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• SPECIAL FEATURE •

Editor: Susie Strachan    Susie.Strachan@freepress.mb.ca

• Discover Manitoba’s wildlife at Birds Hill Park’s 
Winter Open House on Sunday, Jan. 18 from 1 to 
4 p.m. Activities include guided snowshoe walks, 
presentations about animal adaptations to survive 
the winter, a campfire and bannock bake, bird 
feeder crafts, quinzhee (snow shelter) building, 
skijoring and kick sledding demonstration by 

Snow Motion, and sleigh rides provided by the 
Birds Hill Park Ranch. Children can meet Smokey 
Bear and take home a great goodie bag.  Remem-
ber to dress warmly, as this is a winter event. This 
event will be held at the Birds Hill Park Interpretive 
Workshop at the end of Nimowin Road along the 
park’s North Drive. Watch for signs pointing the 

way. This event is free of charge, however a Park 
Vehicle Permit is required. Permits are available at 
the Birds Hill Park Ranch and Park Office ($7 for a 
three-day permit, $28 for an annual permit). Birds 
Hill Provincial Park is located 15 minutes north of 
Winnipeg along Highway 59. For more info, call 
the Park Interpreter at 654-6739. 

• Beginners’ skijoring and kick sledding work-
shop, taught by the coordinators of Snow Motion 
Winter Dog Sports Club of Manitoba, to be held 
on Jan. 18, from 2:30 to 4:30 pm at Canvasback 
Pet Supplies. 757-2701 to register. Information at 
www.snowmotion.ca.

OUTDOORS EVENTS

GERRY Beck has been fishing since 
he was nine years old. Some71years 
later, he has travelled the world 

doing what he loves to do: catching fish on 
a fly. 

When his family 
moved to Manitoba 
in 1938, they bought 
a farm north of Sel-
kirk, just 200 metres 
from the shore of 
the Red River.

When young 
Gerry was not doing 
chores, he was 
down on the river 
bank,  catching 
perch and silver 
bass. When he got a 
little older, Gerry secured the use of a row-
boat to further his adventures on the Red from 
Breezy Point.

He continued to learn as an angler, catching 
a wide variety of species of fish. One day, he 
decided to try out an old fly rod, casting a dry 
fly for the ever-aggressive goldeye that he 
had seen slurping mayflies off the surface. 
That started the ball rolling and in the early 
1950s, he purchased a custom-made Japanese 
bamboo fly rod. Next on the agenda was 
securing some fly tying materials from the 
farm yard: good old chicken feathers from 
Rhode Island Reds!

Things slowed somewhat in the mid-fifties 
with marriage and children but in 1967, he set 
out on his first exotic fishing adventure to the 
McKenzie River drainage for arctic grayling. 
The next year, he saw an article in the Win-
nipeg Free Press asking if anyone was inter-
ested in forming a fly fishing club. That same 
year he helped found the Manitoba Fly Fish-
ing Association, becoming the first fly fishing 
instructor for the club and a member of the 
executive.

Self-taught, Gerry secured as much infor-
mation as he could get his hands. His library 
currently holds over 300 hard cover books on 
the subject.

The next winter, Gerry befriended a young 
man named Bill Brady. Bill was not con-
vinced you could catch anything of value 
with a fly rod in Manitoba, so Gerry offered 
to instruct him one night a week during the 
winter on the sport at no charge. As spring 
rolled around, Bill made Gerry an offer he 
couldn’t refuse: a trip to the Gods River for 
brook trout. Flabbergasted, Gerry was to learn 
that Bill was a bush pilot who owned a float 
plane. 

Gerry decided to tie a few special flies for 

that first trip with Bill. One was a gaudy 
orange and yellow streamer that he wanted to 
try on some pike. While wading the Gods, he 
tied on a fly he was to later christen as the 
“Gods River Special”.  Casting to slack water 
in hopes of a take from a pike, the fly settled 
on a rock in shallow water.

Just as Gerry was lifting his rod, a huge 
Gods River brook trout broke the surface and 
slurped the fly right off the boulder. This fly 
was 6.5” in length, and it triggered takes from 
seven massive brook trout that day.

Since that trip, Bill and Gerry never looked 
back, making two trips north every year, until 
they had caught every species this part of the 
world had to offer. One trip that stood out for 
Gerry was a visit to Alaska fly fishing for 
salmon. While the stream was not large, 
Gerry landed and released a 21 pound salmon, 
even after the handle fell off his reel.

In 1993, Gerry was on the Canadian Fly 
Fishing team that participated in the world 
championships in Kamloops. In 2003, he 
coached the winning team at the Canadian 
Fly Fishing Championships.

In the last few years, Gerry has started 
carving, donating much of his work to a vari-
ety of charities. His work with diamond wil-
lows has produced some of the nicest walking 
sticks found in the world. I know; I happen to 
be the proud owner of one.

