Take me to the river
How fly fishing cast a spell on a boy, and his mother, as they learn
together: it’s not about the fish
story and photography by Brenda MacDonald
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The learning curve was steep on that first trip to “The
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Margaree”. With the help of a young yet experienced fishing
guide, however, the curve was manageable and surprisingly
fun. Jacob—no surprise—was a natural. He discovered and
mastered the rhythm and timing and grace of fly fishing very
quickly. Me? I fumbled, was hopeless at knots, complained of
sore shoulders and abandoned fishing for photography more
often than not.
And yet, the trip turned out to be an astounding thing.
Jacob shone and dug in to perfect his new skills. I gushed over
the scenery and the beauty of the place. The colours of the
mountains against the blue of the sky and the mirror of the
water did our hearts good and made my photographer’s eye
weep. And even though we didn’t catch even one little fish that
year, we vowed to return.
And we did.
Every autumn, for the next four years, Jacob and I returned
to the Margaree River. Sometimes it was only for a few days—
whatever we could manage—but we returned. Every time we
went back, it was with better gear and more knowledge (not
to mention more stylish waders) and with yet another year of
healing from heartbreak under our belts.
Not once, in all the time we spent there, did either of us
ever catch a prized salmon. Still, we considered every trip
time well spent. We considered the experiences we had more
important than a few landed fish.
Our annual trips gave us our own tall fishing tales to tell.
Like the one about Jacob almost getting swept away the first
year (he was so small that first trip) and having to be carried
through the strong currents by the guide, or about me comically snagging my hat with the hook, or of Jacob deciding
what dog he wanted in the future after falling in love with a
bird dog named Bella.
After every outing, we had additional stories and memories
to bring back to the city.
Most of those memories inevitably involved the people
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We learned about the need to take
care, and worry ourselves, about
the future of this place that had so
quickly become dear to us

myself into.
It’s only five years beyond that first trip, and yet Jacob
now towers over me. He shaves. He’s grown up, has a job, a
girlfriend, his own young life. He now is living with his father
(time has healed) for the few years he has left before heading
out on his own.
He still visits me occasionally, however, and we fish when
we can. Neither of us, to date, has caught that elusive salmon
yet, but that’s ok, as the chances of doing so have increased
dramatically in the last little while.
I now live in Cape Breton, you see, and I can head down to
the Margaree River whenever the urge strikes. And Jacob can
now visit, whenever that urge strikes him.
All of his gizmos and gear are here with me now…waiting.
And that old poster? Well, it currently hangs in the
entrance to the wee farmhouse I now live in. And there it will
stay to forever remind me of a simple truth.
Jacob and I both went out, all those years ago, thinking we
were simply after fish. I think what Jacob found, instead, was
healing and growth, nature and adventure.
And me? Well, it seems I found a home.

we met. From the guides that put up with us over the years
(Thank you Bradley, Greg, Leonard!), to the random and helpful strangers who shared stories and tips, it was definitely the
people that made our expeditions shine the most.
I think it was on our second trip that Jacob actually
remarked that so many of the other fishermen were coming
over to talk to him that he was losing serious fishing time.
At the time, it dawned on me that Jacob, as a child out on
the river in waders (in all the time we spent on the river, he
was the only young person I ever saw) was something of a novelty to the adults fishing around us. It was awesome to see this
young boy—my boy—create a natural bridge from younger to
older. We listened to all the stories, and humbly accepted all
the knowledge that the fishermen who approached seemed
so willing—even eager—to pass along. We listened to the
reminiscences of days when the salmon were brighter and
more numerous, when kids weren’t so plugged-in and actually
fished with their elders, when the future of sport fishing was
not threatened or worried over. We learned about the need to
take care, and worry ourselves, about the future of this place
that had so quickly become dear to us.
Jacob learned, and grew, and soon enough—all too quickly—things changed and tables turned. I began to worry less
that he would be swept away, and began to find myself relying more on him to teach me, fix my gear, and pull me out of
the muck and goofy situations than I too often tended to get
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