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            FOREWORD

            by Des Taylor

         

         The local canal was the very first place I cast a line. We started with cane poles, literally the sort of cane you’d find in the back garden. These were our first rods, set up with a piece of nylon tied to the end and a grayling float or a tiny piece of quill.

         There was a chap who lived opposite us called Stan Poole, and he and his son Keith would take me fishing. Stan was a good angler. He’d catch twenty or so small fish every time we went, while I was lucky if I caught one! But that’s where it all began for me and at that time I suppose it was about fishing rather than catching.
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               Des Taylor with a beautiful canal perch from the Black Country.

            

         

         The canals represented lovely little parklands amongst all the industry. They also held lots of creatures for us to explore. We used to find great crested and palmate newts, and there was a lot of bird life. We built rafts and dipped nets, and I suppose that’s where my interest in wildlife, bird-watching and fishing all first appeared. 

         The stretch of our canal had been a busy industrial area and there was still a coal yard being used, but it was very rich with fish. It hadn’t got carp back then, but it had a lot of perch and roach. We struggled at first. Our hooks were too big. To catch a fish, any fish, was an incredible experience! My first-ever catch was a stone loach. Perch came next. The fish weren’t big but we learned a lot about watercraft. There were little basins where the boats would come in that were great for fishing. There were also gas works where there was warm water that would draw the fish in.

         The sad bit was that after I got married and left the area, the canal was badly polluted. We used to joke that even rats wouldn’t live there. It was a terrible environment, full of rubbish.

         Today, canals are on the way back. The work on them has been fantastic and they’re probably more beautiful now than they’ve ever been. Some of the country canals have incredible views and are almost like rivers. But there’s also real urban beauty when you fish by lock gates or the ironwork of old factories. A lot of the old engineering works and structures have hardly changed at all – back then things were built to last.

         Eventually I went back and visited the canal where I first cast a line. It was better than ever! The estate was cleaned up; the bridge was still in good nick; there were reedmace, moorhens, coots and all sorts of insect life. The water was so rich! I went back to that very first spot I ever fished and there I caught perch, roach and lost a good tench.

         The canals are now in the best condition they’ve been all my lifetime. They hold a heck of a lot of fish and plenty of big ones too. You wouldn’t believe some of the fish that are in there and the true canal specialists make some terrific catches. In my area alone you’ve got specimen pike and zander. I’ve had big roach, specimen perch and eels to four pounds. You’ve got big canal carp – my mates have had them to over thirty pounds – and it’s strange to think that there’s probably more five-pound chub in the heart of the Black Country than in the River Thames these days.

         We’re talking about top, top class fishing. Be in no doubt, when you take a walk or cycle on a canal and you’re half a mile from a bridge, you’re probably trying spots that never get fished. Canals are now very much part of the modern fishing scene. Just about all methods work. You can leger boilies or pole fish, you can try spinning, drop shotting or even trotting in the flows by lock gates.

         Make no mistake: nowadays, canals aren’t so tough as they once were. These are beautiful waters with virtually uncaught fish. Once you’ve learned the ways of the canal and where the fish are, you’ll have some fabulous times to either share with your mates or have completely to yourself. So I say – enjoy canals for what they are. These are not commercials where you’ll catch a hundred pounds of carp. These are beautiful places: fabulous fisheries and often virgin fishing.

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         If I were pressed to put my finger on exactly what makes canal fishing so special, I would struggle to find a single answer. Perhaps the sheer variety of experience they provide defies any definitive reply. I’ve had brilliant days and blank days, on canals which were grim, industrial waters and on others which were some of the most beautifully idyllic places you could set eyes on. I’ve had great sessions catching smaller species; but then again, some of my biggest-ever specimen catches have come from canals. And whatever the conditions, canals offer consistent, sheltered fishing when other waters are flooded or closed.

         Perhaps their attraction also starts with a certain nostalgia and the fact that the local towpath formed such an essential part of my own fishing education. It started with push bikes and perch, which were probably the only fish daft enough to be fooled by the naïve antics of schoolboys. Greater success was a long learning-curve. It meant walking further, refining tactics and increasing one’s knowledge. Even the small victories meant something. To catch a tidy net of roach and skimmers felt like a huge achievement.

