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My friend Bert
Alexander Crowe MD CM

It had been a busy morning in the hospital with sur-
geries, rounds, and outpatient department visits. I 
enjoyed the few minutes of solitude as I drove to the 

nursing home to see my friend Bert. He sat, slouched 
over, in a geriatric chair and ever so slowly sat up when 
I spoke to him. His expressionless face could no longer 
welcome me, yet his trembling hands reached out to 
grasp mine. I sat close to hear the faintness of his voice. 
He could no longer even manage a shuffling gait, and 
his slowness and muscular rigidity made it impossible 
for him to feed himself.

Bert knew me not only as his doctor, but also as his 
friend. Some of his thoughts were disjointed and not 
easily understood. Medication was no longer effective, 
as disease was robbing this man of his personhood. 
For 15 minutes we sat, hand in hand, so even as his 
ravaged body failed him, his soul might feel the caring 
and love that I brought to him as life was ebbing away. 
From the vitality of youth, the “march of time” had 
caught up with Bert.

Time flies
The summer of 1951 ushered in my 10th year, and life 
at our family cottage on Folly Lake in Nova Scotia was 
idyllic. Blueberries and blackberries were everywhere. 
Once, while we were picking luscious raspberries, a doe 
looked into the stroller and admired my sleeping brother. 
In the evenings my dad would sit in an old Bass River 
rocking chair and chat with his father as they looked out 
on the placid lake where trout were starting their eve-
ning dance, rising to the evening hatch. This was the 

visual sign and soon Dad, my sister, Sandra, and I were 
out on the lake. 

One evening there was a loud “snap” as Dad made 
a long cast to a rising trout with his split bamboo fly 
rod. He had snapped off the 6-inch tip of his rod. That 
old rod had made thousands of casts using flies, such 
as Parmachene Belle, Dark Montreal, and Yellow Sally. 
Every evening, except the Sabbath, we fished on the 
lake. Those few hours each evening under a setting sun 
were a 10-year-old’s paradise.

As dusk approached we stopped fishing for only 2 
reasons: we had a catch of 6 trout (1 for each family 
member for breakfast) or the appearance of low-flying 
bats. Local myths promised that bats often got entan-
gled in long hair, so there was an imagined danger that 
they might get tangled in my sister’s hair. Despite being 
a die-hard angler, I also eagerly headed to shore to pre-
vent such a calamity, as my sister was not only my fish-
ing buddy but also my best friend.

Dad honoured me with the broken rod, which I 
repaired by making a tip-top guide with rabbit wire, and 
thus he launched a 65-year love affair not with fishing 
but with angling using a fly.

That castoff rod made beautiful casts impossible; it 
handled like an ugly stick yet almost nightly it rewarded 
me with a beautiful brook trout or 2. My sister and I 
were inseparable during those wonderful summers and 
we shared the wicker creel that carried our catch, which 
we proudly presented to the admiring eyes of our sib-
lings, mother, and grandparents.

Those golden days of my youth soon disappeared as 
I left home to attend university. For 10 years, the old rod 
rested, unused, at Lakewood. For 10 years those long 
casts were in my mind’s eye and were pushed aside by 
studies of surgery, obstetrics, and pediatrics.

Fishing tales
After a long hiatus, I hung out my shingle on the side 
of our white clapboard house in rural Nova Scotia that 
overlooked Cobequid Bay. I was no longer a carefree 
lad but a young physician with a beautiful wife and 2 
children. I left the concrete city to live among the tidal 
waters, rippling brooks, and crystal clear rivers. I craved 
the feeling of that old fly rod; to hear the scream of line 
as it flew off the reel with the “take” of a rising trout at 
the end of a long cast.

In the doctors’ lounge at the local hospital, while 
enjoying the camaraderie of colleagues, I was regaled 
with tales about fishing with a guide named Bert 
Publicover. The stories were often amusing, but without 
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exception Bert was described as a guide who made sure 
you caught fish, as well as a man of gentle humility.

I left home early one morning and picked up Bert 
who was sitting among the daisies and buttercups on 
the side of the road. He wore an old gray fedora and a 
blue-and-red checkered Jack shirt. His face was deeply 
creased with crow’s-feet and he was bronzed from 
the exposure to the sun and wind. He carried a fly rod 
that was held together with 2 elastic bands. We quickly 
established rapport based on mutual friends and a love 
for angling.

Bert and I spent many blissful hours on his favou-
rite pools on the tea-coloured Moser River that slowly 
meandered through an evergreen forest and mossy bog. 
Silver salmon, fresh from the North Atlantic, occasion-
ally rolled and jumped from the water’s surface. The 
beauty of nature enthralled us on those carefree days.

Bert was agile and would have the canoe off my 
Bronco’s rooftop in a flash. Effortlessly he would drag 
it to the river and paddle me to pools where salmon 
awaited my flies. On the dash of his car he had a vice 
secured where, with nimble hands, he tied salmon-catching 

flies that he tied to my leader. With relentless stamina, 
from dawn to dusk, we pursued the beguiling salmon in 
its silent lies.