Gerry can be found in the winter at all of 
the Manitoba Fly Fisher Association meetings 
but don’t try to track him down in the sum-
mer. He will be in his small boat, somewhere 
in Manitoba catching fish on a fly. For more 
information about the MFFA, visit their web-
site at www.mffa.org.

Angler’s Notes:

Ice fishing for walleye on the Red River 
north of Winnipeg has slowed down some-
what but there are now some decent catches 
out on Lake Winnipeg near the mouth. Access 
is limited to mostly snowmachine. Lake trout 
season is now open in northwestern Ontario. 
Lake of the Woods has excellent access with 
winter roads criss-crossing the lake.

! dlamont@mts.net

IN a world fraught with uncertainty, there’s 
one thing I know for sure; and that’s that I 
will be enjoying the Manitoba countryside 
each and every day for the next 12 months, 
and for many more years thereafter! 

I know, the last 
thing you need is 
another feel-good 
column about 
how all  this 
gloom and doom 
ain’t really so 
bad. Nothing 
could be further 
from the truth 
and there are 
many Manito-
bans who did not have a very nice Christ-
mas. 

But even with the gathering global per-
ils, I think it’s time we reflected on our 
blessings, especially in terms of the beauti-
ful Manitoba landscapes, lakes, rivers, and 
forestlands that we have. We have thou-
sands of hectares of parks, wildlife man-
agement areas, and other Crown lands to 
visit and enjoy and all at minimal cost, 
compared to other countries. 

At our New Year’s celebration, I met a 
gentleman from the England who had emi-
grated to Manitoba about 20 years ago and 
to this day, he cherishes the freedom and 
beauty that Manitobans often take for 
granted. Our neighbours Jim and Candy 
Irwin operate Riding Mountain Guest 
Ranch and they have, over the years, host-
ed eco-tourists from all over the world. 
And to a person, their guests marvel at 
what we have. I was especially moved by 
a comment from one of their overseas 
guests who said simply, “You people live 
in paradise.”

Caroline and I were blessed this year 
when our daughter Marsha and her hus-

band Graham Street moved back to Mani-
toba from Calgary and settled in Brandon. 
Both were relieved to be away from the 
grind that Calgary has become — their 
words, not mine! — and are enjoying the 
Manitoba lifestyle to its fullest. Graham 
took his first deer with me this past fall and 
I’m looking forward to many family din-
ners of wild game with them as we re-live 
our adventures. They are busily looking up 
information about Manitoba and are eager-
ly planning more hunting, angling, and 
country adventures in this great province 
of ours. 

What was gratifying for Caroline and I 
about our children’s move back to Mani-
toba was, that after travels and career 
development opportunities that took them 
to Toronto, England, and right across the 
United States, that they settled on little old 
Manitoba. And they are very glad of it! 
“It’s the Manitoba lifestyle and the wide 
open spaces that we really want,” they say. 
You know your kids are growing up when 
they become wiser than you.

So for 2009, I’m looking forward to the 
ice fishing yet to come, that thrilling honk 
of that first pair of March Canada geese 
that will be sailing over our still snow-
covered farm, the heart-stopping gobble of 
a wild turkey tom as he responds to my 
call, the thousands of snow geese that will 
swarm over Manitoba on their way to the 
arctic, that first chorus of the frogs in my 
little pond, all of the angling that we’re 
going to do, the songbirds that will fill our 
woods, and of course, the glories of the 
autumn yet-to-come. 

It’s these things and the people we enjoy 
them with that are truly important. Have a 
great 2009; I know I will.

! rsopuck@deltawaterfowl.org

By Martin Zeilig

WHILE trudging through the deep, soft snow alongside a 
cross country ski trail in Sandilands Provincial Forest, 
Laurie Silversides stopped for a moment to survey her 
surroundings. The tall, thick stands of jack-pine, birch and 
poplar trees — there are even some white pines — shelter 
against the wicked winter wind on a bleak winter day. 

Sandilands, which is 2,772 square kilometres in size, is 
located about 25 minutes east of Steinbach, off provincial 
road 210. A fire late last May destroyed almost 3,400 hect-
ares of the forest in less than a day.

Silversides suspects, as do others, that it was caused by 
careless ATV riders out for a weekend poker derby.  

“It’s time to stand up for the environment,” says Silver-
sides, a registered nurse in Steinbach, who is president of 
the Sandilands Ski Club. “The forest has an unspoken 
beauty. It can be -25 C with a strong wind chill, and you 
can be in the forest and not feel the effects of the cold 
when you’re active and properly dressed.”

After the conflagration, the ski club embarked on a let-
ter writing campaign to Premier Gary Doer and Conserva-
tion Minister Stan Struthers, calling for forest protection 
in Manitoba’s provincial forests.

