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CHAPTER 1

The Source of the Cains River

In early May 2018, the photographer Alex Leslie, fishing outfitter Keith Wilson, and the author stood on the south bank of the Cains River a few yards upriver from its junction with the North Branch. At this point, we were approximately 53 miles up the Cains River from where it flows into the Mira-michi. One could never get this far upriver under power except in the high flows of the spring freshet. Above and below here lies a marvelous, vast network of brooks and streams that, along with the main stem of the Cains itself, provides incredible spawning and nursery habitat for Atlantic Salmon and sea-run Brook Trout.

I’ve always been intrigued by the idea of the source or physical beginning of a river, the place far back in the upland where a mighty river first collects enough seeps and rivulets to be worthy of its name. In Highland River, Neil Gunn, a Scottish author, writing about his own life through a character named Kenn, walked for miles up his native Dunbeath River, past the private salmon waters of the estate near where he lived as a boy, and watched the river grow smaller as he went upstream. He continued up into the hill country and, eventually, came to a place where the small burn that the river had become actually flowed right out of the ground. Was this, though, the source? He walked farther up the hill and found where the stream again flowed along the surface, and then came again from out of the ground. This repeated itself several times, with each iteration of the stream being somewhat smaller, until finally, a short way from the top of the hill, from a little pocket in the rocky ground, the stream barely oozed to the surface even though the longest stick Kenn could find would not touch the bottom of the inky black hole from which the water emerged. No trace of the stream could be found above that point on the hill.


[image: The Cains has captured the imagination of anglers from far and near for well over 100 years. Standing here on this spring day, my mind’s eye can instantly travel back to the dawn of the twentieth century and see the Chestnut canoes of Harry Allen’s outfitting business, loaded with provisions and wealthy sports gliding down the river in front of me. Strong, confident, young guides are poling the boats, anticipating encounters with big salmon or brook trout and perhaps the glimpse of a moose, caribou, or black bear. This book is the story of the Cains River: its fish, fishing pools, camps and lodges, and the men who spent their lives guiding and outfitting on its waters.]
The Cains has captured the imagination of anglers from far and near for well over 100 years. Standing here on this spring day, my mind’s eye can instantly travel back to the dawn of the twentieth century and see the Chestnut canoes of Harry Allen’s outfitting business, loaded with provisions and wealthy sports gliding down the river in front of me. Strong, confident, young guides are poling the boats, anticipating encounters with big salmon or brook trout and perhaps the glimpse of a moose, caribou, or black bear. This book is the story of the Cains River: its fish, fishing pools, camps and lodges, and the men who spent their lives guiding and outfitting on its waters.





[image: Nathan Wilbur works his canoe over a beaver dam in the Meadows stretch of the Cains River headwaters. Early explorers remarked about how these industrious animals created dams completely across many sections of the headwaters of all New Brunswick rivers, including the Cains, and it is still so today. In fact, with the decrease in fur values during modern times, there is far less trapping activity, and the number of beavers has increased dramatically from the early parts of the twentieth century. This is of mixed consequences for fish. Beaver dams can block salmon from accessing upriver spawning habitat in low-water years, and beaver dams can slow the flow of a stream, creating ponds that warm up during sunny summer weather. On the other hand, these impoundments are a desirable habitat for insects and juvenile fish during low-water periods. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.]
Nathan Wilbur works his canoe over a beaver dam in the Meadows stretch of the Cains River headwaters. Early explorers remarked about how these industrious animals created dams completely across many sections of the headwaters of all New Brunswick rivers, including the Cains, and it is still so today. In fact, with the decrease in fur values during modern times, there is far less trapping activity, and the number of beavers has increased dramatically from the early parts of the twentieth century. This is of mixed consequences for fish. Beaver dams can block salmon from accessing upriver spawning habitat in low-water years, and beaver dams can slow the flow of a stream, creating ponds that warm up during sunny summer weather. On the other hand, these impoundments are a desirable habitat for insects and juvenile fish during low-water periods. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.



It is unlikely that I will ever stand on the ground exactly where the Cains begins, and perhaps it isn’t even possible to say with any certainty exactly where that spot is. The far western reaches of the Cains River headwaters end only about five miles due west of the tiny community of Nashwaak Bridge where Route 8 moves away from the Nashwaak and heads across an ancient Indian portage route to Boiestown and the Miramichi—now Route 8. Using the Geo New Brunswick aerial photography software, we can see that in the headwaters area south of Boiestown the Cains River is fed by the North Branch, and that the branch to the south simply retains the name Cains River. This south branch, named the Cains River, flows from a network of brooks that drain a sizeable area of boggy land called “The Meadows” located at the western end of the Bantalor Game Refuge. In the late summer of 1910, W. F. Ganong, perhaps New Brunswick’s most famous scientist and wanderer, together with his assistant, came through a short portage from Zionville to the Meadows and launched their canoe into the Cains. In good water, the river can be canoed from this point down to the mouth, though beavers have frequent dams in this area that stretch completely across the small river. Anyone venturing down this stretch of the Cains will need to get out from time to time and haul their boat over the tops of these beaver dams.

Using Geo New Brunswick’s aerial and topo maps, I have traced the Cains River west from what appears to me to be the last point where it is distinctly visible as a defined stream. Tracing back to the west from that position for about five miles, an unnamed tributary stream flows toward our last known point on the Cains. This stream twists and turns through boggy ground running southeast from its indistinct origin separated by a distance of approximately 1,800 feet from the beginnings of an equally small tributary of Young’s Brook that runs in the opposite direction. From the point where the two streams emerge and flow in opposite directions, it is about nine more miles to the west before Young’s Brook empties into the Nashawaak River—a tributary of the mighty Saint John River. Within that 1,800-foot-wide no-man’s-bog, it is a toss-up as to whether the ground belongs to the Saint John watershed or that of the Cains River and, therefore, the Miramichi.