         Certain memories stand out clear as daylight over twenty years later. One was the time I attended my first canal match, joining the old heads with my rattling tackle box and a selection of rods and bank sticks held together with elastic bands. Rather than mock, the regulars were helpful and welcoming, treating me as one of their own. To their amazement as much as my own in that first match I caught a string of perch, rudd and eels on the pole to win my section and a ten pound note into the bargain.

         You just never quite know what the day will bring on a canal, that much is still true. You simply never stop learning and making new discoveries, and in one sense I pity youngsters raised on today’s predictably muddy and overstocked pools.

         The keen canal angler develops a deep, personal connection with their local water, which is more than mere nostalgia or accumulated knowledge. I’m not sure how else to express it. My own love-hate relationship with Exeter Ship Canal, for example, spans a quarter of a century. Even today, I retain a childish excitement, never quite sure what the next bite will bring. There are still dog-days but also sessions where just about anything seems possible.

         The variety of fishing on my local canals alone is phenomenal, and in the course of a season you might find me there with anything from a long pole to carp tackle or flyfishing gear. If nothing else I hope that this book shatters any fixed ideas that canal fishing is a narrow discipline. It is as fascinating and varied as you make it.
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               A colourful net for the author from the Newport Canal, Shropshire.

            

         

         The same could be said for all of Britain’s canals, and I hope that wherever you live you will find helpful tips and great places to fish in these pages. My own travels in compiling the book have taken me the length and breadth of the country, from the Scottish Highlands to Cornwall; from inner city London to the not-so-grim North and the great maze of Midlands canals. My wingman Russ Hilton deserves extra credit here, for he helped me negotiate countless miles of B-roads and ‘Bates Motel’-style accommodation with unerring optimism and humour.

         A special mention is also due to all the canal enthusiasts, clubs and tackle shops who helped along the way. It was an incredibly uplifting experience. Look beyond the doom and gloom headlines about cormorants and illegal fishing and a very different picture emerges: in the majority of cases our canals are rich in fish of all types and sizes. Contrary to the fear peddled by our media, we also live in an incredibly friendly country and I found this to be truest in the very places people had told me were ‘a bit tasty’. We didn’t find any folks warmer, funnier or more welcoming than on the towpaths of Glasgow and Birmingham.

         Above all else, my travels were a reminder that as well as being a deep part of our history, canals are also very much a part of our present. Perhaps it’s time anglers shouted a little louder about these places. In terms of value, variety and sheer consistency canals offer something far beyond what we modestly refer to as ‘bread and butter’ fishing. See you on the towpath!
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            A Brief History of

CANALS

         

         Walking along a sunny towpath, it is easy to forget that the rise of Britain’s vast canal network was nothing to do with leisure, but has its roots in heavy industry. It takes us to an age of hardship when trains and modern highways were not even a pipe dream. The transportation of goods and materials across the nation demanded a better solution than the muddy, rutted roads in existence.

         To industrial tycoons, man-made waterways made perfect sense. They allowed greater loads to be carried in a smoother, more reliable manner. Perhaps not surprisingly, the potteries of the Midlands were among the keenest early advocates of a system far less prone to smashing up their wares. Man-made alterations and extensions to existing waterways can be charted right back many centuries, but ‘canal fever’ only really exploded in the 18th century. In a frenzy of new schemes, everything from textiles to tobacco began to be shifted by horse-drawn barges, with the new waterways forming the very arteries of British prosperity.

         Navvies dug and drank like it was going out of fashion; whole networks of canals sprang up; towns grew and chimneys belched with the smoke of an increased fuel supply. The moneymen rubbed their hands as the waters teemed with commerce. Better still, in the quieter moments amidst the din of industry, the nation’s anglers discovered that fish from neighbouring waterways were quick to colonise these channels. Moreover, they brought the gentle art of fishing closer to home for countless citizens. Sunday afternoons would never be the same again.

         Dawn of the Navvies

         Long before any mechanical digging machinery, canals were dug by hand. This was the role of the ‘navvy’ (short for ‘navigator’), a term for those working to create navigable waterways. These rugged men, often migrant workers from Ireland, travelled in gangs looking for work. It was backbreaking, dangerous labour. Come rain or snow, they could be seen attacking projects with picks and shovels or even gunpowder, using horses and wheelbarrows to take away tons of stone and earth.

