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 You’ve heard the saying, “Paddle your own canoe.” Well, I 
just finished making my own canoe – with Norm Betts, owner 
of Miramichi Canoes in Doaktown, New Brunswick, and his 
trusted sidekicks, Jim Lyons and Barry Bowes. What a blast. 
I stayed with Norm and his wife Laura Gilks in his old family 
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Doaktown

Bending ribs to create the structure of the canoe.

recipes with me.
 This is all part of a package that Norm offers to travellers. 
For the same price that you’d pay to buy a custom-made ce-
dar canoe from him, you get in on the fun and learn buckets 
by helping to build your own. Bonus: lodging and meals are 

by Sandra Phinney

homestead on the Miramichi River. Lucky for me, Laura has 
a passion for cooking and took a few days off from her job 
recruiting grad students for the University of New Brunswick. 
She not only prepared awesome meals, but also shared some 

included!
 Mind you, it takes five days to build a canoe. Then you need 
to leave it for five to six weeks to “cure” before returning to 
paint the outside and tend to a few other details. 

The Lower Ledge Gastropub on the Miramichi River.
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 Steps involved in Phase 1 include: 
steam then bend cedar ribs over a form, 
creating the foundation for your canoe; 
tack on cedar strips with approximately 
2,800 brass tacks; sand, sand, and sand 
some more; add thwarts, seats, deck 
plates; wrap her tight in canvas and 
staple; apply three coats of a special 
formula (outdoor paint, Varsol, boiled 
linseed oil, Japan dryer, and silica flour). 
Finishing touches are applied weeks 
later. 
 But it’s hardly all work. Norm loves 
to take people out for runs up and 
downstream in his 26-foot classic river 
canoe, propelled by a small motor or 
by poling. He also loves to tell people 
stories about the Miramichi River – 
the longest free-flowing river in North 
America east of the Mississippi. 
 Back in the shop, you’ll be singing 
with Norm, Jim, and Barry as they 
croon along to a playlist running the 
gamut from Willie Nelson’s “You Are 
My Sunshine,” to the Beatles’ “A Hard 
Day’s Night.” 
 Should you be there on a Friday, 
everything comes to a halt at 4 p.m. 
for happy hour, when a wide variety of 
characters drop in. Might even start at 
3 p.m. – or earlier. Often friends who 
are fishing in the area will show up to 
celebrate the day’s catch or share pho-
tos, as did Dr. Janice Cormier when I was 
there. Mile-wide smiles are the order of 
the day – with or without a catch.
 In the shop you’ll also be entertained 
by lots of banter. “Jim’s gotta go before I 
do, so I can do the eulogy,” Norm quips. 
No doubt you’ll also go home with a few 
quotes that seep into your psyche such 
as: “Some days we work hard and some 
days we hardly work,” and, “Teamwork 
makes for dreamwork.”
 Interested in tying flies? Meet Dickey 
Storey – a renowned guide and fly tyer 
in the region. “Some tie flies for the 
fishermen, but I tie flies for the fish,” he 
says with a grin. Watching him work in 
his small shop is pure pleasure. This is 
where I learned the difference between 
Bombers and Bugs (the former float on 
the surface, and the latter go below 
the water line.) His favourite? “The 
Green Machine. They’re so good they 
shouldn’t be allowed on the river.” D
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not inclined to make your own canoe?
Matters not. there are many reasons to spend time in Doaktown. 

The ATLAnTic SALMon MuSeuM
The museum has an outstanding collection of Atlantic salmon memorabilia tastefully arranged in their galleries, along with 
some stunning (and famous) fly plates. You’ll also find a “Hall of Fame” and some interesting exhibits.

DoAk PRovinciAL heRiTAGe SiTe
Robert “Squire” Doak purchased the farm in the early 1820s when the region was known as Betts Settlement. “The Squire,” 
was noted for his generous spirit. There are several buildings on the property; well-informed staff provide free tours. 

neLSon hoLLow BRiDGe
The oldest covered bridge in New Brunswick. Ask the locals for directions; it’s mere minutes from 
the centre of Doaktown.

oLD MiLL PonD GoLf cLuB
Where else can two people play 18 holes of golf for $75, and have a motorized cart thrown in to 
boot? It’s a sweet course over hill and dale bordered by a pond and forest. 

w.w. DoAk 
This year, the family is celebrating its 75th anniversary. With a tag line that says, “A Miramichi 
Tradition,” it’s well worth stepping into this business that has everything from rods, reels, and 
thousands of flies (which they make themselves) to books, clothing, waders, ad infinitum.

The LeDGeS inn
The Taylors opened this lovely lodge 25 years ago and its reputation is tops – both for its fishing and hunting guides, accom-
modation, and gourmet food. This past year, the family opened “The Lower Ledge Gastropub” next door, which became 
an overnight sensation. 
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