All Montana
Fish

found in
Conservation District: Ruby Valley
Conservation District
Suggested Citation Format: Custom Field Guide from http://mtnhp.org/SpeciesSnapshot for (insert the title text
above to indicate the filters you selected). Retrieved on 5/14/2019.

Offline Field Guide
Note: This PDF version of the Montana Field Guide is intended to assist in offline identification and field work.
It is not intended to replace the online Field Guide, as that version contains more information and is updated
daily. For the most up-to-date information on Montana species, please visit FieldGuide.mt.gov
The Montana Field Guide is a collaborative effort between the Montana Natural Heritage Program and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks.
The Montana Natural Heritage Program is a program of the Montana State Library's Natural Resource Information System. It is operated
as a special program under the Office of the Vice President for Research and Creative Scholarship at the University of Montana, Missoula.
The Montana Natural Heritage Program is part of NatureServe – a network of over 80 similar programs in states, provinces and nations
throughout the Western Hemisphere, bringing to Montana the "big picture" information on the true status of species and habitats.

Montana Field Guide

1515 East 6th Avenue
Helena, MT 59620
(406) 444-5354
mtnhp.org

Arctic Grayling
Thymallus arcticus

View in Field Guide
Species of Concern
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S1
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS: SENSITIVE
BLM: SENSITIVE
FWP SWAP: SGC N1

Range Non-native

Native

Historic

General Description
The Arctic Grayling is a species native to northern North America. The
only populations native to the lower 48 states were in Michigan and
Montana, and the Michigan population is now extinct. Consequently,
the fluvial or river-dwelling population in the upper Big Hole River are
the last remnants of this native Fish of Special Concern. Originally, the
fluvial Arctic Grayling was widespread throughout the upper Missouri
# Observations: 687
river drainage as far downstream as Great Falls. Lewis and Clark made
note of these "new kind of white or silvery trout" in 1805. The lakedwelling form is fairly common in 30 or more lakes across the western
half of the state. These lake fish are genetically, but not visibly,
different from our native fluvial Arctic Grayling. Grayling are gullible to
the angler's lures and also seem to be easily out-competed by other
salmonid species. This probably explains much of their demise from
their native range. They are spring spawners and broadcast their eggs
over a gravel bottom in moving streams. Grayling can overpopulate,
producing severely stunted populations in some mountain lakes.
Grayling are truly a unique Montana species. The iridescent hues of a spawning grayling's dorsal fin are
brilliant. Exceptional individuals can weigh up to 3 pounds and reach 20 inches in length. They are generalists,
eating a variety of aquatic invertebrates (Montana Fish, W ildlife, and Parks).
For a comprehensive review of the ecology, conservation status, threats, and management of this and other
Montana fish species of concern, please see Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society Species of
Concern Status Reviews.

Habitat
Today in Montana Arctic Grayling are found primarily small, cold, clear lakes with tributaries suitable for
spawning. They do not coexist well with other fishes except cutthroat trout and others with which they
evolved.

Brook Trout
Salvelinus fontinalis

View in Field Guide
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Non-native

General Description
The "brookie" or brook trout was introduced to Montana from eastern
North America in 1889. It too, was extensively propagated and stocked
in the early half of this century, although seldom so today. Brook trout
favor small, cold, headwaters streams and ponds, particularly those
that are spring-fed. Brook trout are common throughout most of the
western two-thirds of the state in all major drainages. Many an angler
learned to fish for brookies as a kid. Spawning occurs in typical troutlike fashion with eggs deposited in a gravel redd during the fall. Brook
trout are frequently able to spawn successfully in ponds which have
upwelling springs. Brook trout will eat nearly any living organism, and
larger fish can be voracious predators on other fish and even their own
young. Brook trout are a handsome game fish in their own right, but
indiscriminate stocking in mountain lakes has resulted in irreversibly
stunted populations in many cases. Trophy brook trout up to 9 pounds
have been taken in Montana waters.

# Observations: 12587

Habitat
Prefers small spring fed streams and ponds with sand or gravel bottom and vegetation. Clear, cool water
(Brown 1971, Holton 1981). Spawns over gravel in either streams or lakes with percolation;spring areas in
lakes. Often overpopulates, resulting in fish too small to attract anglers.

