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*Sunset on Lake Kariba, Zimbabwe.














Introduction


The intention of this book is not to give an intimate and full account of my life, but I trust you will discover enough detail about my love for fishing which has never left me in over half a century. To feature each and every special angling occasion and every memorable fish I’ve caught over the past 60 years is of course an impossibility within the confines of this albeit lengthy volume, and I sincerely hope readers, particularly those who have followed my exploits throughout nearly 40 years of angling journalism, will not in any way feel cheated. For this reason the final chapter contains a complete list of all the largest specimens of every species of coarse, sea and game fish I have ever caught both at home and abroad.


It would take a book in itself simply to cover fully the 108 half hour Go Fishing programmes I have researched and then presented for Anglia Television, let alone anything else. What I have tried to provide however is a balance of my angling life covering a wide spectrum of interests and subsequent events, be it wine-making, scuba diving, shooting, travel, photography, taxidermy, lake management, or landing the whoppers. My sport has taken me all around the globe to enjoy some of the most exciting adversaries in both fresh and saltwater, from the mighty mahseer in southern India, to the giant lake trout of Canada’s frozen Northwest Territories and the Yukon. I’ve learnt so much along the way and teamed up with some wonderful characters. Fishing has naturally dictated the path of my life and for the past 40 years at least – during my involvement with the tackle trade, television and as a journalist – I have been unable to separate work from play. I enjoy my work so much that they are indeed one and the same thing, which I guess makes me one contented person and a very lucky one.


They say, however, that you only ever get out what you are prepared to put into anything, and following a lifetime’s fishing I reckon that’s pretty accurate. So, good and bad luck can make all the difference on the day but, overall, things have a way of evening out. No one can always be lucky or always unlucky. For the most part you make your own luck by researching where the fish are, when they feed, and at what depth, and then fish accordingly, hopefully choosing the right bait. Sometimes your luck is in and you beat all the odds of landing a monster hooked on ultra-light tackle when you shouldn’t have stood a chance. Then on the very next trip the hook will inexplicably pull free from the very fish you’ve been after, within inches of the waiting net, when you’ve seemingly done everything right. But that’s life!


John Wilson Great Witchingham, 2008.














The 1940’s: Early Days


I was born in 1943 in Lea Road, Enfield in the very same flat where my mother and father, Margaret and Denis Wilson, continued to live for the following 45 years until they eventually moved into sheltered accommodation, also in Enfield. My brother, David – another keen angler and now living in Thailand – was born four and a half years later in 1948.


My Dad’s father ‘Granddad Wilson’ was a rag and bone man, ‘Steptoe style’, who operated a small family business just half a mile away in Baker Street. Some of my earliest recollections are of sitting up there on the horse-driven cart next to him as he yelled out those immortal words, ‘any old iron!’ and ‘any old lumber!’ My late mother every so often would take great delight in reminding me of the time when I fell foul of such a street trader, by exchanging her best Sunday dress for two large goldfish. But that’s how things were in those days. Our bread was even delivered by horse-drawn wagon and any old rags or iron were the conditions by which people traded.
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*Ponies and cart horses were a way of life for rag and bone trader, Grandad Wilson. Although I was just two years old at the time, perhaps he saw me as a budding Steptoe.


Thus living in a north London flat without a garden or easy access to wild open places until the age of 22 when I left home to work abroad, much of my early childhood was spent exploring local park ponds, streams and ditches, first with a net, then with a worm tied by thread to a garden cane and eventually using rod and line. I must have been around three or four years old when Dad first took me netting for sticklebacks at Hilly fields Brook next to Whitewebbs Park in Enfield, about a mile’s walk from our home. And it was Nan’s old ‘Nora Batty’ heavy-duty stockings which kept me constantly supplied with nets. A galvanised wire coat hanger was formed into a circle leaving the ends bent at right angles for whipping with Dad’s garden string on to a stiff cane, after first threading through the stocking’s hem. To finish, a tight knot was tied halfway down the stocking and the remainder below cut off.
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*As soon as he could walk, brother Dave (left) was as fascinated as me by the sticklebacks and stone loach we netted from Hilly Fields brook.


Now exactly why I had acquired a liking for frogs, toads, newts and fish at such an early age I can only attribute to Dad, bless him, who being a bricklayer by trade often brought newts home from the old wartime bomb sites where he was working at the time, helping to rebuild Greater London after the war, and as a keen gardener and chrysanthemum grower, encouraged me to potter about looking for creepy crawlies when accompanying him to his allotment at weekends. Apparently I’d play happily for hours on end collecting frogs and toads, but I’m sure those early impressions of fat, silver bellied prickly finned sticklebacks, and especially the red-throated males resplendent in their turquoise livery, lying there glistening like jewels in the folds of Nan’s stocking net is what filled my imagination and made me into a life-long angler.