         A little like modern carp anglers, they would camp by the sides of a canal in all the seasons. They were the toughest of the tough, with calloused hands, weather-beaten faces and even the odd missing limb. On occasion, canal banks would collapse and navvies would be crushed to death or buried alive. They also had a reputation for recklessness and when the working day was done, they loved nothing more than a spot of drinking, whoring and fighting.
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               Narrowboats became family homes, as well as conveyors of goods.

            

         

         The slang term ‘Cut’ (literally referring to a newly-cut channel) comes from the days of the navvy. Each new digging was then lined with wet clay known as ‘puddle’. To make it watertight, navvies would pack down the clay with their own feet, or even by driving sheep or cattle along the canal.

         Literally hundreds of thousands of navvies were responsible for Britain’s canals. The Manchester Ship Canal alone, one of the last to be dug, required 16,000 of these hardy souls. It seems hard to imagine today, but many of our most tranquil waters were founded on the blood, sweat and hard graft of these men. Even a half-mile section of canal required huge amounts of labour. You wouldn’t have wanted to argue with one, nor pick up his bar tab, but we owe a huge debt to the navvies.

         Rise and Fall

         The period between 1770-1840 is regarded as the ‘Golden Age’ of canals for good reason. The technological advancement of the nation was studded with phenomenal works of ingenuity such as aqueducts and sophisticated lock systems. Things were looking good, and not only did the new waterways drive huge industrial progress, they changed the lives of thousands of water-users. An unprecedented number of workers and their families began to live on boats and waterside dwellings, creating whole new communities. Canals became not simply a means to an end, but a deeply significant part of the British landscape.

         
            BRITAIN’S EARLIEST CANAL?

            The site of the nation’s first ‘Cut’ is a subject that gets rival tourist boards hot under the collar, and there are at least two main contenders. The Bridgewater Canal, so instrumental in the growth of Manchester as an industrial powerhouse, is thought to be the first, opened in 1761. Northern Ireland’s Newry Canal is older, however, opened in 1742.

            In terms of waters adapted or cut as navigation channels, Exeter Ship Canal dates back much further, to the 1560s, while strictly speaking the Romans also created channels such as Foss Dyke for similar purposes. Perhaps we’d better let the tourist boards fight this one out.
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               Barges depart from London, crammed with goods and materials.
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               For generations of urban children, canals have been an introduction to nature.
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               Canals were the motorways of their era and only declined with the advent of the steam train.

            

         

         If the wealthy Victorian developers can be credited for the rise and rise of our canals however, they also contributed to their demise. The development of railways spelt the beginning of the end for canals, at least in terms of economic viability. Trains could carry incredible loads at far greater speeds. And whereas across Europe many canals were widened and improved to carry ships with much larger cargoes, UK developers were reluctant to go down that route – partly because the magnates who owned the canals were the same rich boys now pumping money into rail.
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               Leonardo da Vinci was the first to draw plans of the ‘mitre’ gate, that came to be used as the standard lock gate worldwide.

            

         

         The writing was on the lock gates, you might say. The picture-book canals of the British countryside were built for narrowboats, not the huge vessels you might find in Rotterdam or Copenhagen, and without improvements, decline was inevitable. Some slowed down, others were rendered virtually derelict over the years. Various on-going canal projects were never completed – which is why at various places in the British countryside, canals seem to peter out aimlessly and unfinished. Some sit there in picturesque isolation; other weedy swamps barely figure on maps.

         Rebirth

         If we owe the birth of the canals to the vision of wealthy industrialists and the graft of the navvies, we owe their revival, and in many cases their very salvation, to leisure and conservation groups. The authorities who labelled derelict waters as a blot on the landscape were in many cases ready for drastic solutions, until locals made their true feelings known.
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               The Bonded Warehouse, Dudley: a reminder of Britain’s industrial past.

            

         

         The British love canals, or at least have learned to love them. Once the clang of commerce had died down, we began to see them not as places of toil, but play. Boating, cycling, country walks and, yes, fishing, became favourite pastimes of a prosperous nation with more leisure time than ever before.