Brown Trout
Salmo trutta

View in Field Guide
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
The brown trout belongs to a different genus than our native trout
species. They evolved in Europe and western Asia and were introduced
to North America in 1883 and to Montana in 1889 in the Madison River.
Today brown trout are found throughout most of Montana except the
northwest and parts of the east. Generally, they prefer lower gradient,
larger streams than cutthroat and rainbow, and they also do well in
many reservoirs. Brown trout were widely stocked in the first half of
this century, but today most come from natural reproduction. Brown
trout are great competitors and generally are more tolerant of
dewatering and other environmental disturbances than our other trout
species. The state record is 29 pounds, and large fish are not at all
uncommon, although 12-20 inches is the usual size range of adults.
Brown trout spawn in gravel redds like our native trout but their
spawning season is in the fall. This gives them a distinct advantage in
some habitats since their spawning and incubation period lies outside
the irrigation season. Brown trout are more predaceous than rainbow
or cutthroat. Large fish often feed at night on other fish as well as
crayfish and other invertebrates.

Habitat
Valley portions of larger rivers where gradients are low and summer
temperatures range from 60-70 degrees F. Also reservoirs and lakes at
similar elevation with suitable spawning trib. (Brown 1971, Holton 1981).

Range Non-native

# Observations: 11796

Common Carp
Cyprinus carpio

View in Field Guide
Aquatic Invasive
Species
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
Common carp are easily recognized by the two barbels or "whiskers" on
each side of the mouth, golden-brown coloration and the "sawtoothed" hardened ray in the front of the dorsal and anal fins. The
introduction of carp into North America from Asia is considered to be
one of the greatest mistakes in the history of American fisheries
management by biologists who have documented the widespread loss
of native fish and habitat to this aggressive intruder. Carp are a
popular food fish in Eurasia, so they were introduced into North
America to serve the same function. However, they are not desirable
to North American consumers because they are bony, often have an
unpalatable taste and because there are more attractive alternatives.
There is some commercial fishing for carp, and they can be processed
so that the problems with the fine bones between their muscles are
eliminated. Carp are also despised because they compete with more
desirable sport fishes, muddy the water by their bottom feeding, and
reduce the available food for waterfowl by eating submerged plants.
They are extremely hardy omnivores, which means that they eat
almost anything. Carp can attain a weight of 40 pounds in productive
waters. In Montana, carp are widespread in our eastern drainages.
They attain their greatest numbers in lakes and reservoirs.

Range Non-native

# Observations: 3410

Habitat
Primarily lakes and reservoirs, where it seeks moderately warm water and shallows. Also rivers, where it
prefers pools and backwaters. Congregates in areas of organic enrichment, such as sewage outfalls. Tolerates
turbid water and low dissolved oxygen; avoids cold and swift, rocky streams. (Holton 2003) Spawns in shallow
weedy areas (Brown 1971).

Management
Carp have been the target of large eradication projects in several states that have generally only temporarily
reduced populations. Stocked ponds with outlets to nearby rivers can be poisoned to prevent their
unintentional spread. Once established in a water body, common carp is difficult and expensive to eliminate
(e.g., Cahoon 1953). DeVaney et al. (2009) performed ecological niche modeling to examine the invasion
potential for common carp and three other invasive cyprinids (grass carp Ctenopharyngodon idella, black carp
Mylopharyngodon piceus, and tench Tinca tinca). The majority of the areas where common carp have been
collected, stocked, or have become established had a high predicted ecological suitability for this species.
Contact information for Aquatic Invasive Species personnel:
Montana Fish, W ildlife, and Parks Aquatic Invasive Species staff.
Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation's Aquatic Invasive Species Grant Program.
Montana Invasive Species Council (MISC).
Upper Columbia Conservation Commission (UC3).

Fathead Minnow
Pimephales promelas

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S4S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Non-native

Native

General Description
The fathead minnow is another native inhabitant in both ponds and
streams of the prairie ecoregions of Montana. They are an indicator
species of the core prairie fish assemblage found in the Intermittent
and Perennial Prairie Stream Aquatic Ecological Systems. This fish also
has a limited distribution west of the Divide in Montana, but it is not
native to that drainage. This species has been reared throughout the
U.S. for use as a forage and bait fish. The reproductive behavior of the
fathead minnow is unlike that of most of the minnows which broadcast
their eggs and give them no parental care. Fatheads deposit adhesive
eggs on the undersides of rocks and logs, and males guard the eggs
during their incubation period. The breeding males form small, bony
bumps called tubercles on their snouts. These serve no apparent
purpose but may be a sign of beauty or prestige in the fish world. The
largest fatheads are about 4 inches long. Fatheads can tolerate very
low oxygen levels and a wide variety of temperatures. They utilize a
wide variety of foods.