Dad’s arms, being significantly longer, could reach far into all the deep, dark and mysterious spots beneath steep banking where young Wilson’s could not, to capture the biggest sticklebacks and occasionally a much-prized stone loach or even a bull head. Inverting the net after every scoop, never knowing what was inside, before tipping the catch into the bucket was to me the ultimate in excitement. Netting also gave me a continual lesson in and immediate love of natural history through identifying a myriad of invertebrates like freshwater shrimps, beetles, leeches, dragonfly and caddis larvae, and to a little boy this was far more thrilling than watching chrysanthemums grow. It revealed a wonderful sense of mystery that remains with me to this day and will no doubt continue with me to the grave. My wife, Jo, thinks I would happily fish into a bucket of coloured water providing I couldn’t see the bottom. And I guess she’s right. Indeed wherever I am beside water, be it a village brook or out upon deep blue tropical saltwater miles off shore that same sense of mystery prevails. I always want to know what lives down there, what it looks like, how big it grows, what it feeds upon, how it fights and how it reproduces. To me fishing provides the consummate challenge.
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*Mum and Dad with Dave and I at Warners Holiday Camp, Hayling Island in Hampshire, 1950, where I first learnt to swim and row a dinghy.


As my interest in waterside flora and fauna grew I progressed to garden cane rods and the proverbial bent pin stage. Not that I actually recall using a bent pin. My favourite captures were the smooth newt, occasionally even great crested newts (now an endangered species) and the gluttonous stickleback. They could each be readily lifted from the water once they had gorged half a red worm down their throats. The worm was simply tied on gently around the middle using strong black cotton, with a matchstick float half hitched on two feet above, and 4-5 foot of cotton line tied to the end of a garden cane.


Thus a garden cane became my first makeshift rod and with this outfit I explored all the local ditches, brooks, water-filled bomb holes and park ponds with other young kids from my street. I also pursued newts from some of the local boating pools. They loved to hide up within cracks in the concrete just above water level all around the edges. I was always being chased by ‘parkies’ (the park keepers) for newting, though I can’t think why. The old ‘jobs worth’ syndrome I suppose. This was the late 1940’s. There were no computer games, fancy toys, portable sound systems, play stations, mobile phones, chat lines or karate clubs; everyone made their own amusement. And working-class families in many of the council housing estates around London were lucky to have electricity, let alone a television. In fact our flat was not wired up until I was around 13 years old, mains gas providing everything until then. Seems strange now, doesn’t it.


In our road only one family had a car parked outside. Today you can barely drive along Lea Road in Enfield (try it) for the parked cars. In those days however there was but one, an old dark blue Austin Seven owned by a Mr Lucas, who also owned the only television. At Easter or Whitsun he would kindly take some of us kids to the seaside at Southend or Clacton and at Christmas time he had us all in to watch Laurel and Hardy movies on his black-and-white television. It was one of those old polished wooden monstrosities the size of a washing machine with a huge speaker and a tiny nine inch screen. Those were the days! Kids went fishing, bird-nesting and happily played football and impromptu cricket matches down the middle of back streets. I purposely mention bird-nesting (egg collecting) because, abhorrent as it may seem in our conservation-minded, politically correct, nanny state society today, it then actually gave many kids a valuable education in natural history. While collecting birds’ eggs from hedgerows and woodland we soon learned in which trees and bushes to find which nests, and identified countless plants, trees and animals along the way. It got kids out into the countryside, into the fresh air, and in addition to getting their wellies muddy, fulfilled part of the primal hunting instinct that is in all men and which modern society unfortunately does its utmost to suppress. Now not for one minute am I trying to condone bird-nesting, especially now that numerous indigenous breeds are declining in numbers with some even on the point of extinction. We do however need to recognise why this decline has occurred. It is certainly in no way due to the kids of my generation, and long before, collecting a few eggs. Usually just one egg was taken from a clutch. It was then pricked with a pin at both ends and blown out prior to being displayed proudly upon fine sawdust in a glass-fronted cabinet. We knew that the lighter-weight eggs were maturing inside and so these were never taken, only the heavier freshly-laid ones. Harsh though it may seem it was part of a youngster’s education in the countryside.


The fact is, even if a bird’s entire clutch of eggs is taken it will simply produce another. But take its habitat away and it has nowhere to breed. Blame therefore can be laid fairly and squarely upon the shoulders of successive governments who, during the 1960’s, decreed that British farmers must grow more wheat (for a mountain we didn’t need) and in so doing consequently tore out countryside hedgerows in the creation of unnaturally huge, easy-to-plough and easy-to-reap, grain-producing fields. Pop over to Ireland if you wish to see what much of southern England looked like prior to the 1960’s. There you will find lovely wind-protected little fields of no more than a few acres apiece, bordered by thick hedges of blackthorn and hawthorn – all full of breeding birds. So the lack of chiffchaffs, chaffinches, greenfinches, goldfinches, hedge sparrows, song thrushes and the like in England today is down purely to government policy through farming practices. Nothing else. Please understand this.


To put it simply, if you destroy its habitat, you ultimately destroy the animal, be it a songbird which has nowhere to build a nest, an orang-utan which finds its rainforest home being felled all around it, or a man without a house. The result is exactly the same. I mention all this because sadly a complete and successive lack of government legislation required to protect our inland waterways has led directly to the destruction of many once fast-flowing and habitat-rich rivers where fish used to breed freely and prolifically. The uncaring actions of Margaret Thatcher selling off to the highest bidder the country’s utilities, especially our water companies during the 1980’s, was one huge nail in the coffin of British natural history. I have never been in favour of selling off to another something which the country (that’s all of us) already owns. But selling off natural resources tops the lot and will no doubt go down in history as one of the biggest blunders ever made by a British government. And I choose to vote Tory. You can live without a telephone, without electricity even, but you cannot exist without fresh water. Think about it!


