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GREENBACK CUTTHROAT TROUT 

There are or were only four trout species native to Colorado being the 

Rio Grande, Colorado river, greenback, and now extinct yellowfin cut-

throat trout. In 1994 the greenback cutthroat trout was named our state 

fish. 

Once abundant in the headwaters of the Arkansas and South Platte 

rivers, by 1900 unregulated fishing pressure, habitat degradation, and 

most decidedly the introduction of non-native salmonids such as the 

readily available Yellowstone cutthroat, rainbow, brown, and brook 

trout had greatly reduced their numbers. Easily hybridized with rain-

bows and other cutthroats and maturing later at 2 and 3 years for males 

and females respectfully, the greenback cutthroat never really stood a 

chance. In 1889 the Leadville National Fish Hatchery transported by 

wagon and began culturing greenbacks and yellowfins taken from near-

by Twin Lakes. The local populace however wasn’t pleased with subse-

quent spawning traps set at the lakes and dynamited them, effectively 

ending an already beleaguered program. By 1937 the Colorado Museum 

of Natural History had declared the greenback permanently absent.

William Clark was honored in the greenback’s scientific naming of “On-

chorhychus Clarki Stomias” even though it was Meriwether Lewis who 

first wrote about them. Rarely growing longer than 18 inches and up to 

2 pounds of weight, they can be gullible prey. Sanguine slashes under 

the gill plates plainly display the origin of their namesake “cutthroat” 

with the vibrant red extending to the head and ventral regions during 

spawning season in males. Black spots speckle the sides to the tail and 

are the largest spots of any cutthroat.

In 1952 at Colo-

rado University’s 

Alpine Research 

Station north of 

Nederland, Wil-

liam H. Rickard 

spotted in Como 

Creek what he be-

lieved to be a sup-

posedly extinct 

greenback cut-

throat. In 1969, 

intrigued by Rickard’s report, internationally recognized trout and 

salmon authority Dr. Robert J. Behnke Emeritus, Biology, Colorado 

State University confirmed the earlier sighting. More pure strains of 

the greenback were found in the S. Fork Cache La Poudre and in five 

streams within Rocky Mountain National Park. Through a cooperative 

recovery and re-introduction effort performed mainly by the Colorado 

Division of Wildlife, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 

and BLM, greenback cutthroats can be found today in 100 miles of 

Colorado streams and 450 acres of its lakes. Of the 62 sites where the 

fish live, 47 of them are open to catch and release fishing for the trout. 

Rocky Mountain National Park has been the largest beneficiary of the 

brood stock from our own Como Creek. Locally, the South St. Vrain 

river drainage near Ward is another area where the greenback cutthroat 

trout may once again be seen.
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