# Observations: 2281

Habitat
Habitat is highly variable but found mostly in small turbid creeks and shallow ponds of flatlands. Very tolerant
of extreme conditions found in a prairie environment (turbid water, high temperature, and low dissolved
oxygen).

Green Swordtail
Xiphophorus helleri

View in Field Guide
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
This tropical aquarium fish is an illegally released pet fish. The native
range is southeastern United States, Mexico, and Central America.

Habitat
Can exist in Montana only in warm springs, ponds, and resultent
streams in water temperatures of 68-80 degrees F.

# Observations: 4

Longnose Dace
Rhinichthys cataractae

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Year-round

General Description
The longnose dace has the most widespread distribution of all fish in
Montana. It is found throughout all three of our major drainages. It is
very adaptable, inhabiting almost every conceivable habitat: muddy
and warm, clear and cold, streams and lakes. The largest longnose
dace are about 6 inches long. They are well-adapted for living on the
bottom of fast-flowing streams among the stones. Longnose dace eat
mostly immature aquatic insects. They are probably one of the most
important forage minnows for Montana's larger predatory game fish.

Habitat
Habitat variable. Found in lakes, streams, springs (Brown 1971).
Preferred habitat is riffles with a rocky substrate (Morris et al. 1981,
Elser et al. 1980).

# Observations: 2112

Longnose Sucker
Catostomus catostomus

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
The sucker with the greatest statewide distribution is the longnose
sucker. It is found in all three of our major drainages and from
mountainous streams to plains reservoir habitats. In Montana, the
largest weigh about 5 pounds. Longnose suckers are most abundant in
clear, cold streams. In the springtime, spawning migrations into small
tributaries are common and males develop bright red colors on their
bodies. Longnose suckers are one of the most frequently caught fish
by Montana anglers.

Range Year-round

Habitat
Cold, clear streams and lakes; sometimes moderately warm waters
and turbid waters. Spawns over loose gravel beds in riffle areas.
# Observations: 4567

Mountain Sucker
Catostomus platyrhynchus

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
The mountain sucker has a more limited habitat than other Montana
suckers. It is virtually limited to running waters east of the Divide. It
also is the smallest sucker in Montana with its largest specimens
having a length of about 9 inches.

Range Year-round

Habitat
Cold, clear streams with rubble, gravel or sand bottoms; sometimes
turbid streams but seldom lakes. Found principally in riffle habitat in
middle Missouri River study.

# Observations: 626

Mountain Whitefish
Prosopium williamsoni

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
Range Year-round

The mountain whitefish is familiar to most Montanans. This
widespread native fish is primarily a stream-dwelling species, but
populations are also found in reservoirs and lakes. The mountain
whitefish is found in abundance in most clear, cold rivers in the
western drainages and eastern mountain front of Montana. The typical
mountain whitefish is a cylindrical 10-16 inch fish, but they can reach a
weight of 5 pounds. Trout fishermen frequently catch several whitefish
for every trout taken. They are considered a nuisance by some anglers,
but are sought after by others. W hitefish provide forage for larger
trout. They have evolved with our native trout and have been shown to
provide little competition with trout. Their pointed snout and small
round mouth makes them efficient at vacuuming invertebrates from the
substrate while trout tend to feed more on drifting insects. Mountain
whitefish often congregate in large schools on their fall-spawning runs
to broadcast their adhesive eggs over gravel bars in tributary streams.
Mountain whitefish are one of our most important native gamefish
because of their abundance and willingness to take a bait or artificial
fly.

Habitat
Prefers medium to large cold mountain streams. Also found in lakes
and reservoirs. Normally a stream spawner in riffles over gravel or
small rubble but has been seen spawning along lake shorelines.

# Observations: 3855

Rainbow Trout
Oncorhynchus mykiss

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Non-native

Native

General Description
The rainbow trout is Montana's number one game fish. Rainbow trout
were introduced from numerous hatchery stocks into virtually every
suitable habitat in the state, beginning in 1889. Scientists believe that
only the rainbow trout of the upper Kootenai River drainage are native
to this state. This small group of natives are a Fish of Special Concern.
Rainbow trout introductions have caused a severe reduction in the
range of the native cutthroat trout through hybridization and
competition. Rainbow trout fare well under a wide range of habitat
conditions from ponds to reservoirs, lakes, and streams. Various
strains of rainbow trout, like breeds of cattle, are used for different
purposes. The state has stocked hundreds of millions of rainbow in
state waters in the last 100 years. However, today the policies have
evolved and rainbow trout are stocked primarily in lakes and reservoirs
but no longer in streams. The state record for rainbow trout is over 33
pounds, and fish of up to 10 pounds are common in some of our most
productive waters. Rainbow are efficient at feeding on plankton,
aquatic and terrestrial insects, and occasionally some smaller fishes.
They spawn in early spring in running water, usually April or May, and
maintain themselves quite nicely if the habitat is not degraded.