[image: W. F. Ganong’s map from 1910, cropped to show the Cains River headwaters and their proximity to the tributaries of the Nashwaak River and, thus, the Saint John River. As explained in the text of this chapter, the vast networks of brooks and streams that are the beginnings of all the rivers of New Brunswick interlock with each other in many locations. The exact point at which an area of ground changes the direction of its drainage from one watershed to another can be very indistinct, even though the final destination of each respective flow to the sea can be more than 100 miles apart. GANONG’S MAP SUPPLIED COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW BRUNSWICK.]
W. F. Ganong’s map from 1910, cropped to show the Cains River headwaters and their proximity to the tributaries of the Nashwaak River and, thus, the Saint John River. As explained in the text of this chapter, the vast networks of brooks and streams that are the beginnings of all the rivers of New Brunswick interlock with each other in many locations. The exact point at which an area of ground changes the direction of its drainage from one watershed to another can be very indistinct, even though the final destination of each respective flow to the sea can be more than 100 miles apart. GANONG’S MAP SUPPLIED COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW BRUNSWICK.



Other nearby tributaries of the Cains are interlaced with still more brooks and bogs that feed instead into the Little and Gaspereau Rivers. These two rivers flow off in somewhat different directions, but eventually, they both turn south, emptying into Grand Lake, and via the Jemseg on into the Saint John River, eventually reaching the Bay of Fundy. The Cains, on the other hand, flows northeast, merges with the Miramichi, and ends up entering the Atlantic on New Brunswick’s Northumberland Shore, more or less parallel with the northern tip of Prince Edward Island. Thus, raindrops falling within feet or even mere inches of each other eventually end up in the ocean on opposite sides of the province some 140 miles apart as the crow flies—approximately 690 miles by water, even using the Canso Canal shortcut to eliminate the log route out around Cape Breton.

The North Branch of the Cains doesn’t make it quite as far west as the South Branch and begins its journey from a point about six miles north-northeast of the Cains River’s source described in the last paragraph and eight miles from the town of McGivney located due north on Route 8. The North Branch’s tentacles intermingle with those of West Burntland Brook, a branch that, eventually, becomes the lively Burntland Brook that fisherman headed for the Miramichi drive across when on Route 8 in Boiestown. Burntland Brook is often our first hint of what conditions will be like on the Miramichi, because if it is full, you will likely encounter rising water and, hopefully, a good run of fish on their way into the river.

The relatively flat, boggy, headwaters area, home of this labyrinth of brooks and bogs that the North Branch of the Cains River, as well as the Cains River itself, drains, is perhaps 15 miles in diameter—176 square miles, or 112,000 acres. To put this in perspective, the area is small compared to a river such as the Miramichi or the Restigouche, but it is by no means insignificant. By Scottish standards, 112,000 acres would be a very large estate, and the Cains headwaters can easily match those from some of Scotland’s best-known salmon rivers. The Cains River is not just the Miramichi’s largest tributary, it is a major salmon river in its own right. All told, the journey—not accounting for the myriad twists and turns along the way—is approximately 70 miles from the farthest point of the headwaters to where the Cains River enters the Miramichi at the great Black Brook salmon pool.

The condition of the water that slowly gathers in this large network of bogs and relatively flat headwaters landmass before draining into the Cains has a couple of notable effects on the river’s fishing. First, it is the process of water steeping in the boggy ground that gives this river its signature tannic waters. After a summer of low water, the rains of fall can flush this potent tea from the grounds of the headwaters, and the river flows almost black. A yard-long salmon can hardly be seen to be netted until it breaks the surface at your feet. Also, the relative insulation of such ground causes the headwaters to run cooler than the shallow summer riffles downstream that are constantly exposed to warm summer air and hot sunlight. This cool, clean, brook water has long made the Cains a summertime favorite of brook trout, including some of the large Labrador proportions that spend a good part of their lives feeding in the Miramichi’s bountiful estuary.


CAINS RIVER PHYSIOGRAPHY



[image: The clear water of Weasel Brook flows from a rocky hillside into the Cains River just a few miles above its mouth, and it contrasts dramatically with the tannic flow emanating from the boggy ground of the river’s headwaters.]
The clear water of Weasel Brook flows from a rocky hillside into the Cains River just a few miles above its mouth, and it contrasts dramatically with the tannic flow emanating from the boggy ground of the river’s headwaters.




The Cains River was first noted on a recognized map by De Meulles-Franquelin in 1686. It was referred to then as Ouelamouki River, which is phonetically the same as Welamook, the spelling of the Mi’kmaq name for the river. The Cains is the longest New Brunswick river to lie completely within the Maritime Carboniferous Basin, a relatively low, gentle, easterly sloping area of largely sandstone rock base that is sandwiched between the Central Highlands to the north and the Caledonia Uplift or Terrace to the south.



[image: This map by the Canadian government depicts the Carboniferous Basin of Eastern Canada. Rivers within the basin are characterized by sandstone bases. While the sandstone is not nearly as tough as granite, many of the Cains River pools have areas of ledged sides and bottoms and, thus, are very stable in the short run of a human lifetime.]
This map by the Canadian government depicts the Carboniferous Basin of Eastern Canada. Rivers within the basin are characterized by sandstone bases. While the sandstone is not nearly as tough as granite, many of the Cains River pools have areas of ledged sides and bottoms and, thus, are very stable in the short run of a human lifetime.




The average headwaters elevation is approximately 460 feet, and it drops to about 40 feet at the mouth 60 miles away. This is an average drop of seven feet per mile over the entire distance. This will allow for good time to be made in a canoe heading downriver, but it would still be possible to paddle upstream against it as the Indians did when going places. The pitch, though, is only marginally uniform, and there are many places where the flow is quite lively, and other long, placid sections where the pace is so slack that a small outboard motor is a godsend—even if you are going downstream. Very few places in the whole river really warrant the term “rapids,” and then only where there is an elevated height of water. Hell’s Gate, less than a mile or so from where the Cains meets the Miramichi, is known as the strongest flow on the river, and except in times of unusually heavy rains or the spring freshet, it is no big deal and easily navigable by an experienced canoeist.

