
By Robert Reid

HOWEVER CLOSE DAUGHTERS ARE to their
mothers, marriage and birth strengthen

familial bonds.

Sherri Steele and Heather Jones were

close to their mother, Sue Robins.

However, they were denied the opportu-

nity of connecting on a deeper level with

their mom when they got married. And

neither will have their mom at their side

when they give birth.

All of which makes the identical twins,

who were raised in Stratford, deeply

grateful for fly-fishing.

“These are things we should have shared

with our mom,” Sherri observes. “Fly-

fishing gave us what we wouldn’t have

had otherwise.”

The cold, bright stars seemed in align-

ment for their mother on Feb. 22, 2007.

Six weeks earlier, the kindergarten and

elementary school music teacher had joined

her husband, Ken, in retirement. Just three

days earlier, the couple had celebrated their

37th anniversary. And they were packed to

leave for Florida, where they would enjoy

their favourite pastime of fly-fishing.

The night before heading south, Robins

visited her mother in a nursing home

outside Stratford. She wouldn’t think

of going on vacation without dropping

in, even though her mother was

suffering from dementia and wouldn’t

recognize her.

Then the stars melted into tears.

Upon leaving the nursing home, Robins

found herself in the midst of a harsh

snowstorm. As she was leaving the

parking lot, her car was struck by an

oncoming vehicle.

Her death was not only a devastating

blow to her family and friends, it also

stunned Ontario’s fly-fishing community

into a collective state of mourning. The

Canadian Fly Fisher, Canada’s leading

magazine devoted to the sport, honoured

her life with a moving memorial tribute.

Robins was a leader among a growing

number of women who are taking up fly-

fishing. Not only was it integral to her life,

she was also a popular instructor devoted

to introducing women to the sport. Now

her daughters, Sherri and Heather, carry

on the tradition by conducting workshops,

seminars and clinics.

• • •

Female fly-fishers – or women inter-

ested in taking up the sport – are blessed

to live in this part of Ontario.

There are numerous trout waters within

an hour’s drive of Waterloo Region,

including the headwaters of the Grand

River, in the scenic area around Fergus

and Elora. And there are many other

species of fish, including smallmouth

bass, that are fun to fish for on the fly.

Moreover, area fly shops – including

Grand River Troutfitters in Fergus, and

First Cast in Guelph – offer instructional

programs for female anglers.

Sandy Root and Beth Stormont, both of

Dundas, Ont., teach courses and host

weekend retreats for female fly-fishers

sponsored by Troutfitters.

Born and raised in Rockwood, Root

fished from an early age with her six

brothers at their cottage in Algonquin

Park. “I fished all my life,” she says. “It

came naturally.”

Her mother set up a summer outdoor

camp in Rockwood when her children

were teenagers, and she followed her

mother’s example in 1995 by forming

Down to Earth, an environmental educa-

tion business.

Both Root and Stormont were introduced

to fly-fishing when they took stream-side

workshops about 10 years ago. A couple of

years later, they attended a five-day course

at Canadore College in North Bay.

Born in Toronto, Stormont moved to

Kitchener when she was three. Her family

still lives in Waterloo. After graduating

from teachers’ college, she was hired by

the Hamilton Conservation Authority,
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Twins Heather Jones (left) and
Sherri Steele, photographed along
the Grand River between Fergus
and Belwood Lake, say their joy
in teaching fly-fishing stems from
time spent with their mother, the
late Sue Robins of Stratford.
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where she oversees outdoor education

and outreach programs.

She fished “for as long as I can

remember,” but got away from the sport in

her teens. A trip to the Yukon 13 years ago

reignited her interest in fishing, which

eventually led to fly-fishing.

• • •

Sue and Ken Robins went fishing on their

first date in 1970. They subsequently

honeymooned in northern Ontario while

pursuing brook trout, before teaching one

another the rudiments of fly-fishing by

sharing a library copy of Joe Brook’s seminal

book Trout Fishing.

“When mom met dad, she quickly realized

she would have to learn to fly-fish if they

were going to spend time together,” Jones

says.

As Ken, a high school math teacher,

acquired the knowledge and skills of an

expert fly angler, Sue held her ground

alongside her husband and, in the process,

developed instructional programs for

women.

Their daughter Heather, a University of

Waterloo graduate, is now a high school

math teacher in Stratford, where she lives

with husband Jonathan Jones, an elementary

school teacher.

