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For Gloria,
for her own heroic strength of journey.
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and this echoing world

and all of its rhythms

will be theirs.

And the girl said, theirs?

But they are so small

and they make straight lines.

How will they manage?

And her father said only:

they will have to.

‘In the Beginning’, Paul Kingsnorth
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Prologue

I’d returned from three hours of salmon fishing on the Blackwater; fishless – not unusual in itself when fishing for salmon, especially when it’s a snatched hour or two where possible – but buoyant and energised again after a few weeks away from the water.

The water level had been ideal for the fly – 0.4m on the gauge – and the conditions were benign, though the warmth in the May sunshine belied a thinness in the air whenever the sun went behind the clouds. For some strange reason, I hadn’t even felt much like fishing as I drove down the motorway heading for the exit to Fermoy-Kilworth. It was a Sunday morning, I had a few hours to myself while Trina, my wife, had the kids, so what was there to be complaining about?

I like to think there’s a certain apprehension every angler feels as they approach a river. It’s the apprehension of wondering how many other anglers will be on the water. How busy will it be? How will I fit in? Nine times out of ten of course these questions are dispelled within minutes. There’s never as many as you think, 90 per cent of them are accommodating and friendly, and you always end up having a good time anyway.

It was to be no different this time as I drove down the roadway for the Upper Kilmurry beat on the Blackwater. Four anglers were downstream, I was told, and I could head upstream where I’d have the beat to myself until lunchtime. It was more than I could have hoped for on a May bank holiday weekend. Yes, maybe there hadn’t been enough rain recently, but I’d rather the fly landing level on the water than struggling on overflowing banks.

After two hours working my way downstream from the top of the beat, I still hadn’t touched or even seen a fish. Despite the low water conditions, I had to be careful where I waded – there were always dangerous pots and holes lurking somewhere – but I was casting a good line out, even though it had been a month since my last outing.

As I made my way downstream, I came to a run that I had only really spun for before in high water from the bank. It was wide, the Blackwater – double-handed wide – but smooth, and the water was only up to my knees. In short, it was perfect fly water. I could wade out a third of the way and have plenty of room for my back-cast.

As I cast and moved, cast and moved, I looked around me. Downstream as far as the steeply curved Lug Pool and back upstream to the Hut Pool, there wasn’t a single person to be seen. For as far as I could see, I was the only person on the river. I felt so at home, at peace and contented, I wanted to grab hold of these minutes for eternity.

I could feel my body relax and my casting become smoother, more powerful, more in touch. The line shot out easier and with every cast I felt confident about hitting it right. I was in the zone. Whether the fish were also in the mood I wasn’t so sure about, but in mid-stream and with the fly landing straight and fishing right away, I had as good a chance as any.

I watched the line come around from its initial landing, a steady pace following through to the centre of the flow (any minute now …) before reaching the dangle at the near bank and short strips to bring the line in. The sun was out, the water was lapping around my knees and I was casting with an ease and power I couldn’t remember having before. The expanse of the Blackwater was before me for a good half a kilometre; I was in the river, on the river and felt part of the river with each cast I made.

I thought to myself, ‘When I die and go to heaven this is what it will be like,’ as I followed the line out before readying myself for another confident cast. There was no salmon showing or even plucking at my fly, but it didn’t really matter. I was in the moment with the beauty and peace of the river that surrounded and flowed around me as I stood there under the sun in solitude. I breathed it all in deeply, wanting to hold it inside me for as long as possible.

No salmon took my fly, and soon I was climbing the ladder out of the river, heading back to the car to change out of my waders and head home. Yet despite the lack of fish, it felt right, I had left on a high. The ‘last casts’ flew out from my hands and swam perfectly through the water. Fish or no fish, there was nothing more I could have done. There was even a smile I think as I walked back to the car.

Later that day I showed my wife the photos I’d taken on my phone and tried to describe to her the feeling of bliss and perfection I experienced just standing there in the water, the thought I had about being in heaven.

‘If I knew that to get to heaven, all I had to do was drive down the road, I’d be going there whenever I could,’ she said.