Why should a French conglomerate for instance, Lyonnaise Des Eaux, own Essex and Suffolk water? It is scandalous. The entire subject of water, our most important and valuable natural resource by far, has never been properly addressed by any British government. In the years since the last war both Labour and Conservative administrations have put commercial interests before the existence and maintenance of the country’s natural resources. Yes, I do have the bit between my teeth especially as far as water abstraction is concerned, having witnessed the destruction of so many sparkling brooks and streams around north London and in Hertfordshire where I first learnt to fish. This is a subject I shall come back to again and again throughout this book. But let’s return to those early years.
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*Catching this (then) reasonable roach from the New River in Enfield made me a roach fisherman for life from an early age.


Minnows were not silly enough to gorge upon a worm long enough for lifting out, neither were young roach and the likes of gudgeon and dace. So young Wilson, who must have been around six or seven at the time, spent his pocket money on some size 20 hooks tied to nylon, 10 yards of green flax linen line and a small tin of ‘gentles’, as maggots were commonly referred to in those days. I also invested in a brightly coloured ‘Day-Glo’ bobber float. Few of the fish we caught in those days, though we didn’t realise it at the time of course, had the physical strength to pull such bulbous floats under when sucking in our bait. Hence the term ‘bobber floats’ I suppose, because all they ever did was ‘bob’. A cheap and noisy ‘clicker’ (centre pin) reel was fixed with insulating tape to my designer ‘garden cane’ rod which Dad furnished with rod rings made from safety pins. With this outfit I happily caught tiddlers from Whitewebbs Park brook in north Enfield and the New River which then flowed swiftly, sweet and pure, right through Enfield and around the Town Park known as the ‘loop’. Created in Hertford with water taken from the rivers Rib, Lea, Mimram and Beane, the New River still is in fact north London’s drinking supply. Though mostly private and patrolled by guard dogs, certain stretches are fishable and way back in 1907 an 18lb brown trout was caught from the river at Haringey by Mr J Briggs. It remained the British record for many years and was proof to the quality of fish living in the New River.


During the late 1940’s and 1950’s, the New River was my only local river, and many a fat goggle-eyed perch I caught on trotted worm from the dark mysterious water beneath Enfield Town Road Bridge. It was a wonderful training ground for many young anglers. Some bright spark on the local council however decided that the New River could be pumped straight to Winchmore Hill from Enfield Town without flowing around the Town Park, and so part of the very river where I first seriously learnt to fish was actually filled in to become a car park. Can you believe it? While the rest of the river that meanders around Enfield has since become stagnant, full of urban rubbish, fishless and a thorough disgrace to the community. Where the children of Enfield learn to fish nowadays I dread to think. Perhaps they simply don’t!














The 1950’s: Formative Years


One of my favourite locations was the outflow brook which ran from Wildwoods private lake through Whitewebbs Park and golf course in north Enfield. How we kids never got hit by a golf ball I’ll never know, but we certainly topped up our pocket money by selling golf balls back to the very golfers who had just lost them in the brook. Though naturally, not on the same day. We weren’t that silly. We even acquired little curly wire cups which golfers in those days used to retrieve balls from the water, or simply took our boots and socks off and got in to feel around in the silt if we couldn’t actually see where their ball entered the brook. By now most of those golfers must surely have passed on into that big ‘golden green’ in the sky, so I’m sure they’ll forgive the white lies of little boys who had them searching all over the place – everywhere except where we knew their balls had really gone. Yes, fishing and ball collecting proved top pursuits throughout those long school holidays.
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*Complete with Elvis haircut, here’s me with a catch of chub to 4lb and a trout caught on freelined cheesepaste from the Dorset Stour at Throop Mill.


Fishing for minnows and roach along the Whitewebbs brook also taught me how to obtain free bait. As we couldn’t always afford maggots, and what with Matthew’s tackle shop in Enfield Town being a mile’s walk in the opposite direction on top of the mile walk from home to Whitewebbs, we used worms or caddis grubs most of the time. Complete in their portable homes made of twigs and pieces of gravel, as every angler knows or should know – though I doubt as many as one in a thousand uses them for bait nowadays – caddis can be found easily in shallow water clinging to the undersides of large pieces of flint or crawling along sunken branches. You simply squeeze the rear end of its casing so that when its head and legs appear at the front the greyish white succulent grub (of the sedge fly) can be gently eased out using thumb and forefinger.


Most caddis grubs are noticeably longer than the biggest shop-bought maggot and marry perfectly with a size 16 hook. What’s more, in half an hour enough can be collected for a morning’s float fishing; reason enough, even today, for me to carry on driving if I suddenly realise I’ve left the bait at home on the way to a summer river session. Caddis are always abundant, and free to those who look. Incidentally, baiting the hook with a large caddis grub or two, whilst loose feeding shop-bought maggots, is a great way of sorting out better quality roach and dace.