Meanwhile, their daughter Sherri and

husband, Nick Steele, now live in Barrie,

where Sherri is a medical science professor

at Georgian College. She completed her

doctorate at the University of Toronto after

graduating from the University of Guelph.

The Robins Twins — as they are known

among fly-fishers, even though they

assumed their husbands’ surnames — fished

for perch with spinning rods soon after they

started walking.

“Dad insisted, ‘The family that fishes

together, stays together,’ ” Jones says.

Their parents never tired of regaling their

daughters with tales of fly-fishing adventure.

“We grew up listening to their memories of

spending nine weeks fly-fishing in Alaska,”

Steele confirms.

The twins, who have been fly-fishing since

their dad built them custom rods when they

were seven, remember their parents packing

them into the car and heading out to

Montana when they were 13 years old.

“Our parents said it was the best place to

fly-fish, hot and dry,” Steele recalls. “When

we got there, the weather was awful, it was

the coldest, wettest summer in memory. The

fishing wasn’t great, but we still had a

wonderful time.”

Although Sue Robins could have taught

Top and right photos: Heather Jones demonstrates
casting techniques to Lydia Reid during a women’s
beginner fly-fishing workshop at Belwood Lake. The
event was hosted by Friends of the Grand.
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Instructor Sandy Root (right) helps Sheryl Breader with
her technique on the Grand River in Elora. Breader was
one of five participants in the Women in Waders weekend
offered by Grand River Troutfitters.
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WANT TO GIVE IT A TRY?

• K-W Flyfishers club, which meets the first Tuesday

of every month between September and June,

welcomes female fly-fishers. Information is available

online at www.kwflyfishers.com.

• Grand Opportunities 2010: June 5 at Belwood

Conservation Area. Twins Heather Jones and Sherri

Steele will be back to teach the free Women’s Only

Fly-Fishing Course 1 - 3:30 p.m. To register, e-mail

stephen.may@ontario.ca or call Larry McGratton at

519-843-3102 before June 1. If you have equipment

to use, bring it; if you need equipment let them know.

• Grand River Troutfitters, 105 Queen St. W., Unit 9

(Fergus Market), Fergus: Sandy Root and Beth

Stormont host three events in 2010 for female fly-

fishers. May 29: Grand River Adventure; June 28

and 29: Haliburton Getaway at the Pinestone Resort

and Conference Centre; Sept. 25: Humber Gathering

at Humber Trout Ponds in Orangeville. A local charity

receives all of the sponsorship funds from partici-

pants. Information available at 519-787-4359 or

online at www.grandrivertroutfitters.com.

• First Cast Fly Shop, 380 Eramosa Rd., Guelph: Pro

staffer Silvia D’Amelio, who is also the Ontario biolo-

gist for Trout Unlimited Canada, conducts workshops

and guiding services for female fly-fishers.

Information available at 519-766-HOOK (4665) or

online at www.thefirstcast.ca.

• Natural Sports, 1572 Victoria St. N., Kitchener: Pro

staffer John Burkhardt, a certified fly-casting

instructor and fly-fishing world record holder, does

not design workshops specifically for women, but he

welcomes women to annual instructional workshops.

He also tailors workshops for specific groups.

Information available online at www.naturalsports.ca

or at 519-749-1620.
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her daughters the basics of fly-fishing,

she deferred to her husband. “Mom could

have done it, but she wanted dad to do it,”

Steele notes.

Initially, fly-fishing allowed Ken to bond

with his daughters; but as they grew older,

they turned to their mother. “We really

became friends with mom through fly-

fishing,” observes Jones.

• • •

Not only did the twins fly-fish with their

mom, they joined her in teaching the sport.

They assisted in clinics and workshops,

including Ontario Outdoors’ Spring Fishing

Show, Ontario Federation of Anglers and

Hunters’ Women’s Outdoor Weekend and

Izaac Walton Fly Fishing Club’s Canadian

Fly Fishing Forum, in addition to Grand

Opportunities, organized annually at

Belwood Lake by Friends of the Grand.

They also followed in their mother’s foot-

steps by participating in Casting for

Recovery, founded in the U.S. by a female

oncologist as a therapeutic program for

women recovering from breast cancer.

“Our relationship deepened when we

began teaching with mom,” Jones says.

The twins honour their mother’s memory

by adopting her teaching methods.

“People always say how much we look

like our mom, but it’s more than a phys-

ical resemblance,” Steele notes. “We teach

fly-fishing the same way mom taught fly-

fishing.

