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Cain: The Able

River Mender

N Movember 10 vears ago I called Simon

Cain. We'd never met but I'd picked his

name out of a book on the chalkstreams.

He'd been “restoring“the banks of the

Wylye. tuming round the drought-ridden

river. | liked the idea that someone could mould

something as dynamic as a river. Simon was an

itinerant river mender, a watery cowbaoy, catch-

ing work here and thene, but he put food on the
table by restoring and building fly rods,

Simon's workshop was a blacksmith’s shop

on the: banks of the Wiltshire Avon, Inside were

i

an earth floor, a varmishing cupboard for rods, a
dusty benchand hundreds of pieces of split cane.
He built superb fly rods.though the rumour was
you had to wait your tum and shouldn’t hold
your breath. His mind was elsewhere.

Simon’s mother told me that he”d frequent-
ly gotosee herlate inthe evening. *He'd be wet
through from walking in rivers.” He talked
about rivers as if they were alive, like apoetand
a lover. 1 was thrilled, | listened: “The riverisa
living thing. When it's sick 1 take its pain into
myself, I work all day to give it new life. I can

feel its flow, what its saying, | know what it
needs and I can sense its recovery, its insects,
and plants and birds and animals retuming.”
Back then, with fiew people willing to com-
mil money tothis new idea of nver restoration,
and the National Rivers Authority actively
hostile tothe process, only Simon believed that
he could make a success of it. His friends twid-
dled thumbs and waited for rods to be fixed.
But enthusiasm is infectious, especially
when driven by the romanticism which grips
Simon every time he talks about water, and
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