It may seem strange to you that here was a young Wilson from the age of six or seven upwards, setting out with other kids of his age and often on his own to boating ponds, rivers and lakes unaccompanied by an adult. In today’s climate of mega media hype I guess it would appear totally irresponsible; that is if you believe there are more flashers, kidnappers and rapists about now pro rata than there were 60 years ago. Personally I doubt it. I can remember as a young footballer over at the local recreation park always seeing the same so-called ‘dirty old men’ in proverbial grey raincoats and had been forewarned by our parents never to take sweets from or even talk to them, so we stayed well clear. Dad also made sure I could swim at an early age.


When it must have seemed that his young nephew, now around eight years old, wouldn’t be too much trouble, my Uncle Joe (the late Joe Bowler) invited me out for a day’s serious fishing at the Barnet Angling Club pit and stream complex in London Colney in Hertfordshire. Here we fished with real Mr Crabtree-type 11 foot rods comprising three sections: the first two of whole cane and the top of built or ‘split cane’ to give it its more commonly used name. Reels were centre pins of the ‘flick ‘em’ type and the float rigs we used were all carefully stored on six section wooden winders, having been made up and shotted correctly by Uncle Joe, especially for the smaller river we fished. Auntie Girlie came along because she too liked to fish, but as I recall she spent more time untangling my tackle than fishing herself. From garden cane to a large float rod was too much for young Wilson to accomplish in one day. But the seed was sown and shortly I was tapping Dad for a real rod. My first rod was constructed from an old army tank aerial and though sloppy its nine feet aided line pick-up enormously compared to a short garden cane.


Now aged around 10 and armed with my new rod, I visited all the local ponds and lakes, occasionally making a trip by the number 107A bus over to Enfield Lock and the canalised River Lea which became my training ground for several years. To catch roach (in those days the river was full of them) stewed hempseed was the magical bait during the summer months when the fish could easily be seen ‘flashing’ for the seeds in the clear upper water layers. Using maggots only attracted the dreaded bleak which weren’t interested in stewed hempseed. The distinction was such that a handful of hemp resulted in just roach and the odd good dace flashing through the clear water over cabbages, whilst a handful of maggots ensured hundreds of bleak plus small dace hitting the surface within seconds. Rivers were certainly ‘fish full’ in those days. Even a handful of gravel from the towpath would raise a few roach and I’ve even had them flashing simply to the movement of an empty hand. Honestly. Broxbourne in Hertfordshire was my favourite venue and the first eight inch roach I ever caught on hempseed was taken home and fried in batter by Mum, which I ate apparently. Yuk!


I was so keen that, with a rod strapped to the crossbar of my bike, I even used to grab an hour either before or after completing my paper round, depending upon the lake or pond in question. One location was a small man-made lake in front of the old hall at Forty Hill Park in Enfield, not too far in fact from my last paper delivery. During the summer months I just loved fishing there in the early morning before the park keeper got up. It was so stuffed full of common carp – that old ‘wildie’ strain first brought over by German monks during the fifteenth century and easily identified by a long, lean, powerful body and immaculate scales – that sport was usually both instant and hectic. This was just as well really because I rarely enjoyed more than half an hour’s fishing at this shallow, pea-green carp haven before an old gander owned by the park keeper started honking away noisily. Geese are great burglar alarms.
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Having hidden my bike amongst the rhododendrons about half a mile away and despite a long walk up a steep hill from the opposite direction of the hall, it was nevertheless always worth the effort. I could usually account for at least three or four carp to around 3lbs on float-fished lobworm, before the park keeper could stand it no longer and lights went on in the lodge house opposite. He was a tall man with unusually large ears that stuck out and which were even noticeable from 60 to 70 yards away across the lake, and as he started walking around the lake towards my position I reeled in, returned the carp and disappeared post-haste over the fence and down through the long grass across the field towards my bike.


Though I fished the lake for a couple or three seasons I never did catch a carp from there of over 5lbs, something which I couldn’t understand. I read all the books, particularly the writings of the late Dick Walker, who was my hero, and those of the Carp Catchers’ Club. I tried floating crust during the hours of darkness, plus balanced paste and crust baits, all to no avail. The plain truth however was that, as with many ‘wild carp only’ fisheries of that era, there were simply no large carp in the lake. This was borne out during the big freeze in the winter of 1963 when the lake remained frozen over for several weeks. Like so many shallow, overstocked lakes that winter, from which the decomposing gases could not escape, the entire stock of fish, from the smallest gudgeon to the largest carp, perished. The local council collected four lorry loads of bloated carcasses for burial, once the lake thawed out and the grisly facts were revealed. The largest carp weighed barely 8lbs.


I never did fish the lake again following those early morning paper round days, and was later sad to hear about all the carp dying. But some 40 years later, Dad came up with some revealing information about Forty Hill Lake. Jo and I were in Enfield for the day having travelled down from Norwich to see Mum and Dad who now, in their mid 80’s, lived in sheltered accommodation. We were enjoying a conversation about the good old times when Dad suddenly said, ‘Old Bill Walker passed away last week, John. You know him with the big ears who used to see you in the morning over at Forty Hill Lake.’ Now Dad wasn’t aware of my early morning poaching sessions, or so I thought. So I said, ‘How did you know I fished there?’ ‘Well old Bill always told me when you’d been fishing,’ says Dad, with a chuckle. ‘But whenever he came over for a friendly chat you were always gone by the time he’d walked round the lake’ Boy, was I gob smacked!