According to Ganong, who, in addition to all of his other various scientific accomplishments, was an expert on the derivation of the names of New Brunswick places, the Mi’kmaq Indians in 1908 were still calling the Cains by the name of Welamook. Rand’s Mi’kmaq-English Dictionary translates Welamook to “handsome” or “beautiful” river. It was Ganong’s belief that they were not talking about the scenery—though the river is undeniably lovely to look at—but rather were describing how easily it could be canoed. The aboriginal people used the waterways of the province as one of their two chief means of transportation—walking was the other—and the Cains was the leading pathway from the upper Northumberland shore and points north across to the Saint John and the Fundy coast where the Mi’kmaq traded and sometimes fought with the Maliseet, since the Saint John Valley was Maliseet territory and the Miramichi was Mi’kmaq. The Cains River Valley is close to being right on the line.



[image: There is consistent northeast flow that describes to a large degree all the rivers that lie along the carboniferous plateau of New Brunswick.]
There is consistent northeast flow that describes to a large degree all the rivers that lie along the carboniferous plateau of New Brunswick.




The relatively deep, slow flow of the river interspersed with the occasional quick riffle defines the character of the salmon-fishing water on the Cains. Miramichi author Wayne Curtis loves to quote his father, John Curtis, an outfitter on the Main Southwest Miramichi and the Cains Rivers during the 1960s: “The old Cains is the best we got come fall. You can catch a fish in just about every inch of that river.” The fall salmon do love to stack up in those deep, slow pools but can be caught in the faster water too, especially when they are on the move.




[image: This map, based on work attributed to William Francis Ganong in 1899, shows the respective Mi’kmaq and Maliseet Indian territories. The Cains River was essentially on the line between the two tribes. The Maliseet lived largely along the Saint John River Valley and were more agricultural than the hunter/gatherer Mi’kmaq. The result may have been that neither group was particularly likely to have setup large, permanent encampments on the Cains River and none are known to have existed, though the river was used a great deal for transportation.]
This map, based on work attributed to William Francis Ganong in 1899, shows the respective Mi’kmaq and Maliseet Indian territories. The Cains River was essentially on the line between the two tribes. The Maliseet lived largely along the Saint John River Valley and were more agricultural than the hunter/gatherer Mi’kmaq. The result may have been that neither group was particularly likely to have set up large, permanent encampments on the Cains River and none are known to have existed, though the river was used a great deal for transportation.




Ganong also loved to speculate about the early geographic layout of the various rivers in the province. We don’t often think, when looking at a sizeable river, that over its long life it may have flowed through entirely different valleys and in different directions than it takes today. Ganong noted that all the rivers in the general vicinity of the Cains have a “striking continuity of direction” flowing northeast toward the Northumberland Shore. Ganong felt that it was likely that instead of turning northwest at Salmon Brook to run toward its merger with the Miramichi as the Cains does now, it once ran straight down the valley of Salmon Brook—against the direction that Salmon Brook now flows in—and continued in the bed of the present Barnaby River to reach the coast.









CHAPTER 2

Cains River Biology, Atlantic Salmon, and Brook Trout

While the Cains River has very few areas that approach rapids status, it is also without the broad, slow areas found here and there in the lower portions of the Miramichi. In periods of low flow, some of the deeper pools do become slow, but even these pick up to a good fishing pace with a modest raise of water. On the other hand, the river quickly shrugs off all but the most extreme raises of water, clearing up and dropping to a reasonable flow level. In short, the Cains is a river of consistently moderate flows.



[image: A stretch of river located just downstream from the author’s camp at Mahoney Brook on the Cains. I observed recently made redds and salmon spawning there in the fall of 2017. The basic bottom structure and pace of current flow in this area about four miles upriverof Shinnickburn is very similar to the area between Sabbies River and Salmon Brook where the Miramichi Salmon Association noted, in their 2007 research titled Spawning Survey during the Season Extension—Mouth of Sabbies River to the mouth of Salmon Brook, they reported locating approximately 100 redds during the spawning period that year.]
A stretch of river located just downstream from the author’s camp at Mahoney Brook on the Cains. I observed recently made redds and salmon spawning there in the fall of 2017. The basic bottom structure and pace of current flow in this area about four miles upriver of Shinnickburn is very similar to the area between Sabbies River and Salmon Brook where the Miramichi Salmon Association noted, in their 2007 research titled Spawning Survey during the Season Extension—Mouth of Sabbies River to the mouth of Salmon Brook, they reported locating approximately 100 redds during the spawning period that year.




Since the Cains winds through an area of sandstone ledges, there are some pools found over the entire length of the river that are at least, in part, solid ledge bottomed. But still, the most common bottom for the Cains River is gravel. An actual mud or sand bottom is rare and usually just occurs in small pockets. Round pebbles or rocks up to one inch in diameter can handle about 0.75 meters per second in flow before becoming mobile, while coarse gravel with some cobblestone-sized pieces can withstand about 1.2 meters per second. Having had pool-enhancement work done on the Cains and the southwest Miramichi, I have found that very few places attain current speeds of over 1.2 meter per second except in spate conditions. This means that there are very few places along the Cains where the bottom substrate is consistently much larger than coarse gravel. According to M. Gordon Wolman of John Hopkins University, a loose, general rule is that salmon can spawn in gravel that has an average diameter of roughly 10 percent of their body length. Therefore, a grilse would enjoy gravel of about five centimeters, or two to two and a half inches. A meter-long salmon, though, might be more comfortable in the coarse gravel to cobblestone-sized mix in the four-inch size range, but there is considerable room for variances from these statistics in the material that I have read. According to Nathan Wilbur of the Atlantic Salmon Federation, the larger gravel sizes may be the case in faster-flowing rivers, where current speed would more easily move these large stones, but the Cains salmon would not require such large gravel. Furthermore, states Nathan, good spawning gravel for salmon is found in abundance for salmon throughout the entire Cains River.