“Mom wanted women to experience the

joy and wonder and delight of fly-fishing,”

she adds. “She wanted women to realize it

isn’t a sport just for men. She wanted to

share her love of fly-fishing with women.”

“Our goal is bringing women to fly-

fishing,” Jones says. “It’s not about skill sets

or technicalities, but love of the sport.”

Robins taught through the art of narra-

tive. She had a reputation as an irrepress-

ible storyteller, which her daughters have

inherited.

“Since mom passed away, we have women

returning to our workshops two or three

times because they want to hear the

stories,” Steele says. “Women love hearing

the stories of other women.”

“We tell mom’s stories,” adds Jones. “Her

stories live on through us.”

When asked to identify the attractions of

fly-fishing, the twins enthusiastically reel

off numerous attributes.

“It’s something you can do cheaply,” Steele

offers pragmatically. “Mom and Dad didn’t

have a lot of money. It was something we

could do inexpensively as a family.”

Fly-fishing is an active, rather than

passive, pastime, even though it is low

impact in terms of stress on the body.

“It’s not a boring sport because you’re

always doing something,” she observes. “It’s

not like sitting on a river bank and staring

at a worm and bobber or sitting in a boat

and trolling.”

Jones is drawn to the sport’s mystique.

“We felt special because it wasn’t something

a lot of people did. Being girls, it was really

neat. . . . We were proud to tell people we

enjoyed it.”

She also appreciates the peacefulness and

serenity of fly-fishing. “It puts you in inti-

mate contact with nature.”

The Troutfitter instructors agree. Root

says “fly-fishing maintains a closer connec-

tion to nature” than fishing with natural

bait (worms, minnows, crayfish) or hard

tackle (lures, spinners, spoons).

She believes catching a fish on an artificial

fly — especially one the angler has tied —

is sacramental. “It’s a blessing for a fish to

choose one of my flies.”

Stormont says fly-fishing is respectful of

nature through such conservation practices

as barbless hooks and catch-and-release. “I

love catching and releasing fish, so they

continue growing to old age.”

She finds fly-fishing “esthetically

appealing” in response to the sport’s

contemplative, meditative, Zen-like quality.

“When you first learn to fly-fish you get

frustrated, but eventually anxiety is

replaced with expectation and content-

ment. It’s like stepping out of your mind

and out of time.”

The intimate connection to the water has a

meditative, restorative quality many writers

— including Norman Maclean in A River

Runs Through It — describe as spiritual.

“A river is like a home you are invited to

enter,” Root says. “Once you learn how to

read water, you get to know where the fish

live. It’s as if they call you.”

• • •

Root, Stormont, Jones and Steele agree

women approach fly-fishing differently

than men. They also agree it is easier to

teach women.

“Our mom wanted women to get over the

intimidation,” Jones says. “But it wasn’t a

political thing.”

“Women have fewer preconceptions than

men,” adds Steele. “Men see fly-fishing as a

power thing.”

Root concurs: “Men talk about how many

fish they catch and how large they are.”

In contrast, women value the whole expe-

rience. “Women take their time on the

water, they don’t race from place to place,

they savour the silence and follow the

river’s pace and rhythm.”

Fly-fishing can be an enriching life-long

process of learning. However, it is surpris-

ingly easy to pick up enough of the basics to

enjoy time on the water.

The sport is based on body rhythm and

touch. However, as Root confirms, perfec-

tionism isn’t required. “It takes you to a

quiet place of grace.”

Steele and Jones don’t find as much time

to fly-fish together any more. Their dad

only recently returned to the passion he

shared so long with his wife.

Even though their husbands don’t fly-fish

— at least for now — their eyes sparkle

when they anticipate fly-fishing together

again; when it is time to teach their chil-

dren the gentle art of casting a fly on water.

When the twins were young, their parents

purchased a trailer on the Saugeen River to

accommodate the family devotion to fly-

fishing. Their home water was chosen as

their mother’s final resting place.

“Mom’s ashes were dispersed on the

river,” says Jones.

“When light dances on the water and

gives it a twinkle, we think of mom,” Steele

adds. “We feel her presence on the

water.”
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Deb Fortin Brown (left) gets a high five from instructor Beth Stormont after catching and releasing a brown trout on the
Grand River in Elora. Fortin Brown was one of five participants in the Women in Waders fly-fishing weekend.

”
“When you first learn to fly-fish

you get frustrated, but eventually
anxiety is replaced with expectation
and contentment. It’s like stepping out
of your mind and out of time.

Beth Stormont