One day during the summer holidays of 1954, whilst buying goldfish from a pet shop along Green Street in eastern Enfield, I met a lad slightly older than me, one Tony Morgan, who lived but a few yards from a pretty little lily-covered lake called Lakeside, near Oakwood tube station at the end of the Piccadilly Line. I accepted his invitation to fish for the stunted roach and crucian carp it contained and in a much bigger lake at the bottom of his road called Boxes Lake. I learnt to catch the crafty shy-biting golden-coloured crucians up to almost 2lbs using a flour and water paste, coloured and flavoured with custard powder which Mum used to make. But I lost touch with Tony after a few years. Then some 30 years later, having arrived at a mutual friend’s party in Taverham where I then lived, close to Norwich, the first guest I bumped into was none other than Tony Morgan who to me hadn’t changed facially one little bit over the years. I said, ‘You’re Tony Morgan aren’t you? We fished together when we were about 10 years old back in Enfield.’ He thought it was a wind-up and just couldn’t accept what I said for quite some time afterwards. Now we often laugh about the coincidence, though he hasn’t fished since those childhood years.


My fascination with fish and other pets continued throughout my childhood, including budgies, pigeons, mice and lizards, and has not waned to this day. I simply adore animals. In fact Jo and I currently have two dogs, a 13 stone French mastiff called Alfie and a West Highland Terrier called Bola, plus Cheeko, an African Grey parrot, six budgies and two love birds. Not forgetting all the fish in our two lakes of course. Way back in the 1950’s however, living in a London flat merely stretched to a cat and an old galvanised 50 gallon water tank full of fish on the veranda. I could never have a dog though I was for ever pestering Dad who always said, ‘We’ll see’. It was his favourite saying and one which once I grew up I swore I would never use with my own children. But you can guess what my favourite ‘get out of it’ phrase was when my own two children came along. (Exactly!).


Amongst the more regular pets at Lea Road was an assortment of lizards, slow worms and snakes. Young Wilson was always first in putting his hand up when the biology teacher enquired who would like to look after the laboratory’s exhibits during the school holidays. Hence poor Mum suffered tanks of frogs, newts, lizards, slow worms, toads and once a large grass snake. Unfortunately this particular snake’s life ended rather unceremoniously when it escaped from the makeshift vivarium and wound its way along Lea Road via the guttering of several flats, only to have its head separated from its body by a brave Mr Bullock who thought it was an adder and deadly poisonous. This necessitated Mum accompanying her son to Chase Boys School, once the new term resumed, to recount the unfortunate snake saga.


It was with much pride that Jo and I accepted an invitation back to my old school over a decade ago to give a leaving address and lecture to the sixth formers, most of whom seemed too young and spotty-faced to have gained so many A levels. In my day no one at Chase Boys took A levels, and few were clever enough to pass any GCE examinations. I based my lecture upon a future life where you can either live to work or work to live. Naturally, being a workaholic who loves his work, I recommended the former and by the approving look on the faces of mums and dads present the message got through to both parents and pupils. I emphasised the point that life can be explained by three eight hour segments each day. You sleep for eight hours and are not conscious so that leaves but two eight hour segments – or two halves of your life – one for work and one for play. So if you think about it, if you don’t thoroughly enjoy your work, half your life could be a lost opportunity.


It would perhaps seem rather strange to the young anglers of today that back in the early 1950’s there was little choice of inexpensive fixed spool reels. Thread line and spinning reels were the names given to early top-of-the-range models such as the Ambidex and Mitchell. Those of us using the old ‘clicker’ centre pins made from cheap bright steel had to pull yards and yards of line from the reel and lay it down on the ground if a long cast was required when ledgering, resulting often in unbelievable birds’ nests as bits of twig and leaves clung to the coils as they tried to flow through the rod rings. Trotting in rivers therefore became my favourite technique (and still is) because by now, in addition to owning a three-piece 11 foot float rod which replaced the tank aerial, I had invested in a quality reel from Matthew’s tackle shop. It was an old Trudex centre pin complete with an integral line guard, marked up at the bargain shop-soiled price of £2.19s.6d.


This reel lasted for many years and actually started me upon the road to float fishing fulfilment. This also resulted, I am proud to say, albeit over 40 years later, in the very same company, J W Young and Sons Ltd of Redditch, producing a modern exceptionally free-running centre pin of my very own design. Named the John Wilson Heritage centre pin and marketed through Masterline with whom I have designed fishing tackle now for over 20 years, this 4½ inch diameter, ¾ inch-wide model has a multi-position line guard made from stainless steel and the centre pin itself benefits from two ball races.


The first couple of fixed spool reels I owned, because they were cheap, were absolutely awful. Then at 13 years of age, I decided to spend my paper round money on a Mitchell 300, arguably the world’s best ever fixed spool, simply light years ahead of its time (as we all realise now) which cost £7.19s.6d by mail order from Bennett’s of Sheffield. And those eight monthly postal order payments were certainly worth it. That particular reel finally came to grief 15 years later having served me splendidly all around the world in both fresh and saltwater, when I dropped it on the concrete pier at Dakar in French West Africa and the stem snapped.