[image: A recently made salmon redd on the Cains River in early November 2017. The hen salmon moves upstream of the redd where she and male salmon had just spawned, and she uses her tail to dislodge gravel that drifts downstream to cover the eggs. The larger rocks drop more quickly through the water, and the smaller rocks and sands are therefore more visible on the top.]
A recently made salmon redd on the Cains River in early November 2017. The hen salmon moves upstream of the redd where she and male salmon had just spawned, and she uses her tail to dislodge gravel that drifts downstream to cover the eggs. The larger rocks drop more quickly through the water, and the smaller rocks and sands are therefore more visible on the top.




In a report called The Ecology of the Atlantic Salmon, produced in England by K. Hendry and D. Gragg-Hine, it is stated that favorable locations for Atlantic salmon spawning are likely to occur in river gradients of 3 percent or less, current velocities of 25 to 90 centimeters per second, and water depths of between 17 to 76 centimeters. The average gradient for the Cains is 1.4 percent, though certainly in faster flowing or riffled areas, it would be steeper than that. The desirable current velocity of 25 to 90 centimeters per second presents quite a wide range, and suitable depths at these velocities are very easily found throughout the Cains. It was also stated in the article that transitional sites where the pools tail out into riffles are very desirable. This is because the hydraulics of the current being pushed over the bars at the tails of the pools forces oxygenated water to flow through redds made in these areas. The riverbed of the Cains is one of small hills and valleys all along its course, and the river drops continuously from pool to pool, providing many of these desirable tail-of-the-pool areas.

I saw fresh salmon redds made in the Cains River about 20 miles up from the mouth in early November 2017, and I saw other fish in the process of making them. The conditions where I saw the salmon spawning fit their preferred gradient and gravel size quite closely. Mark Hambrook, president of the Miramichi Salmon Association (MSA) and, in the past, a biologist for the Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO), told me that most of the spawning occurs at night and on the upstream edges of bars. Over on the Saint John River, about 80 miles to the west of the Cains, the biologists for the New Brunswick DFO go out onto the bars at night during spawning season to net broodstock for the hatcheries. The fact that I was able to observe spawning activity during the day on the Cains probably meant that quite a lot of spawning was taking place in the area.

During the fall in 2006 and 2007, an experimental extended fishing season for the section of the Cains River lying downstream of the Route 123 bridge was trialed. The original idea was for a two-week extension to run until October 30 instead of the normal ending date of October 15. The trial was cut short by a year, and in the end, the season extension was not permanently adopted. Apparently, the overriding concern was that fishermen would be fishing at the same time the fish were actually in the act of spawning, and that would not be good either from the standpoint of hooking fish at the stage of spawning or of anglers wading through the new salmon redds.



[image: In this section of the William Francis Ganong map mentioned earlier, the Sabbies and Kouchibouguac Rivers headwatersare shown to intermingle. This is noteworthy because Northumberland Shore Rivers such as the Kouchibouguac are the latest spawning rivers in the province, with most spawning occurring in November. Similarly, the MSA reports that of the salmon from various branches of the Miramichi that they spawn in their hatchery, the last of the fish to become ripe are those from the Cains River. Spawning in the Cains often takes place well into November. MAP COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW BRUNSWICK.]
In this section of the William Francis Ganong map mentioned earlier, the Sabbies and Kouchibouguac Rivers headwaters are shown to intermingle. This is noteworthy because Northumberland Shore Rivers such as the Kouchibouguac are the latest spawning rivers in the province, with most spawning occurring in November. Similarly, the MSA reports that of the salmon from various branches of the Miramichi that they spawn in their hatchery, the last of the fish to become ripe are those from the Cains River. Spawning in the Cains often takes place well into November. MAP COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW BRUNSWICK.




The MSA did studies during this experimental season to help the DFO understand the timing of Atlantic spawning on the Cains River, so there was value to the experimental season extension. The reason that the experimental season was not tried above Route 123 is that mid to late October is the acknowledged time for brook trout spawning in this very important area for the species in the upper Cains, and there was fear that anglers would walk on the freshly laid brook trout eggs.

It turns out that the Cains River salmon spawn over a wide period of time, starting around October 18 and running well into November. Hambrook told me that they have captured pre-spawn salmon broodstock in the Sabbies River—a large tributary of the Cains that enters about nine miles upstream of the mouth—in mid-November, so this is certain. Hambrook also told me that the Cains River broodstock collected for hatchery spawning are the last group to spawn of any collected in the Miramichi system. While most Cains River fish spawn during the last week of October, the average timing for other Miramichi broodstock range from October 12 for the Northwest Miramichi fish, to the majority spawning from other tributaries around October 23.

In its spawning lateness, the Cains is really more similar to some of the rivers along the Northumberland Strait, which are known for their November spawning timetable. In rivers located there, such as the Kouchibouguac River, Hambrook said that the peak of the salmon spawning happens routinely during November. Interestingly, the headwaters of the Kouchibouguac and the Sabbies River tributary of the Cains both originate in more or less the same place near the town of Rogersville. The Kouchibouguac flows east out to the Northumberland shore a short distance south of Point Escuminac. The Sabbies generally flows west, entering the Cains about 8.7 miles upstream from the mouth. Certainly, much about that shared headwaters area is different than the higher elevation, colder region where the earlier-spawning Northwest Miramichi flows from. Like the Kouchibouguac, the other Northumberland Strait Rivers are also known for a late run of Atlantic salmon that spawn well into November.


REDD PRODUCTION

Another benefit of the MSA fieldwork during the extended season was the observation of the numbers of redds that could be seen in a particular area. Here is an excerpt from an MSA report of what was seen during the 2007 survey.


Spawning Survey during the Season Extension—Mouth of Sabbies River to the mouth of Salmon Brook

The first salmon redds were observed on this section on October 23, when two redds were observed. On October 26, the maximum number of redds (53) were observed during the survey. On November 3, 29 redds were observed in this section. The survey was conducted on November 14 and 26, but no redds were observed. Observing possible redds on November 14 and 26 was made more difficult by the high water.