         On an ever-more crowded island, canals seem to have found an even higher value with public use. Problems aside, you might even describe the current age as something of a renaissance. The battle cry across counties nationwide is no longer ‘Fill it in!’ but ‘Save our local Cut!’

         In fishing terms, our canal network represents arguably Britain’s most vast, untapped fishing resource. There are over 2,000 miles of canal still in existence, controlled by a huge number of angling clubs. The Birmingham area alone has more canals than Venice.

         Feats of Wonder

         • The Standedge Tunnel on the Huddersfield Narrow Canal would take a ridiculous amount of ‘legging it’. At three miles it is the longest, deepest canal tunnel in the UK.

         • The Falkirk Wheel (see page 23) is a more modern feat of wonder, opened in 2002. Linking the Forth and Clyde to the Union Canal, it is a unique, rotating boat lift. The only one of its kind, the wheel stands at 24 metres high, as tall as an eight-storey building.

         • The Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, which carries the Llangollen canal over the valley of the river Dee, is still widely regarded as one of the most magnificent feats of engineering in Britain’s industrial history. Standing at 38.4 metres with a spectacular nineteen spans, it was the world’s tallest aqueduct for some 200 years.
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               The Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, near Wrexham: once the world’s tallest aqueduct.

            

         

         
            .........Trivia.........

            LEGGING IT A phrase now used for making a speedy, and often dodgy, getaway, has its origins on the narrowboats of Britain’s canals. When boats passed under tunnels, horses could not use the towpaths, so crews had to lie on their backs on top of vessels and literally ‘leg it’ through, using their feet on the sides and roof of the passage.

         

         
Unusual Cargoes

         As well as the more common fuels and raw materials, canals were also used to transport a range of stranger cargoes:

         Gunpowder

         In some areas barges once carried gunpowder, perhaps in the hope that the smooth transit on water might prevent accidents. Not so in 1874, when a convoy of barges was rocked with explosions beside London’s Regent’s Park.

         Ice

         Before the electrical age, ice was imported from Norway in huge quantities and supplied via canal to fishmongers, dairies and hospitals. In 1857 alone, London ice tycoon Carlo Gatti shifted 400 tons.

         Paupers

         Sometimes barges also carried human traffic, such as poor migrants en route to a new life, heading for ports such as Liverpool.
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               With miles of water on offer, it pays to be mobile. Just ask Alan Smallman, who still puts a bicycle to good use on the Newport Canal at 81 years young.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CANAL CRAFT

         

         When you consider that over half the British population live within five miles of a canal, it’s a curious fact that so few of us are even aware of the hidden world these waterways represent. In a sense this is precisely the charm of canal fishing. Even the most mundane, urban-looking channel is a mystery waiting to be solved.

         Canals are anything but predictable. When compared to modern commercial fisheries, they represent a refreshing angling challenge. In place of convenient, well-trodden swims, we are often met with miles of water to explore, much of it seldom fished. A successful day is not a case of simply finding a space to sit down and bait up; it requires thought and effort. It is this learning process, and the potential for exciting, untapped fishing, that makes canal fishing so deeply rewarding.

         The Typical Canal?

         While it’s true that all canals have certain similarities, a look at different waters across the country would quickly reveal a huge diversity of habitats. Some are found in quiet, rural locations where clear, weedy water allows the angler to spot fish at leisure; others are far murkier affairs, churned up by regular boat traffic, where fish cannot easily be located by sight. Some canals are littered with lock gates, bays and bends; others are largely featureless. The bottom can vary from gravel or clay to thick silt.

         The varying depths and dimensions of different waters would further defy attempts to describe the ‘average’ or ‘typical’ canal. At the top end of the scale are ship canals. These can be over ten feet deep and many metres wide to accommodate huge seagoing vessels. But far more common are the smaller, much shallower canals of around ten to thirteen metres width, designed to take the classic canal barges or ‘narrowboats’. These tend to be no more than five or six feet deep even slap bang in the central ‘track’ of the canal. In secluded locations free of regular boat traffic, silt and debris might render some areas as shallow as a mere two to three feet; enough water to hold fish nonetheless.