“Cross-Country skiing and cycling are fabulous sports 
that promote health and fitness,” says the letter, which can 
be found at www.sandilands.ca. “It’s fun and it’s good for 
the environment. But our forests are being lost at an alarm-
ing rate, largely because of clear-cut logging and forest 
fires. This natural resource is disappearing in huge chunks 
with mind-numbing speed. Sandilands forest fire is a per-
fect example…. The time to act is now.”

Blair McTavish, director of headquarter operations for 
Manitoba Conservation in Winnipeg, says the government 
takes protecting provincial forests seriously. 

“Our concern is about any activity that may cause a fire 
in the forest,” he says. “We want to reduce any impact that 
may cause fire. We’re attempting to obtain a balance 
between user groups. We want to make sure there’s no 
conflict between motorized and non-motorized (activi-
ties). It might mean restrictions on the use of motorized 
vehicles on some non-motorized trails. We’re looking at 

a policy to permit poker derbies, so we’re better able to 
manage them.”

Such a policy will be done by the Ministry and will 
likely be in place by next spring, McTavish says.

“There is a concern because of the fire in Sandilands 
last May,” he says. “Currently, no permit is required for 
poker derbies or rallies. We’re working with the various 
user groups to accommodate most peoples’ interest in the 
forest.” 

Silversides says motor vehicles on the trails, especially 
ATVs, are creating havoc in the forest. 

“Back in 1985, I could mountain bike on the trails and 
there wasn’t very much sand showing,” she says. “Now, 
the natural erosion has been compounded by the use of 
motorized vehicles on the trials. There are deep crevices 
in the hills and also the tree roots are just sticking out of 
the ground. So, we can’t start grooming the ski trails until 
later in the season.” 

The Cross Country Ski Association of Manitoba has 
given the club a grant of $500. That will help to replace 
signs and a warming hut that burned down in the fire.

By Martin Zeilig

THOMAS Terry traces his finger along the canoe route 
he and fellow paddler Jonathan Berger took down the 
little-known Sachigo River in northwestern Ontario 
some years ago.

He follows the route on a map segment printed on the 
cover of the Canoe Atlas of the Little North, a book that 
came out in 2007 and was co-written by the two long-
time friends and wilderness adventurers.

Terry will be the guest speaker at the Annual General 
Meeting of Paddle Manitoba on Jan. 17 at FortWhyte 
Alive in Winnipeg.

“The Sachigo flows into the Severen River which 
flows into Hudson Bay,” says Terry, a resident of Souix 
Lookout,  Ontario — some 450 km east of Winnipeg 
— who outfits and guides canoe trips and serves as a 
community development and wilderness consultant.

Dusty Molinski, Paddle Manitoba’s indoor program 
convener, calls the Canoe Atlas a fascinating work.

“The compilation of maps of rivers and  portages 
makes it an excellent resource,” he says, noting that 
Terry’s talk is free for all members of Paddle Manitoba 
and Fort Whyte, and four dollars for the public.

“Aside from the canoe routes, it contains information 
on geology and cultural and natural history.”

The result of five decades of travel, research and 
documentation, the Canoe Atlas’s first section provides 
an overview of the region’s geography, the nature of its 
canoe routes, and the influence of natural and cultural 
history on those routes. 

The book’s second section features annotated ver-
sions of 50 topographic maps derived from the 
acclaimed Canadian National Topographic System 
(NTS) and constructed in digital configuration by the 
Geographic Information Science Center at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, notes the Chicago-born  
Terry, who was interviewed in Winnipeg in December.

His co-author, Berger, who lives in Philadelphia and 
holds a PhD in environmental planning, has travelled, 

sketched and mapped the Little North since the 1960s.   
The area known as the Little North lies in Ontario and 

Manitoba, north of Lake Superior, east of Lake Winni-
peg, west of James Bay and south of Hudson Bay, 
explains Terry, adding that the First Nations people call 
it Nishwawbe-Aski or “Land of the Original People.”    

“Early French fur traders referred to it as Le Petit 
Nord, as distinguished from the vast area west and north 
of Lake Winnipeg, Le Grand Nord,” he says, observing 
the region holds over 20 major lake and river systems 
and embraces over 800,000 square kilometres.

“I’ll be  speaking about my journeys with the Canoe 
Atlas,” says Terry. “I started out as a child with my dad 
on organized  canoe trips. I was making notes about 
portages and where we camped. When I first came up 
to live in northwestern Ontario, I thought the whole area 
should be protected and kept the way it was. Since then, 
I’ve grown to know those First Nations communities. 
I’ve certainly gained a much broader and truer percep-
tion of the north.”
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Gerry Beck tying one more in a life-time of flies.
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