In 11 days from October 23 to November 3, 85 redds were seen in this 1.6-mile stretch of the Cains River. It is nearly certain that more were made than that, but high water after November 3 made it very hard to see. There is probably no good reason to assume that this stretch of river is better than average over the course of the Cains’ length, but if we allow ourselves the exercise of rounding the 85 up to 100 to allow for later spawning that is known to take place and multiply this by 40 to get the entire 60-plus miles of river included, we come up with over 4,000 redds. My first thought when I read this is to think of the millions upon millions of dollars and pounds being spent in Europe and North America to rebuild nearly extinct salmon populations and how the conservation groups absolutely rejoice over finding even a tiny handful of redds, and here we have thousands of them. Do we realize how incredibly fortunate we are?

Beyond this observation, the Cains is a river that is fed by a great many small-and medium-sized streams that, in themselves, present important spawning habitat. There are three major tributaries to the lowest portion of the Cains: Otter Brook, which flows out into the Brophy Pool, is the smallest. The somewhat larger Salmon Brook and much larger Sabbies River are the other two. The Sabbies, in most flow conditions, is just a large stream as opposed to a river. Between Sabbies and the Route 123, aka Grand Lake Road, bridge, an additional 25 miles upstream, there are two more large tributaries—Muzzeroll Brook and Six Mile Brook. James Marriner told me once that he had been hunting in that area years ago and stopped by chance on the Muzzeroll Bridge for a look into the river. It was an early November morning, and Marriner told me that it “looked like Alaska” with the water simply black with salmon staging to spawn in the Muzzeroll. In a phone conversation with longtime Miramichi guide Lester Vickers, who has lived in sight of the mouth of Cains River his whole life, he related a very similar story to me. He and a friend were deer hunting, and when driving across the Muzzeroll Bridge on the Shinnickburn Road, they decided to stop for a look into the water in the same place as Marriner. It’s something I’ve done many times myself, just never that late in the season. Fishermen just love to look off bridges into the water to see what fish are around. He said it was late in the fall, around the last of October or early November, and in the stream running down from the bridge there were many salmon finning as close together as smelts. Anecdotally, I’ve been told stories about all these streams hosting spawning salmon.


[image: Muzzeroll Brook during a period of strong spring flow. Muzzeroll and Sabbies Rivers are the two largest spawning and tributaries and parr nurseries of the Cains River. The 26 officially recognized salmon spawning tributaries on the Cains River collectively make up 24 percent of the river’s total spawning habitat.]
Muzzeroll Brook during a period of strong spring flow. Muzzeroll and Sabbies Rivers are the two largest spawning and tributaries and parr nurseries of the Cains River. The 26 officially recognized salmon spawning tributaries on the Cains River collectively make up 24 percent of the river’s total spawning habitat.



There are many other streams in the headwaters area above the Grand Lake Road bridge that are large enough to provide some very good salmon spawning habitat. These streams provide extra spawning potential that can only be utilized once the streams have swollen with the late fall rains. According to Barrie Duffield, owner of the Burntland Brook Pool on the Miramichi, and who for years ran canoe, camping, and fishing trips on various areas of the Cains, the salmon go very far up the Cains to spawn, certainly in both branches well beyond the confluence of the North Branch and the main river, approximately 80 percent of the way up the 100-kilometer-long Cains River. Lloyd Bartlett also told me that his old friend Buddy Randall, who had been a nuisance trapper for the railroad, keeping the culverts and bridges along the line from McGivney to Chipman clear of beaver dams, said that the biggest kind of hookbill salmon would push their way far up in to Bantalor during the late fall for spawning.

Wilson’s Outfitting guide emeritus Ernest Long told me that when he was a boy the local men would take a team of horses and a wagon back into the Cains River headwaters and net fall salmon to salt down. As you stood in the river setting your net, the salmon would be going right by your legs on their way upstream to spawn. There were also salmon spawning in all the major brooks. According to Long, you could walk up Otter Brook for not too great a distance to where the river is blocked by a ledge; there would be salmon everywhere that had gathered to spawn.

The great number of large streams feeding into the Cains may very well be the secret to the river’s potential fecundity. The Cains is prone to years when fall fishing is poor during the open season due to a lack of rain, but eventually, the rain does come, and the fish can then utilize this stream habitat. The potential benefit of the stream habitat is two fold: first, to find a place to lay their eggs, the salmon don’t need to dig up the redds of salmon in the main river that had spawned earlier. Second, the streams often melt down without an ice run in the spring, and this easy ice-out does not disturb the gravel beds.

In 1983, the Halifax office of Fisheries and Oceans Canada used aerial surveys done between 1974 and 1978 along with maps and other information gathered from back to the late 1950s to measure the Atlantic salmon habitat for the Miramichi River system. The study by Peter G. Amiro was titled “Aerial Photographic Measurement of Atlantic Salmon Habitat of the Miramichi River, New Brunswick.” The calculation itself is very complicated as to exactly what is or isn’t included as salmon habitat. I’m making the following statements only to illustrate the importance of the brooks to the Cains salmon-producing system, and then the Cains to the overall Southwest Miramichi system of which it is a part.

The Cains River has a total salmon-producing area, according to the survey, of 46,515 times 100 square meters. Of this, there are 26 officially recognized salmon-producing tributaries to the Cains that collectively provide 11,336 square meters, or approximately 24 percent of the river’s total salmon-producing area. The Cains itself amounts to 12.7 percent of the Southwest Miramichi’s 366,581 by 100 square meters of total salmon producing habitat. It is the second-largest tributary system, with the largest being the combined Renous/Dungarvon complex having 58,207 and, thus, being 15.9 percent of the Southwest Miramichi salmon habitat.