I guess fellow anglers over the age of 40 will also fondly remember the British-made Intrepid range of reels which, though satisfactory, in no way came close to the French-made Mitchell’s. It’s really all about what’s available at the time, and the sheer choice in expertly engineered fixed spool reels currently available is staggering; even more so is their low retail cost.


Much the same can be said about modern rods, especially lightweight carbon float rods. Yet prior to the mid 1970’s we all managed happily (or unhappily if you were a long trotting enthusiast and suffered missed bites through arm ache) with hollow fibreglass. Back in the early 1950’s however hollow glass was in its infancy and float fishermen used built cane, or Spanish reed rods, which had a built cane tip spliced into the top joint. I can remember mine snapping off like a carrot six inches above the handle when punching a float out too enthusiastically into a strong facing wind.
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*At the tender age of thirteen I proudly accepted the Enfield Town Angling Society’s Challenge Shield for top junior in the club during the 1955-56 season.


At the tender age of 13, or I could have been a year younger, I attended the inaugural meeting of what was to become the Enfield Town Angling Society. So I was among the first members of a club which, due to its monthly coach outings to lakes and river systems all over southern England, broadened my knowledge considerably.


In the early days there were just four or five of us juniors and some of the older members took us individually under their wings on club outings so we could learn the ropes. Dear old Bill Saville, Bill Poulton and Denis Brown, bless ‘em, now all passed on, were each instrumental in their own way in encouraging me. Denis especially, who was the local barber, took my regular fishing pal, Doug Pledger and me, in his old Austin Atlantic to venues not visited by the club, like the River Lark at West Roe and King George VI reservoirs near Chingford where we ledgered during the winter months in the hope of catching specimen roach. We also went to the Suffolk Stour at Bures, Great Henny and Lamarsh, all fabulous roach hot spots if you fished hemp and berry. I can vividly remember taking a catch of roach from the Stour at Bures at the famous ‘Rookery Stretch’ numbering around 150 fish to around 1¼lbs with at least half of them ‘goers’, meaning they measured larger than eight inches. Sadly I couldn’t match such a haul nowadays from anywhere I fish even if my very life depended upon it, such is the extent to which silver shoal species in our rivers have been depleted by cormorants.


All the clubs in and around the London area fished to London Angling Association size limit rules in those days. Bleak and gudgeon were not even considered worth weighing in at the end of our club outings. So if you didn’t have a dace over seven inches, a roach over eight inches, perch over nine inches, bream over 12 inches and so on... you couldn’t weigh in. Few clubs now bother with these rules which is a pity because it meant that as most of the fish caught were under size, they never spent all day in a keep net and didn’t have their tail spread out on a fish rule which we all carried.


Among the great baits in those days were elderberries which I used to bottle when ripe in September (preserved in a weak solution of formalin) specifically for winter use. Fished in conjunction with loose-fed hemp, berries always sorted out the quality fish – just as casters do today really. This was a tip passed on to me by one of the older club members. In fact one of the great advantages of being a club member was that knowledge was freely passed around. We junior members learned so much about a whole variety of alternative baits to maggots.


Another great bait, though only effective during the summer months, was stewed wheat. You put a cupful of wheat into a vacuum flask and topped it up only to within three inches of the top with just boiled hot water. The gap was to allow for the expansion of the wheat which could easily shatter the glass insides of the flask. If left overnight, the following morning the now perfectly prepared wheat, with just enough of the white insides showing against the golden corn husk, is tipped out into a bait tin and any surplus water drained off. The nutty aroma of this superb bait is both unusual and attractive, especially to dace, roach, chub, tench, bream and particularly carp. Try it.
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*Yes, I’m the baby-faced teenager on the extreme right of the group of ETAS club members (half of whom have passed on, I’m sad to say) at an annual dinner-dance and prize-giving during the late 1950s.


Stewed wheat was my favourite summer bait of all and I used it to good effect against the older members on outings to Cambridgeshire’s rivers Cam, Granta, Lark, Old West and throughout the Great Ouse. One of my favourite locations was the Old Bedford Drain and River Delph at Mepal, where specimen-size rudd could be readily caught ‘on the drop’ using a single grain of wheat presented without shots beneath a matchstick float attached to the line with a band of silicon. Using an old bamboo roach pole with the 3lb test line simply tied to the end via a whipped-on loop of 20lb line (no elastic in those days), the single grain of wheat was accurately lowered into small gaps in the lilies which in parts virtually covered the surface of these narrow drains from one bank to another. If you found a hole the size of your hat or larger, it was a swim. It was a situation where no other technique would work. I remember one particular early morning about half an hour after our club members had settled into their respective swims, a Sheffield club turned up on the opposite bank. Within minutes they deemed the Old Bedford totally unfishable and climbed back into their coach. Where they went I don’t know, but I recall coming amongst the ‘bob a nob’ prize money that day (everyone put a shilling into the hat) by weighing in several sizeable rudd to nearly 2lbs.


[image: 13.tif]


*Those who think pole fishing for sizeable fish is a modern technique will perhaps be surprised that I caught my first ever 4lb tench on a bamboo pole from a Hertfordshire gravel pit close on forty years ago.