         Perhaps the most obvious question to any angler looking at a canal they have yet to fish is: ‘Where do I start?’ The answer often lies in a pair of walking boots and polarising glasses rather than a fishing rod. In morning or evening you may spot fish topping or rolling. There could well be locals fishing and happy to chat. Treat everyone in a friendly, considerate manner and you’ll find most regulars helpful. There are also a whole series of useful starting points in the reference section at the end of this book. We can’t lead you by the hand or bait the swim for you, but there are productive locations for virtually every canal. Fishing clubs and tackle shops are also listed. Both are a mine of useful information, but they also need your support. So as well as asking questions, be sure to buy a day ticket or dip into your wallet, even if it’s just a pint of maggots or some spare hooks.

         Most canals have their known ‘hot spots’ or areas that are match fished. Competition results and typical catches are often archived online, along with the many blogs and articles that a quick internet search will yield. Applications such as Google Earth are also handy. Bear in mind however that even in the age of digital information, you will only scratch the surface looking at a screen.

         There is no substitute for getting out on the bank yourself. Look for anything different, interesting or unusual, whether this is a sweeping bend, a wide turning bay, submerged trees and bushes, a lock pool or a place where the canal meets a river or another channel. For the angler who is prepared to explore, the list is endless.

         Canals are often underfished waters and the most rewarding experience of all is discovering your own hot spot, which could be an area that seldom sees another angler. Perhaps this is why the fish you catch are likely to be in fantastic condition.
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               Contrary to appearances, boats do not always spoil the fishing. Sometimes a passing vessel can actually improve sport, while static craft are often holding areas.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Different Types of Canal

         There is no such a thing as the ‘typical’ canal. Each one is unique and there is no substitute for gathering your own experience on a water. That said, we can certainly identify a few ‘types’ of canal that provide a useful general model. This is not set in stone. For example, some individual canals will be quite varied in themselves – combining busy urban sections and quieter, clearer locations along their course.

         Knowing how to recognize different types of water and deal with different conditions are all part of the craft of canal fishing; and with no closed season on most towpaths, you’ll certainly witness great variation each year. 
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               Rural canals can be clear and weedy, offering seclusion as well as a different fishing challenge.

            

         

         Busy, Coloured Canals

         Although quiet anglers might be forgiven for wishing they had the canal all to themselves, the reality is that these are shared waterways. On many Cuts, regular boat traffic keeps the water fairly coloured, stirring up the bottom sediment. Don’t take this as bad news however! Boats keep the main channel free of weed, while the extra colour in the water can actually make the fish feed more confidently. They will also feel safer venturing into shallower water – and boat traffic can also make them more inclined to hold close to the shelves on either side of the canal.

         Perhaps the biggest surprise on many canals is just how rich they are in life. The most urban locations imaginable can be stuffed full of fish, and species such as roach, perch and carp thrive in distinctly man-made environments. As an angler, you can deliver the perfect response to every passer-by who asks that timelessly bloody stupid question: ‘Are there really any fish in there?’

         You won’t be able to fish by sight very often on such canals. In the warmer months you might spot fish like carp and rudd on the surface, but the rest of the time, the angler is essentially fishing blind and using their judgement. They must use other clues, such as bubbling or rolling fish, and also look for any attractive features. Nor is there any rule to say you must remain rooted to the spot. Where visible clues are few, it can be well worth trying an hour or so in several spots until you find the fish.

         
            Little & Often

            The ‘little and often’ rule is a good one for feeding bait on most canals, but especially so where boats regularly pass and churn up the bottom, dispersing your bait in the process. Instead of baiting up heavily, try doing so more gradually, adding a small ball of groundbait or pouch of maggots every few minutes. Do the same every time a boat or two pass, to concentrate the fish again.
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         Where boat traffic can suddenly appear and lock gates crank open, the stillest water can start to ‘tow’ through, so the angler must be adaptable. This might mean changing the depth to cope with a new influx of water (canals can rise or drop several inches while you’re fishing!) or switching to a heavier, more stable float rig.

         Boats are by no means the curse some of us take them for. Creatures such as bloodworm and shrimp are stirred up when boats pass, prompting fish to feed. Predators will sometimes use the temporary commotion to go on the attack.
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               Birds can offer further canal clues. Where locals feed them, you can be sure roach and bream will also find bread.