Ice runs in the spring can be devastating to salmon redds. In the lower Miramichi room-sized, and two-to-three-foot-thick pieces of ice are propelled by the current, turning end over end and digging up the bottom to a very considerable degree as they proceed down the river to the sea. At my Campbell’s Pool camp in Blackville, Jason Curtis witnessed a huge piece of ice wedge into a big boulder at the head of the pool and stand up on end high enough to touch the power lines that cross the river. To look at that same scene in the summer is to find it totally unbelievable. Standing in a canoe, you cannot reach anywhere near those lines with a 15-foot Spey rod. Salmon-fishing pools are routinely filled in, and new ones are excavated by the ice. The loss of fertilized, unhatched eggs can be catastrophic. The lower main stream of the Cains is itself subject to heavy ice runs, and every summer, we marvel at trees along the bank where ice has ripped off the bark at unbelievable distances above the summer surface of the water. Thankfully, during the spring freshet, the river is usually high enough so that river ice is not constantly connecting with the gravel bottom, but unfortunately, it does sometimes happen.



[image: On April 25, 2015, Jason Curtis and I were running up the Cains River near the Oxbow Pool when we encountered the remains of a huge ice jam that had pushed up onto the shore on both sides of the river for a distance of over a quarter of a mile. It would have been a frightening spectacle to have witnessed when it took place, but I’m certain that it was not seen by a living soul.]
On April 25, 2015, Jason Curtis and I were running up the Cains River near the Oxbow Pool when we encountered the remains of a huge ice jam that had pushed up onto the shore on both sides of the river for a distance of over a quarter of a mile. It would have been a frightening spectacle to have witnessed when it took place, but I’m certain that it was not seen by a living soul.




A couple of years back in late April, Jason Curtis and I were headed up to our Mahoney Brook camp for, among other things, our traditional season-opener hot dog cookout. As we motored through the Oxbow stretch a couple of miles below Shinnickburn, we saw the biggest mass of ice cakes I had ever seen. Some of these were more than three feet thick and twenty or thirty feet long. The cakes were laying all over a big grassy plain on one side of the river, here and there stacked up two and three deep, and on the other side where the banking came steeply down to the river, some were pushed right up into the trees. They must have simply smashed and broken their way into the forest. Jason said a big jam had been reported there during ice-out. The brooks, though, are not subjected to this sort of destruction, and redds made in their relatively gentle confines have an excellent chance of successfully producing young salmon.




SIZE AND TIMING OF THE CAINS RIVER RUN

One thing that I’ve heard asked many times is “What is the size of the Cains River salmon run?” I’m not aware of anyone trying to make an official estimate of this number, but we can make some reasonably intelligent guesses that should put us in the ballpark.

In a September 1997 article by Philip Lee written for the Competitive Enterprise Institute based in Washington, DC, William K. Hooper, then a senior biologist for the New Brunswick government, is quoted as saying this about the historical production of the Miramichi River system: “There were big years in the 1920s and 1930s. I wouldn’t be surprised if the river was producing a million fish…. People have forgotten what fish abundance really was like.” According to Hooper, the Miramichi experienced its last great run in 1967, and the total run was somewhere upward of 600,000 fish.

Let’s look again at the 1967 salmon run, which had a rod catch for the entire Miramichi system of 47,769 salmon and grilse. The estimate for the Cains catch for that year was 6,480, or 13.6 percent of the catch for the total Miramichi River system. Now, admittedly, that was a barn-burner year, but if Hooper was correct, and the run was 600,000 or more fish, than the Cains River alone, with 13.6 percent of the fish caught, should logically have hosted 13.6 percent of the run, or 81,600 salmon and grilse—a mind-boggling number. Another good reality check of the 13.6 percent number is that the spawning habitat of the Cains River was calculated in that 1983 survey to be 12.7 percent of the entire Miramichi system. The numbers 13.6 and 12.7 are very similar values.

In 1968, the overall run was thought to be much smaller, and the total rod catch on the Miramichi slumped to an estimated 19,032. Of those 19,032, the Cains produced an unbelievably low 284 bright fish, or just 1.5 percent of the total for the system! How could this be? I’m going to compare the conditions during both 1967 and 1968 in detail later, but it is certain that at least a fair amount of fish came into the Cains to spawn with raises of water after the season had closed. It is also true that the Cains, just like the Miramichi itself, went into a decline during the late 1960s and early 1970s from which it has never fully recovered. Here are some statistics on the Cains River catch that were provided in a 1976 Angling Survey of the Cains River by New Brunswick Department of Fisheries and the Environment.





	NUMBER OF BRIGHT SALMON CAUGHT



	Year
	Grilse
	Large salmon
	Totals





	1970
	258
	49
	307



	1971
	1 no data available for 1971



	1972
	1,135
	425
	1,560



	1973
	150
	103
	253



	1974
	246
	162
	408



	1975
	22
	8
	30



	1976
	101
	124
	225





No statistics were available for 1971. While the catch in none of these years approaches the 1967 catch, the extreme variability that we saw between 1967 and 1968 shows itself to be not all that unusual as illustrated by the rod catch of 1,560 salmon and grilse in 1972 and only 30 in 1975. Another table of statistics for the Cains River that I found continued until 1994 and averaged less than 500 rod-caught bright fish annually.



These days, the Miramichi system has a run of about 40,000 fish, though it is quite variable, and years like the 100,000 or so that came in 2011 are still possible. The first full season was in 2011, which was after I had acquired the Mahoney Brook camp. We caught 15 salmon and grilse there in the last week and a half of the season while learning the water, and I know that Black Brook landed more than a hundred fish on their Admiral Pool water. There were many more also caught at Brophy’s, Buttermilk, Salmon Brook, Sabbies, Moore’s Pool, Six Mile, and Doctor’s Island. This says nothing about all the water along the river that is not as well known, and it also says nothing of those caught in the upper-river pools where most of the run is heading to spawn. I’m confident that the rod catch in 2011 was in excess of 1,500 fish and very likely well over 2,000.