She was right of course. To be so close to something that touches us so deeply, to have it within our grasp and not do anything about it, or only do something when we’re at our limit, seems incomprehensible. Earlier that day as I left my house, going fishing for a few hours felt like a drudge and a struggle, but three hours later I found myself elevated and rejuvenated. Such is the power of flowing waters. As Norman Maclean wrote in A River Runs Through It, ‘I am haunted by waters’, and it’s what I want inscribed on my gravestone when my turn is up.

Just a year later when the pandemic struck, it was all taken away so quickly and so easily. Something taken for granted and cherished was now out of reach behind lock and key. It was only then that you appreciated what it meant being able to fish, to stand there in the river.

The first lockdown in spring had brought with it a resolve to hunker down and get through the two months or so of sacrifice. After just a few weeks of staying at home, juggling remote working with minding the kids, only venturing out to the supermarket when necessary as well as the nearby woods, the curve, we were told, had been flattened.

But when the summer and autumn brought a resurgence in the pandemic and the lockdown came again in October, there wasn’t much to look forward to. There would be no winter sun to escape the claustrophobia to, only rising infections and hospital case-loads.

Up until then Covid-19 was something that happened in the news, in the big cities or somewhere foreign. In rural Ireland you only read about it. But when someone we knew contracted it and the spread of infection amongst their friends became apparent, it suddenly hit home. In the valley of the mountains between the farms and the fields, Covid was in the air.

We have all passed through the eye of a storm: some have gone closer to it than others, and some have lost their lives. The figures are staggering and numbing at the same time. Death and sickness everywhere. But with vaccines being rolled out, the light at the end of the tunnel is getting brighter – ‘hope springs eternal’ as they say.

While I waited, nature was my salve and my balm. I ventured out to the nearby woods and stood looking up to the towering yews and conifers, inhaling, exhaling, inhaling, exhaling. My kids thought I was trying to talk to the trees but no, I told them, I’m trying to listen. To listen to what they had to say.

‘Don’t forget,’ I think I heard the trees whisper. ‘Let go but never forget this time, of the people lost, the sickness untold, but also the humanity and the coming together.’ I inhaled once more before walking on up the path with my kids. I could hear the river rushing downhill on the other side of a copse of small trees.

The sound of running water is the sound of promise and I made my way with the kids through the trees to a small bank of stones and sand beside the water’s edge. Even the youngest, Gloria, aged three, was delighted at the sight of the water and soon the three of them were splashing, climbing, throwing, and peering under stones.

I let the sounds of the river wash over my senses and drank it all in. This was rejuvenation and clarity, all brought together here beside this flowing ravine surrounded by the Galtee Mountains. I see the peaks of these mountains every day from the front of our home, they are distant but constant, the edge of the frame to our daily lives. Here is where they call the Golden Vale. On one side the Knockmealdowns look down with the cut of the Vee in their centre – a gap between the mountains takes you to Waterford. Opposite, looming down, is the peak of Galtee Mór with its smaller sisters and brothers, said to look like harps from Celtic mythology. The long range of the Galtees dominates the landscape and the valley upon which lies a patchwork of rich farmland with cows and crops spreads out for as far as the eye can see. To the south and east are the Comeraghs, and Slievenamon standing out on its own, a sentry on Tipperary’s border.

Later that day I take another walk, this time by myself, to go around the garden and look down into the valley we had been in earlier. The sun was setting now, the rich orange from her glow lighting up the land before me, and I am reminded not just of days setting but also the inexorable decline of us all.

Covid has merely brought it more sharply into focus these last few months, shining a light on what needed most tending to. Not the treadmill of commute-work-home, but the chance to stand, stop and listen.

I think of the thousands dead in Ireland, the hundreds of thousands in Europe and the millions around the world. And I think of those who died pre-Covid; it is all the one, I ponder, death in a pandemic, death outside of it. The sun still setting and the river still running.

Legacy. That is what I hear when standing still in my garden. That is what falls upon me in this valley. The legacy of those passed on. Not to be written about in newspaper obituaries or fawning columns, but carried by those whose lives we come to touch every day.