            

         

         Fish know exactly what boats are. Moored vessels, especially those which are lived on or static for days on end, are often real havens for fish – and this is especially true where predators such as cormorants patrol. You should avoid casting heavy leads or firing bait close to boats however – the pole is a much safer way to fish and feed bait, or you could even try clipping your line and making gentle underarm casts. Above all, it is vital for anglers and boat users to get along in harmony: both parties benefit.
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               Light angling pressure often means beautifully-conditioned fish.

            

         

         Seasonal variations also come into play on busy canals too. Holiday periods can be hectic unless you plan to fish at the crack of dawn or into evening. But even the busiest waterway will slow down in the winter, when the water often clears and tactics change again. Other methods such as bread punch and lure fishing come to the fore as clarity improves. The fish will also shoal tighter and seek out deep and sheltered spots, making bumper catches possible if you can find them. 
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               Sometimes your best canal fishing assets are your eyes and feet. Polarising glasses also help you spot fish. Above: this basking pike could easily have gone unnoticed.

            

         

         Clear, Weedy Canals

         In complete contrast to busy, muddy-looking waterways, Britain is also blessed with some glorious open countryside and canals every bit as pretty as rivers. This can be down to the simple fact that the water may no longer be navigable by boats. Such canals are beautiful, if sometimes overgrown places.

         It always makes me smile when I hear clear, overgrown waters described as ‘unfishable’. This is very rarely the case and in fact these waters represent some of the richest habitats of all. Clear water and an abundance of natural food equate to healthy fish in superb condition. Roach, rudd, tench and pike do especially well in such conditions.

         There are particular challenges to fishing wilder canals. Not least of all is the weed. The angler might have to get stuck into a cramped, overgrown swim or even clear some space. They might even need to bring a weed rake to cut a pitch for fishing. Tactics also change.

         Besides abundant weed, silt can be thick on wild, neglected waters which are often the shallowest of all canals. Legering for any species can be rendered impractical, with float tackle much preferred. Baits must also be chosen carefully. Offerings such as bread that will fall slowly and not sink into the vegetation or silt are useful, while dead baits, worms and boilies can be popped up so the fish can still easily find them. 
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               Catches can vary greatly – as a puzzled author demonstrates on the Sheffield & Tinsley.

            

         

         With visibility so superb, these waters also make excellent places to try alternative tactics. Free-lined baits such as floating crust are exciting and effective in weedy swims. Lure fishing also works excellently in clear water, although floating or even weedless lures might be the most practical solution. Last but not least, the fly rod is a delightful alternative where the water is clear and invertebrate life abundant. This is especially true on warm summer days when a small dark dry or slow sinking wet fly can be excellent for rudd, roach and chub.

         It can be fantastic fun just watching the fish on a wild, clear canal, but new challenges also come into play. The fish will find it much easier to spot the angler, hence spooking them becomes an issue. Stalking the banks quietly and carefully can be important, using any bankside cover to conceal one’s presence. Sunny, still days in particular can be a test of stealth, where putting a shadow over the water or making a clumsy cast could easily scare the fish.

         
            Dominic’s Tip

            WINTER MEASURES

            When does a frosty canal become unfishable? Enterprising anglers still catch by breaking the ice, but such extreme action is not always required. Areas such as inflows, marinas and urban sections are often slightly warmer, making them good winter holding areas and less prone to freezing over.

         

         This intimate style of fishing can be truly thrilling however and being able to watch and cast to visible fish is a huge advantage. Since we are no longer fishing blind, the bigger fish are also easier to single out.
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               Russ Hilton plays a good fish at the edge of a turning bay, a classic area to find bream and other good-sized fish.

            

         

         
Larger Canals

         When discussing the main types of canal, another aspect that can vary greatly is their size and depth. As well as the narrow, cute little channels, Britain has some much larger beasts such as the Gloucester, Exeter and Manchester Ship canals designed to take sea-going vessels.

         The sheer scale of such waters can represent a daunting challenge. With much greater depths to contend with, methods such as long pole, feeder and specialist legering techniques come to the fore. The same rules of finding features and accurately assessing the depth still apply however.

         Perhaps the biggest problem on ship canals is finding, or intercepting, the fish in the first place where there is simply more water for them to hide. For specimen anglers, pre-baiting is a good ploy, so long as you have done the groundwork and found a promising spot or two. The more occasions you can do this before fishing, the better, and introducing bait into two or three areas is a more failsafe idea than putting all your hopes in one location.