If we look at 1967 and logically deduce that the Cains caught 13.6 percent of the run because 13.6 percent of the fish went up the Cains and then use 40,000 fish as the size of the current run, you get an estimated run of 5,440 salmon and grilse just in the Cains. The next year, 1.5 percent would only give us 600 fish. That might be accurate for the fish that came in during the season, but it is safe to assume that many more came in after the season had ended. Therefore, the run is probably somewhere near the larger of those two numbers. I’ve also heard others throw around a figure of 5,000 salmon before for the Cains, and while I don’t know how others estimated it in the past, that number certainly sounds reasonable to me based on the evidence that I have just presented. Just to put that in perspective, 5,000 in the Cains compares to about the same sized run as typically found in the Gaspe Peninsula’s very famous Cascapédia River.



[image: Salmon and grilse tagged at the Millerton trap in 2017. Note that roughly half of the 997 grilses and two-thirds of the 584 salmon were tagged at Millerton in the 45 days after September 1, 2017. With salmon, 305 of the 584 entered the trap after September 30. With grilse, it was 436 out of 997, a smaller percentage, but still, about 44 percent, arriving in the last two weeks of the fishing season. This result is almost a complete reversal from the apparent trend less than 10 years earlier toward a diminishing fall run and an increasing summer run entering the river during July. No one knows why the timing of these runs trends back and forth between early-and late-arriving fish.]
Salmon and grilse tagged at the Millerton trap in 2017. Note that roughly half of the 997 grilses and two-thirds of the 584 salmon were tagged at Millerton in the 45 days after September 1, 2017. With salmon, 305 of the 584 entered the trap after September 30. With grilse, it was 436 out of 997, a smaller percentage, but still, about 44 percent, arriving in the last two weeks of the fishing season. This result is almost a complete reversal from the apparent trend less than 10 years earlier toward a diminishing fall run and an increasing summer run entering the river during July. No one knows why the timing of these runs trends back and forth between early-and late-arriving fish.



It has been established that the Cains River run comes during what the salmon biologists historically called “the time of the late-running fish” from September 1 to the end of the season. These are fish that predominately come into the freshwater portions of the river after the early run—through July—has passed. Typically, unless there is an unusually large, cool rain, the period from late July to late August sees a relatively few fresh salmon enter the river. Before 1970, the records show that the late-season run into the river was a much larger number of fish than came during the early-season run. Since the early 1970s that has changed, and with a few recent exceptions, the early run is normally the larger of the two. It is also noted that these percentages can vary considerably even from just one season to the next. My personal observations from spending a lot of time in camp are that over the last three years—2015 through 2017—the percentage of fish coming in the late run has increased, and the government fish counting-trap numbers clearly show that during 2017 twice as many salmon entered the system during the late run as did during the early run.





	DATE SALMON CUMULATIVE GRILSE CUMULATIVE NEW SALMON NEW GRILSE





	6/15
	8
	0
	8
	0



	6/30
	26
	41
	18
	41



	7/15
	92
	193
	66
	152



	7/31
	172
	355
	80
	162



	8/15
	213
	438
	41
	83



	8/31
	225
	457
	12
	19



	9/15
	279
	561
	54
	104



	9/30
	321
	618
	42
	57



	10/15
	534
	950
	213
	332



	10/31
	584
	997
	50
	47







Tag returns from tagging studies undertaken in the 1930s in Miramichi Gully—in the ocean off the entrances to Mira-michi Bay—show that while most of the late-run fish are in the estuary by August, a significant number of these fish do spend additional feeding time in that general area compared to the early-run fish. This is very likely why the fall grilse are on average larger than the summer grilse. It can also mean that extra mortality from predators may be reducing the numbers of the late-run fish as they continue to actively feed in the ocean not too distant from the mouth of the Miramichi.

The Cains run can be prolific, and there have been quite a few occasions in recent years when I have witnessed firsthand the movements of large numbers of salmon and grilse toward the end of the fishing season in the Cains. During the last few days of the 2011 season, I was making daily trips to fish for a couple of hours in the morning at our Mahoney Brook camp. I knew that there were a good number of fish holding in the slow, deep section of the home pool, but they were very poor takers. As the week wore on, we had a couple of small rain events, and the river slowly rose a few inches. I was seeing more fish rolling on the surface farther up the pool toward the faster water, but my trips down through the run were only yielding a very occasional catch. It rained the night before the last day of the season, and my friends and I decided that, based on the fish I knew were holding on the Cains, we should invest our last day there. Even as we sat on the deck of the camp pulling on our waders, we could see fish jumping in the home pool. All that day we saw groups of fish working up the river. Sometimes you could see them in the water close enough to touch with a rod tip. Bill Utley, a biologist by education and a lifelong salmon fisher, was confident that we saw over a thousand salmon go by us that day—though, of course, there was no way for us to really count them. They certainly weren’t very interested in flies, as fish moving on rising water often aren’t. Ashley Hallihan, from Blackville, was fishing that same day near Buttermilk Pool some 14 miles downstream, and he had a similar experience. He told Jason that the fish were swimming right by his feet.




THE CAINS RIVER AS A PARR NURSERY

For parr, the Cains provides an excellent nursery. First, the dark waters of the Cains provide some natural measure of protection, as do the numerous brooks and brook mouths with overhanging foliage. The Cains also provides a lot of insect life to feed the parr.

During the mid-1950s there was heavy spraying of DDT by the forest products companies in conjunction with the federal government to control spruce budworm. This killed a lot of the salmon, both mature and immature, that were within the river, but it also killed a high percentage of aquatic insects. Those populations are thought to have recovered but to exactly what degree is uncertain. Articles I found online complained about an inadequate amount of research having been done on the aquatic insect populations of the main stem of the Miramichi River system, but some work has been done in the tributaries.