# Observations: 14989

Habitat
Cool clean streams, lakes, res., farm ponds. Able to withstand wider range of temperatures than most trout.
Spawns in streams over gravel beds (Brown 1971, Holton 1981).

Redside Shiner
Richardsonius balteatus

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Year-round

General Description
The redside shiner is native to Montana west of the Divide and has
been introduced into our eastern drainage, probably by bait fishermen.
It likely was given its common name because red develops on its sides
during the breeding season. The preferred habitat of this fish is cold,
clear ponds, lakes and the slow water of streams. It can often be
found in schools. The largest redside shiners are about 7 inches long.
Populations of these fish can reach nuisance proportions in the lakes
of western Montana.

Habitat
Lakes, ponds, and larger rivers where current is weak or lacking (Brown
1971).

# Observations: 639

Rocky Mountain Sculpin
Cottus bondi

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: GNR
State Rank: SNR
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

Range Year-round

General Description
The Rocky Mountian sculpin is a species that was previously known as
the mottled sculpin (Cottus bairdi) in Montana, but recent genetic work
has proven that the mottled sculpin doesn't exist this far east and the
"mottled" sculpin in Montana is more closely related to the sculpins of
Russia than to the eastern US. Cottus bondi has been described from
British Columbia with similar relatives in Alberta and likely Idaho. This
species is highly camouflaged with it's surroundings as it blends in
with the rocks (see picture). The Rocky Mountain Sculpin is a native
fish, widespread in Montana in mountain streams east and west of the
Continental Divide.

# Observations: 969

Habitat
They prefer riffle and run areas of fast to moderately-flowing streams that are clear and have cobble to gravelly
benthic substrates.

Sailfin Molly
Poecilia latipinna

View in Field Guide
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
This tropical aquarium fish is an illegally released pet fish. The native
range is southeastern United States, Mexico, and Central America.

Habitat
The only natural habitats suitable for tropical fishes in Montana are
warm springs and ponds or small streams resulting from such springs.

# Observations: 3

Shortfin Molly
Poecilia mexicana

View in Field Guide
Non-native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: SNA
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
This tropical aquarium fish is an illegally released pet fish. The native
range is southeastern United States, Mexico, and Central America.

Habitat
Can exist in Montana only in warm springs of ponds and streams
resulting from these.

# Observations: 1

Westslope Cutthroat Trout
Oncorhynchus clarkii lewisi

View in Field Guide
Species of Concern
Native Species
Global Rank: G5T4
State Rank: S2
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS: SENSITIVE
BLM: SENSITIVE
FWP SWAP: SGC N2

General Description
The W estslope Cutthroat Trout is one of two subspecies of native
cutthroat found in the state. Together, they have been designated
Montana's state fish. Cutthroat trout are so named for the red slashes
near the lower jaws. The W estslope Cutthroat Trout's historical range
was all of Montana west of the Continental Divide as well as the upper
Missouri River drainage. This fish has been seriously reduced in its
range by two primary factors: hybridization with Rainbow and/or
Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout, and habitat loss and degradation. Since
the W estslope is recognized as a very important part of our native fish
fauna it has been designated a Montana Fish of Special Concern in
Montana. Pure W estslope Cutthroat Trout have been identified by
genetic analysis and form the broodstock maintained by the Montana
Department of Fish, W ildlife, and Parks at its Anaconda hatchery. The
average size of these fish is 6 to 16 inches, depending on habitat, but
they rarely exceed 18 inches in length.

Range Non-native

Native

Historic

# Observations: 19736

W estslope Cutthroat Trout are common in both headwaters lake and
stream environments. They feed primarily on aquatic insect life and
zooplankton. Cutthroat spawn in the spring in running water, burying
their eggs in a nest called a redd. The eggs hatch in a few weeks to a
couple of months. The newborn fry frequently migrate back to lakes to
rear after 1 to 2 years in their native stream. W estslope Cutthroat
Trout is a trout with small, non-rounded spots, with few spots on the
anterior body below the lateral line. Coloration varies, but generally is silver with yellowish hints, though bright
yellow, orange, and especially red colors can be expressed to a much greater extent than on coastal or
Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout (Behnke 1992). Hybridization between W estslope and Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout
can produce a spectrum of spotting and coloration ranging between the typical patterns of each subspecies.
Some populations that have been affected by hybridization show little or no phenotypic signs of hybridization
(Behnke 1992). Hybridization with Rainbow Trout can be detected by the appearance of spots on the top of the
head and on the anterior body below the lateral line, as well as by reduced scale counts, increased caecal
counts, and loss of basibranchial teeth (Behnke 1992).
For a comprehensive review of the ecology, conservation status, threats, and management of this and other
Montana fish species of concern, please see Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society Species of
Concern Status Reviews.