Many anglers today probably associate the effectiveness and popularity of pole fishing with European innovation, and as far as the current, super-light super-long carbon models are concerned including internal elastication etc, it is. But pole fishing was born on the rivers Lea and Thames. The famous London firm of Sowerbutts constructed the best bamboo poles made from carefully straightened, tempered and drilled Tonkin cane. Most were around 19 feet long and comprising five sections each heavily varnished over black decorative whippings, the top three of which fitted into the 48 inch bottom two. The tip was of spliced-in finely tapered built cane to which a float rig was attached via a small loop. A couple of the old dodgers in the Enfield Town Club incidentally sometimes used an elastic band between loop and rig, if big fish were on the cards. Was this pole elastic 40 years ahead of its time? I’m tempted to say it was.


Of course the technique of sensitively presenting a light float rig directly beneath the pole tip on just a few feet of line for maximum control and instant striking is no less valid today than 50 or even 100 years back. The main difference is one of weight. And with precision-turned brass ferrules those poles of yesteryear weighed an absolute ton. So in no way would I like to turn the clock back. Actually I caught my first ever 4lb tench on a bamboo roach pole and it led me a merry song and dance through the weed beds of a Lea Valley gravel pit. I managed to land barbel on the pole too (fixed line remember) and though a walk along the towpath was required to keep in touch with anything over 2lbs, it was great fun.


Those early years along the Lea Valley and other rivers like the Thames and Kennet visited by the club on regular monthly outings, always fishing to size limits, certainly influenced me. I found larger fish more interesting to pursue and thus more exciting and satisfying to catch – values that have not changed to this day, incidentally. So wherever possible if bigger and consequently much harder fighting specimens are on the cards, then I want some of the action.


At 15 years of age I left school and the very next week started an apprenticeship as a ladies’ hairdresser at Fior Hair Fashions in Palmers Green, north London. Why a hairdresser? Well, all I can remember is that I’d heard young hairdressers could earn as much as £20 a week – a very good wage back in 1957.


This strange environment with its perfumed shampoo, ammonia-based perm solutions and female gossip was pretty alien to me but I stuck with it nonetheless and, as you will discover, I have much to thank my career in hairdressing for. I had in fact joined a fashion profession immediately before the swinging 60’s and I enjoyed everything that came with it, including a regular supply of attractive girlfriends.


My boss, John Horne, in conjunction with an analytical chemist, one, Bibby Vine, had perfected a hair-straightening cream for Negroid hair which, under the microscope, is one really tight curl after another. One of the most famous piano players of that era, Winifred Atwell, was amongst our customers, together with an exceptionally attractive black jazz singer whom I shall not name, because Wilson was responsible for making her bald as the proverbial coot. I had left the (then extremely strong) cream on too long after brushing the hair straight and during the final rinsing the plug hole in the basin started to clog up. Within 30 seconds her entire head of beautifully straightened long hair lay in the sink. It had snapped off within a millimetre of the scalp, leaving her head looking for all the world like a black egg with a day’s growth. I guess my hairdressing days could have ended there and then but those were pioneering times. Instead I got a bollocking and our jazz singer got a wig, compliments of Fior Hair Fashions.


[image: JW-Scan2]


During the school holidays when the salon wasn’t that busy, I was given the miserable job, not a lot of fun for a 15 year old, of taking John Horne’s son, Nicky, a precocious little kid of around five or six years old, to various exhibitions in London’s West End including the Schoolboy’s Own Exhibition. To get my own back, whenever he came into the salon I used to pick him up and sit him six feet off the floor in the staff room on a shampoo bottle shelf and leave him crying and yelling for his dad.


Nicky Horne is now well known as a DJ and television presenter, and back in the 1990’s he asked me to appear on his Tight Lines angling phone-in programme for Sky TV then hosted by Bruno Brooks. Being too young at the time to remember, he had no idea that he had previously come across me when he was little, let alone been the object of teenage Wilson’s adolescent mischievousness. So when I came out with this live on the programme, Nicky was speechless and just sat there open mouthed.


My regular fishing mate, Doug, and I fancied fishing further afield from our local River Lea – where we would stand a chance of catching really big roach and bream. We answered an advertisement in Angling Times and had a week’s fishing holiday at the Watch House Inn (now no longer) in Bungay, Suffolk which was just a short walk from the then magical River Waveney. We joined the Bungay Cherry Tree Angling Club which controlled much of the fishing and, employing simple trotting tactics, caught mountains of quality roach from both the main river and the many streams using stewed wheat. Even the tiniest drainage dykes were so full of roach it was staggering and I think there and then I vowed one day to live amongst the roach-rich rivers of Norfolk and Suffolk. Now ironically that reason for living in East Anglia no longer exists, thanks to cormorants, abstraction and farming policies, subjects I shall cover shortly. From the deep and swirling Falcon weir pool in the centre of Bungay I even caught my first ever 2lb roach, also on a grain of stewed wheat. As its massive head-shaking shape came up through the clear water I just couldn’t believe roach grew that huge. I can still picture it now lying on the landing net, immensely deep in the flank, with shimmering scales etched in silvery blue and fins of red. All 2lbs 2oz of it. It made a 15 year old a roach angler for life.


During the holiday was also the first time I ever set eyes upon a coypu. This giant South American rodent which, having originally been imported for its pelt (though also nice to eat) escaped from the rearing farms to cause destruction throughout East Anglian river systems. The network of wide sub-surface burrows made by the coypu unfortunately created massive bank erosion and you saw them everywhere when fishing, the adults being fully two feet long and weighing between 10 and 20lbs. Quite some rat, believe me. When they dived in the splash they made could have been created by a small dog.