One report in 1996 by Donna Giberson and Heather Garnett came from studying Catamaran brook, a tributary of the

Little Southwest Miramichi. It cited 25 genera of mayflies, 19 of caddisflies, and a vast number of midges and beetles, and stated that the greatest volume of all in their emergence traps were blackflies. I remember giving a talk years ago on a fishing trip that I took to Victoria Island in the Canadian Arctic. I told my audience that we saw few aquatic insects in that very cold water that featured icebergs grounded in the mouth of the river we were fishing in. It was a mystery to us what the great many large Arctic char and lake trout subsisted on. A female biologist in the audience spoke up and said that she had done a summer of research in the Arctic, and as incredible as it sounds, blackfly larvae are one of the most important food sources there for young char and salmonids. I was glad to hear that there is some good use for blackflies since they are the bane of human existence during much of June and July on the Cains River. For whatever reason, black flies seem far worse at my camp at Mahoney Brook on the Cains than they do on the Miramichi.

Additionally, the Catamaran Brook research revealed 31 species of stoneflies, of which eight were new discoveries for the Province of New Brunswick. In addition to the insects, small prey species, which include blacknose dace and slimey sculpins, are abundant. This forage supports a lot of brook trout and salmon. The famed Muddler Minnow fly was developed to fish for giant brook trout in the Nipigon River, where the world’s record brook trout was caught in 1915. The fly was designed to imitate sculpins. A 1995 publication called Rivers of North America states that the volume of fish in the Miramichi River is quite remarkable, and that by biomass approximately 50 percent of these fish are Atlantic salmon—of all age-groups.

I can attest that there are very abundant hatches and often several at once going on throughout the season on the Mira-michi and Cains Rivers, though certainly, the period from late May to the Fourth of July finds them being most common.




THERMAL REFUGE

I interviewed Nathan Wilbur, the New Brunswick Program Director of the Atlantic Salmon Federation (ASF), for information on thermal refuges. I first met Nathan when he was giving a presentation on his master’s degree thesis paper, “Characterizing thermal refugia for brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) and Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) in the Cains River, New Brunswick, Canada,” to the Miramichi Salmon Association during the late winter of 2011.

Nathan and his assistants mounted a thermal infrared imaging camera to a helicopter and flew along the 30 or so miles of the Cains River above the Grand Lake Road bridge. They mapped the areas by water temperature, and then Nathan spent the summer living at Wilson’s Wildcat Lodge and examining—including by skin diving—the various areas of the river that showed cooler water temperatures.



[image: A Cains River parr holding on his “home stone.” Salmon parr are considerably more tolerant of warm water than brook trout. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.]
A Cains River parr holding on his “home stone.” Salmon parr are considerably more tolerant of warm water than brook trout. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.



The goal of Nathan’s experiment was to learn how the salmon parr and brook trout utilized the various thermal refuges in the upper sections of the Cains River—above Route 123—to survive the summer temperatures, which can briefly reach as high as 28°C and perhaps greater. This far exceeds their preferred temperature range and can be lethal if they do not seek out suitable thermal refuges. This work can now be utilized to physically enhance other sites along the Cains and other rivers where cold-water inputs exist to achieve similar temperature-buffering results. The work was done in 2010, at a time when the population of large trout was still apparently quite robust and during what was perhaps the warmest summer in living memory.

What Nathan found was that when the Cains River reached a temperature of 21°C the brook trout in the river had moved to a source of colder water, and they remained in the cold flow until the water cooled off to below that critical temperature. The Atlantic salmon parr, though, did not begin moving to a cold-water retreat until the temperature exceeded 25°C; instead, the parr remained out in the river at their “home stone.”

Snorkeling through the areas identified by the infrared survey to be cool enough to qualify as a refuge, Nathan came across four areas that held significant numbers of large brook trout—between 15 and 24 inches—and a few smaller groups as well. Some aggregations had 100 or more trout in them, and the smaller ones were significantly fewer. All in all, in Nathan’s estimation, 500 or less large, sea-run brook trout spend the summer in the stretch of river between the North Branch Pool and the Grand Lake Road. There are definitely some more summering a little farther down in the river, but just how many is unknown. The belief is that the vast majority of the Cains River sea-run brook trout are lying in a relatively few locations within this 30-mile stretch of river. The required conditions, according to Nathan, are a cool stream or spring flowing into the river and sufficient depth to keep most of the avian predators at bay. Springs, bubbling up cool water into the stream, contribute very cold water (5 to 15°C), and although it is a lower volume of cold-water input compared to stream inputs, these provide critical thermal refuges as well. Nathan found that there was an even split between large trout holding in the plumes of streams and springs.



[image: Note this large, solitary salmon in the upper center holding amid this aggregation of bragging-size sea-run brookies at a cold-water source in the upper Cains River. The location of this pool is roughly 70 miles from the sea. Research by Nathan Wilbur showed quite conclusively that very few adult salmon move into the Cains River headwaters until after the warm summer season has ended. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.]
Note this large, solitary salmon in the upper center holding amid this aggregation of bragging-size sea-run brookies at a cold-water source in the upper Cains River. The location of this pool is roughly 70 miles from the sea. Research by Nathan Wilbur showed quite conclusively that very few adult salmon move into the Cains River headwaters until after the warm summer season has ended. PHOTO COURTESY OF NATHAN WILBUR.



In all cases where the trout were holding, the infrared imagery identified a visible cold-water input flowing from the riverbank—spring or stream. The Cains is typically a fall-run Atlantic salmon river, but interestingly, among all these gigantic brook trout in mid summer was one, single, yard-long Atlantic salmon. Clearly, during 2010, which was a year with a relatively robust salmon run that took place at least in good part early in the season, there were essentially no salmon summering in the upper Cains River. To me, Nathan’s findings are a clear indicator that there is no significant summer run of salmon to the upper Cains River. I can also state from personal observation that there was a good run of salmon into the upper Cains that fall. Why the trout don’t remain in the estuary during the summer, and the more temperature-tolerant salmon run up and wait in the headwaters, is hard to understand. The trout are feeding, though, and the Cains River provides a reliable flow of insect food in the summer, so that might be the lure.
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