Habitat
Spawning and rearing streams tend to be cold and nutrient poor. W estslope Cutthroat Trout seek out gravel
substrate in riffles and pool crests for spawning habitat. Cutthroat trout have long been regarded as sensitive
to fine sediment (generally defined as 6.3 millimeters or less). Although studies have documented negative
survival as fine sediment increases (W eaver and Fraley 1991), it is difficult to predict their response in the wild
(McIntyre and Rieman 1995). This is due to the complexity of stream environments and the ability of fish to
adapt somewhat to changes in micro-habitat (Everest et al. 1987, Montana AFS Species Status Account).
W estslope Cutthroat Trout also require cold water, although it has proven elusive to define exact temperature
requirements or tolerances. Likewise, cutthroat trout tend to thrive in streams with more pool habitat and
cover than uniform, simple habitat (Shepard et al. 1984). Juvenile cutthroat trout overwinter in the interstitial
spaces of large stream substrate. Adult cutthroat trout need deep, slow moving pools that do not fill with
anchor ice in order to survive the winter (Brown and Mackay 1995, Montana AFS Species Status Account).

White Sucker
Catostomus commersoni

View in Field Guide
Native Species
Global Rank: G5
State Rank: S5
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS:
BLM:

General Description
Range Non-native

Native

The white sucker is quite adaptable. It has been collected from
virtually all types of water in Montana: muddy, clear, warm, cold,
running and standing. As the position of the mouth suggests, it feeds
on the bottom and eats an omnivorous diet of detritus and insects.
The white sucker is distributed throughout Montana's eastern drainage
and is present in our northern watershed as well. They are most
abundant in the many reservoirs of eastern Montana. In Montana the
largest specimens have been about 5 pounds. Large females can
produce over 100,000 eggs and suckers can produce large populations
in short periods of time. Any type of attempted population control by
man is usually a losing proposition. (FW P) See Snyder and Muth (1990)
for a guide to the identification of larvae and early juveniles.
# Observations: 6045

Habitat
Extremely varied. Present in both lakes and streams under a wide
variety of considerations, but avoids rapid current. Reaches maximum
abundance in man-made impoundments. Spawns over gravel or rocky
shoals.

Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout
Oncorhynchus clarkii bouvieri

View in Field Guide
Species of Concern
Native Species
Global Rank: G5T4
State Rank: S2
Agency Status
USFWS:
USFS: SENSITIVE
BLM: SENSITIVE
FWP SWAP: SGC N2

General Description
The Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout is one of two cutthroat trout
subspecies in Montana. They have a golden coloration and larger spots
more widely distributed on their sides than the W estslope Cutthroat
Trout. The Y ellowstone Cutthroat, as the name implies, is native to
the Y ellowstone River drainage of southwest and south-central
Montana. Originally their range was as far downstream as the Tongue
River, but today pure, unhybridized populations are limited to some
headwaters streams and Y ellowstone National Park. Y ellowstone
Cutthroat Trout are a Montana Fish of Special Concern. Much of their
spawning habitat in tributaries of the upper Y ellowstone River has
been lost to irrigation withdrawals which dewater the streams before
spawning and egg-incubation are completed in July and August. The
Big Timber hatchery of the Montana Department of Fish, W ildlife, and
Parks maintains a pure Y ellowstone Cutthroat broodstock. Y ellowstone
Cutthroat Trout are used extensively for mountain lake stocking on the
east slope of the Rocky Mountains and in the Absaroka-Beartooth
W ilderness where they can grow to sizes up to 15 pounds. In general,
Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout are larger than W estslope Cutthroat Trout
and more prone to eat fish as part of their diet.

Range Non-native

Native

Historic

# Observations: 3258

For a comprehensive review of the ecology, conservation status,
threats, and management of this and other Montana fish species of
concern, please see Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society
Species of Concern Status Reviews.

Habitat
Y ellowstone Cutthroat Trout inhabit relatively clear, cold streams, rivers, and lakes. Optimal temperatures
have been reported to be from 4 to 15 degrees C., with occupied waters ranging from 0 to 27 degrees C.
(Gresswell 1995, Montana AFS Species Status Account).