         Taking on a hulking great ship channel is probably no place to begin your canal fishing career. For those who persevere, however, the biggest canals are capable of producing some huge fish. Large carp, bream and pike thrive here, including fish that would smash the current canal records.

         
            DEPTH CONTROL

            For any style of canal fishing, getting an accurate feel for depths is important. They might look uniform, but many canals are greatly varied in this respect. Neglected areas can be deceptively shallow, for example, while average depths can sharply increase around locks, bridges and moorings. Time spent plumbing and making mental notes is never wasted.

            A weighted lure or lead can be useful, but a float is the most accurate way to test the depth. Some canals have thick silt, in which case an extra-light plummet or split shot (or even a ‘snow shoe’ style version with some mesh glued to the base to lie flat and avoid digging in) will give a more accurate reading. For shy biting fish there is no substitute for accuracy.

            We’ve already mentioned the ‘shelf’ on each side of the canal, and these should be investigated thoroughly. On some venues you will find a pronounced slope; on others, especially those that are well silted, you’ll find a much more gentle gradient more like the sides of a shallow bowl.

         

         Night Fishing

         It takes a brave soul to stay out on a canal through darkness hours, but the rewards can be well worth the effort.

         Carp, eels and zander are especially active after dark and the other advantage is that boats are absent (it is illegal in many areas for boats to operate at night). 
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         Common sense and careful organization are the watchwords of the night angler. You must keep off the towpath and be prepared for any eventuality.
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               The ultimate urban canal feature – the remarkable Falkirk Wheel on the Forth & Clyde Canal, one of the most important coarse fisheries in Scotland.

            

         

         Urban Fishing

         Contrary to appearances, some of the most underexploited of all canal fishing occurs in town and city centres. Salford Quays and the canals of Birmingham are just two areas that contain good stocks of fish. Whether you brave some of the tougher spots for a cast is your decision, but a few simple rules make sense. Firstly, pick your times carefully. Early morning at first light is often preferable to evenings, when dodgy types and drunks roam towpaths. It is always good policy to take a friend and avoid leaving anything valuable on show; this includes your most prized tackle! Scale down your gear and keep a low profile, and you could be in for a big surprise. Perhaps the easiest methods for really ‘tasty’ urban locations are lure fishing and stalking, hit-and-run-style methods. Snags can be a menace too however, so single hook lures, and rigs where leads will come free in the event of snagging, can be invaluable.
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               Appearances can be deceptive on urban canals, which are often full of fish of all species.

            

         

         Certain species do especially well in urban locations. Huge perch and carp, for example, thrive around boats and man-made structures. Species such as roach and bream also love deep spots such as boatyards and basins. As well as the extra depth, town and city centres also offer sheltered, slightly warmer water, making them especially attractive to fish seeking sanctuary in the winter.
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               Weed cutting is carried out on a rural waterway: some maintenance is vital, but at the same time those rich, weedy waters branded as ‘unfishable’ by lazy anglers can offer outstanding sport.

            

         

         A Captive Audience?

         Finding concentrations of fish is one of the primary objectives of the canal angler in what could be miles of similar-looking water. This can take some investigation, but certain scenarios do crop up time and again.

         As well as long, unbroken sections of water, many canals have shorter areas enclosed by lock gates (sometimes called ‘pounds’). Because they are self-contained waters in effect, these are often consistent places to find fish. Clubs will also often stock areas like this, knowing full well that the fish will not wander miles. The Newport, Sankey, Grand Union and Dudley Number One are just four examples of canals with such ‘pounds’.
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               It doesn’t get much more urban than central London, but there are still fish to be caught.

            

         

         In other areas a similar situation arises where the local Cut has been drastically closed off or shortened to just a few hundred yards of water. Such waters are also ripe for stocking and often contain fish such as carp, crucians and even ide. Not strictly traditional, you might say, but fishing tends to be consistent and baits such as pellets and sweetcorn will often work as well as maggots and casters.

         Another factor that helps concentrate fish is the influence of local anglers. Where regular matches are held or pleasure anglers congregate, the frequent introduction of bait will keep fish in the area. Predators will also follow, and the opportunist pike angler can cash in by fishing just after a match ends while the pike pick off slightly dazed fish released after the weigh-in.
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               Winter fishing can also be rewarding, although fish tend to cluster, favouring deeper water.