I would make lovely long casts to the far bank that 
stroked my ego. Bert would say, “Do you think all the 
fish are on the other side of the river?” I would arrive 
at the river with some beautiful flies that I had tied. 
Bursting with pride, I would show them to Bert. Without 
comment he would take out a pair of scissors and clip 
off half of the yarn and feathers and say, “Now they will 
catch fish.”

On one occasion while we were fishing on a lake, 
another boat approached and the fisherman asked if we 
had caught any trout that morning. Bert nonchalantly 
replied, “Fishing is very poor. I think the fish have sore 
mouths.” I glanced down at the creel filled with 12- to 
16-inch sea trout.

One day he took me on a 45-minute walk on the for-
est floor under huge towering pines until we arrived 
at what he called The Pug Hole. “Tie on a Royal Wulff, 
dry fly,” he said, and with every cast I hooked a beauti-
ful brook trout. This was an angler’s dream. Years later, 
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Friendship is the golden thread that ties the 
heart of all the world. 
   John Evelyn

Tying flies requires materials such as hooks, 
thread, feathers, furs, and tinsel. Fly tying also 
requires skill and patience.1 Thread is wrapped 
around the hook and the materials are 
incorporated in a way to create flies that will, 
ultimately, catch fish. Here, Dr Crowe’s hands 
are hard at work tying flies. He continues to 
incorporate what he learned from his friend 
Bert into his fly designs, and, ultimately, he is 
successful in catching fish.
Reference
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one of my colleagues fractured his ankle while walking 
from that spot. Bert fashioned a splint so he could more 
comfortably hike from the woods.

Bert lived alone in a small cottage overlooking a bay 
on the North Atlantic Ocean. Over the years he fre-
quently talked about his wife who had died of cancer 
in her late 40s. He spoke very lovingly about the most 
important person in his life. He had once told my wife, 
Linda, “All who knowed her loved her.” There was never 
a day that Bert didn’t relate memories of their years 
together. He never invited me to his cottage; I believe 
this was because he had neglected housekeeping in the 
absence of his beloved. Probably a little of him died with 
her passing.

He talked about her wild strawberry jam and black-
berry jelly. He told me about their trips to a bog to pick 
cranberries for muffins. He loved the biscuits, jam, and 
rhubarb pie that Linda would send with me, as she knew 
and admired this unique friend.

One day, Bert, my colleague Harland, and I were fishing 
on the St Mary’s River when Harland got a message to call 
his wife. We drove 15 miles to a pay phone. On our way 
back, Bert, who was sitting in the back seat of my Bronco, 
said, “You know you could have walked 100 yards to the 
McKeen farmhouse to make that call. For 2 smart, edu-
cated men, you sometimes do rather stupid things.”

On a wonderful, sunny August afternoon, Bert took 
me to the Moser River Stills. He picked a point and tied 
on a scruffy black fly and told me where to cast. Soon I 
had hooked a small salmon, called a jumper, that was 
literally jumping all over the lake. I was excited beyond 
measure, as it was the first of many salmon I was privi-
leged to hook with my friend Bert. After we landed this 
“silver bullet,” we paddled the canoe across to another 
point. I tied on a fly called a Rat-Faced MacDougal. Soon 
I had another jumper on the line. What ensued was 15 

minutes of exhilarating joy. As usual, Bert had “made 
my day.”

End of the line
Bert and I had so many happy days, but I noted that he 
had a tremor and was having more trouble walking. I 
told him that he had Parkinson disease. Despite taking 
medication, he deteriorated and elected to enter a nurs-
ing home in my home town so that I could care for him. 
Too soon he passed away. 

On the day of his funeral, my friend John and I drove for 
2 hours to the little white church in the village of Quoddy. 
It was a journey that I wished could have lasted longer as 
we reminisced about this humble man who had brought 
so much joy to so many. From the church steps I could 
taste the sea salt and hear the waves of the gulf breaking 
on the shore that had been an integral part of his life. 

To my knowledge Bert did not attend church, but on 
many occasions when we stood under a starry sky, he 
told me that “Only a great God could have created the 
wonderful universe surrounding us with such beauty.”

We crowded into that small church while scores stood 
outside. At the graveside as our friend entered eternity 
he was surrounded by so many with tear-filled eyes. 
From miles away had come doctors, lawyers, accountants, 
university presidents, clergy, surgeons, and government 
ministers. In that quiet solitude this man was laid to rest 
in the presence of many who had achieved much but 
had also cherished the inexplicable caring of that gentle 
giant of a man.

What a blessing Bert had been to so many.
It is such an honour that Bert was my friend. 

Dr Crowe is a retired family physician who practised in Truro, NS, and 
Bloomington, Ill. 
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