‘What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others,’ said Pericles, the Ancient Greek statesman, and I think of what myself and my wife have woven into our kids’ lives during their short years so far – their love of running in the woods and fields and splashing in the river; my wife pointing out the bees and birds flitting around the garden; their joy and fascination as I show them fish swimming under the bridge in the town.

The first time I took the boys fishing was two years earlier when they were six and four and it was the unlikeliest of settings: – Prospect Park in Brooklyn, New York City, with high-rise apartment blocks and subways rumbling underground.

But as soon as we walked through the gates to the park and stood by the side of the large, artificial lake, the bustle of the city melted away. We had been living for the last two months in a brownstone in the suburbs of Brooklyn while Trina worked on a research project for New York University.

It was a trip of a lifetime – stressful, hectic and busy but so enriching and rewarding at the same time, to be able to live such a different life if only for a few months. And as kids do, they just fit right in. For country kids who had never been on a train or bus in their lives, hopping on the subway to visit Manhattan became as natural as walking out the front door into fields of corn.

Suburban living in Brooklyn was so different, so multicultural, so all-embracing, yet soon I found myself aching for some fishing and the outdoors as well. I discovered that Brooklyn has its very own Central Park, called Prospect Park, hundreds of acres of green space in the middle of New York’s biggest suburban landscape. And there was a fly fishing guide who offered days on the lake with a chance to catch bluegills and the occasional bass on the fly.

Two subway journeys and one platform change later, myself and my two boys arrived in expectant hope by the lakeside where we met Pete, our guide for a few hours’ fishing. The boys were squealing with excitement as they saw dozens of fish swimming close to the water’s edge before us.

I rigged up with a 3-weight fly rod and, with a mix of small poppers and streamers, cast out into the clear waters. With pretty much every other cast we were catching small bluegills and the routine would be the same. I’d cast out and hand the rod to one or other of my boys. As they stripped the line in slowly, the shadows of the fish could be seen circling, chasing, inspecting the fly before one would engulf it and was hooked.

I’ll never forget the sheer jubilation, excitement and absolute wonder as Ryan and Charlie landed their first fish on the fly. As the small bluegill lay flapping on the bank they wanted to touch it, stroke it and care for it as they would any other creature. But they knew we had to put the fish back and they were happy to hold it for a quick picture – with smiles as wide as I’ve ever seen – before releasing it and watching it swim back to its family and friends. The pictures from that afternoon are still on my phone, a reminder of just how much their first fishing trip meant to them.

We never had the chance to fish in Prospect Park again and after two months our stay in America was up and it was time to head back to Ireland. We all settled back quickly into our routines of work, school and weekends and though we often spoke about Brooklyn and had the ‘remember when’ moments, it was becoming more and more distant.

With fishing magazines and fly fishing tackle lying around the house, my boys would be constantly asking me to go fishing again. ‘When the weather improves,’ I would tell them; ‘When the summer comes,’ I would say when asked again.

But 2020 arrived and we hadn’t ventured out fishing together since that day in Brooklyn which now seemed so very long ago. I made a promise to them, and to myself, that we would do it but then Covid arrived and the lockdowns with it.

So instead we took to parks, woodlands and walking by rivers and I tried to instil in them that same sense of wonder and awe that they first experienced in Prospect Park. They might look at me funny when I stand underneath the tall boughs of the trees breathing in deeply, or when I am lost for minutes staring into the flowing waters of a river, but I think, at the same time, they also know why it is I do it.

The passing of time has become more focused this past year, a sharp lens highlighting to anyone that will listen how little time any one of us really has. It’s a time for remembering but also for building legacies, moments and experiences that will never be forgotten.

My boys still ask me, ‘When can we go fishing again?’

And I tell them, ‘Soon, very soon.’

‘When the coronavirus is gone, is it?’

‘Yes, when it’s gone.’

‘And me? I come too?’ pipes up three-year-old Gloria, the smallest, not wanting to be left out.

‘All of us,’ I say with a smile. ‘All of us together.’
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