through 
the summer and lift, or potentially add closures, 
based on temperature readings,” said Siddons. “We 
appreciate the cooperation of anglers to protect our 
local fisheries and will keep the public updated on 
our monitoring efforts.”

Bulletin photo by Jen Sieve-Hicks

Above: Bighorn Peak rises behind Clear Creek’s South Fork along the Sherd Lake Loop trail.  
Below: Indian paintbrush dots an alpine meadow along the Sherd Lake Loop Trail. Though the trail to Sherd Lake 
is heavily trafficked, the rest of the loop trail sees much less use. 

Trail of the Week 
Cooling off above 8,500 feet

BY JEN SIEVE-HICKS
jen@buffalobulletin.com Sherd Lake Loop 

(Trail #046) 
Distance: Approximately 8 miles
Difficulty: Moderate to difficult 
Route finding: Some challeng-

es. Look for cairns.
Use: Busy from Circle Park 

Trailhead to Sherd Lake. Many 
fewer hikers beyond Sherd Lake. 

Directions: From Buffalo, take 
U.S. Highway 16 West to Circle Park 
Road (Forest Road 20). Follow this 
road for 2 miles, bearing left at all 
forks (FR 384) and driving addi-
tional 0.5 mile to the Circle Park 
Trailhead. The roads are passable 
for all cars.

Note: Whether you plan on 
visiting Sherd Lake and turning 
around or making the whole loop, 
be sure that you register your visit 
to the Cloud Peak Wilderness by 
completing the form at the drop 
box in the parking lot. 

Game and Fish seeks input on Lake DeSmet fishery
BY ALEX HARGRAVE

alex@buffalobulletin.com
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Anglers asked to help
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The Wyoming Game and Fish Department is asking 
anglers to voluntarily avoid fishing at the North 
Sayles ponds on the Bud Love Wildlife Habitat Man-
agement Area and at Muddy Guard Reservoir #1 to 
protect these fisheries. 