            

         

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            TACKLE

         

         If canals themselves present a huge variety of settings and species, the same is true of the equipment found on towpaths nationwide. You could spend a small fortune and still not cover every base. That said, it is also possible to target a range of canal fish at a very modest cost.

         My own exploits on the local Cut began with a four-metre fibreglass whip. It was hardly state-of-the-art, even in the Eighties. It featured pointless yellow markings on the handle, and a decent perch or surprise eel would cause the whole thing to plunge over, to my great excitement. I was immensely proud of this telescopic weapon, which in terms of sheer numbers of fish caught would probably be the best value item of tackle I have ever owned.

         These days the boot of my car might contain anything from overnight carping supplies to a fly rod. These are at the far ends of the spectrum however and for much of the time, a canal angler’s staple would be a pole or light match rod.

         Other sundries and items for the canal angler are many – and we’ll dip into a few of these shortly. Beyond a rod, something to sit on and a landing net, the rest can be accumulated at your leisure.

         Whips

         Shorter poles, or ‘whips’ are an ideal tool for catching fish at short range on any canal. Most are telescopic and tend to be cheap, although you could fork out many times the cash for a beautifully light, top class model. Used with a simple float rig the same length as the pole itself, they represent true simplicity. With no reel to tangle, they are also ideal for youngsters and novices. That said, some of our finest anglers also use whips to fish with total control at close quarters, catching fish like roach, perch, gudgeon and bleak at incredible speed.

         
            Dominic’s Tip

            Cheaper whips are a great starting point for the canal, but many have pretty dodgy tips. If this is the case, an excellent solution is to carefully remove the very end of the tip and glue on a stonfo-style sliding connector; these are reliable and a really easy way to attach your rigs via a loop knot.
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         Most fish are swung to hand with the whip. Larger samples require a landing net. These short poles will handle fish like bream, but bigger surprises can lead to problems. Whip fishing is fun, light-line fishing. With a few rigs set up on winders, you can be fishing within seconds. Lines are seldom greater than 3lb breaking strain, often lighter.

         Poles

         If ever a piece of fishing equipment was tailor-made for canal fishing, it must be the long pole. The advantages they offer in terms of accuracy, control and finesse are huge. Nor are they just for small fish or match anglers – these days, poles are cheaper and stronger than ever. A model of 11-13 metres will hit the far bank of most canals with deadly precision. For the lowdown on pole choices, rigs and techniques, see the dedicated chapter on p127.
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               A multi-section carbon pole is the perfect weapon for canal fishing.

            

         

         
            Towpath Etiquette

            KEEPING TIDY

ON THE TOWPATH

            With cyclists, dog walkers and joggers, canals can be hazardous places for delicate items of tackle. Always keep your kit tidy and lay items such as pole sections parallel to the bank, rather than sticking out onto the towpath. Another good trick to make passers-by wary of your kit is to place a tougher, less valuable item, such as a net bag, sticking out slightly behind you, so bikes and boots take a wider berth.
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Key areas on the canal
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0 Near-margin and shelf: Don’t assume you have to reach the far bank to catch fish

on a canal. The bottom of the near-shelf is an excellent place to start fishing, where
you'll likely find roach and skimmers. Even the shallow water may contain fish such as
gudgeon, rudd and pike, especially if there is some cover close in.

Central ‘Track’: The main channel is the deepest part of the canal. Boat traffic also

helps to keep it clear and open. Many species are found here, but bream especially
like the deep track. During the winter, or when the canal level drops or the water becomes
very clear, more fish move towards the middle of the canal for the warmth and safety
which deeper water provides. On neglected canals this also rings true, where the only
deep water might be right in the middle.

Bottom of far-shelf: This is a key area for ‘bonus fish’ of all kinds, including tench
and carp. As with the near-shelf, natural food as well as the bait you introduce tends
to gather here. Plumb the depth carefully here, to find the deepest point of the slope.

Far-margin: Sometimes fish will be found right on the far bank of canals, particu-
larly if the water is coloured or there is some cover. Species such as perch, chub and
carp particularly love far-bank features, the more pronounced the better.
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