My first encounter was during a break from roach fishing at the Falcon pool when I crept into the old galvanised eel trap, long since replaced with a modern sluice. An old dog coypu was in one corner munching away happily on a clump of lily root (they are totally vegetarian), but when it saw me at close quarters it felt threatened and reared up on its hind legs displaying a nasty pair of long orange-stained front teeth and hissing menacingly. Needless to say young Wilson made a hasty retreat.


Coypus have now finally been eradicated from East Anglia through many years of persistent trapping. Yet in a strange way I miss their busy, early morning and late evening goings on. They were very much part of those early impressionable years spent fishing the rivers of Norfolk and Suffolk.
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From the two mile stretch of the Waveney between Wainford Maltings and Ellingham, both Doug and I took several bream to over 5lbs massive specimens to the young Londoners. Trouble was, the most productive bream swim, a 12 foot deep bend lined with a thick bed of reed along the far bank, was situated halfway along a field where bullocks grazed. It seems funny now to think we should have been frightened, but whenever the herd started running our way, as inquisitive bullocks do, the two townies grabbed all their gear and high-tailed it over the nearest fence. This completely ruined the chances of us ever amounting any decent bags of big bream.


Then, on the very last morning of our week’s holiday, with the bream feeding ravenously, and having again just vacated the swim due to charging bullocks (or so we thought), a couple of kids who couldn’t have been more than five or six years old – the farmer’s sons in fact – came walking merrily across the field we had just left. We looked on in absolute horror as what must have been 40 or 50 Friesian bullocks galloped at full charge towards the helpless children. When the herd was about 30 feet away both kids yelled at the top of their voices and actually ran towards the approaching bullocks, which all instantly about turned and belted off away up the field. Doug and I looked at each other in absolute amazement. Had we been missing out on the biggest bream catches of our young lives due to a herd of mindless bullocks? We had indeed.
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*My life-long friend John (jinx) Davey (right) and me with a pike he caught from the Waveney in Bungay. Sorry about the gaff. The word conservation wasn’t associated with angling in those days.


At that time I met a Bungay lad the same age as me, one John (‘Jinx’) Davey who worked in the local printers and we have remained close friends to this day. Jinx unselfishly put me on to so much superb fishing in and around Bungay that I shall forever be in his debt. My book Where to Fish in Norfolk and Suffolk (now in it’s seventh reprint) is dedicated to Jinx with whom I cannot ever remember having a cross word. Except perhaps for one occasion when we decided to drive my Hillman Minx convertible illegally across Bungay Golf Course in the early hours of the morning to avoid the long walk around the common which the Waveney skirts for over four miles. Instead of catching big roach at the crack of dawn we found ourselves well and truly stuck in a bunker. What the first golfer thought who saw us I can’t imagine. We were frantically digging for over an hour to get the car’s rear wheels moving and by the time we’d finished, the bunker had doubled in size and gave the impression that perhaps a dinosaur had deposited its eggs beneath the yellow sand.
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Jinx’s dad, the late Jim Davey, whose lovely old double-barrelled ‘Bond’ 12-bore I have proudly clipped in my gun cabinet, was for most of his life the carpenter at nearby Earsham Mill. Like my own father he was a skilled tradesman of the old school and someone I really respected. I can remember receiving a letter from Jinx (no phones for the likes of us in those days remember) telling me that his dad had witnessed the removal of a colossal chub taken out alive from the eel trap one morning at the mill. It weighed over 9lbs and was returned into the Waveney.


The following weekend saw young Wilson, complete with a bucketful of live bleak from the Lea, driving up to Earsham Mill in order to attempt to lure the monster. Boy, I must have been either keen or fanatical in those days. But neither I nor anyone else ever saw or heard of that huge chub again. I can only assume it was one of the original adult stock fish introduced during the 1950’s from Norfolk’s River Wissey which had quickly grown fat on the Waveney’s rich aquatic food larder. Prior to that era there were no chub in the river, whereas today the Waveney possibly still has record potential, a monster of 8lb 2oz being caught at Bungay in 1993 by P Heywood.


Today much of the Upper Waveney in these diminutive upper reaches is sadly but a memory of its former self. Entire stretches which were once swiftly flowing roach-rich swims, four to six feet deep with clumps of quivering bulrushes sprouting from clean gravel and long sandy runs, are now half the depth, flow at half the pace and the bottom is for the most part covered in blanket weed. What a pitiful legacy we have left our grandchildren. Only the odd group of, albeit large, chub living over clearings beneath overhanging alders and willows, where light cannot penetrate, seem able to fare well in this over-eutrophic, abstraction-riddled river.


If you think I am exaggerating about the modern scourge of abstraction, compare these two photographs of exactly the same spot on the River Waveney at Bungay. One I took in the early 1960’s, the other in 1998. In fact shortly afterwards Jinx and I were discussing the sad situation at a once favourite swim along Bungay Common called ‘Toby’s Hole’, then a deep junction where a carrier joined the main flow, creating a great ‘winter eddy’ and popular summer swimming spot where all the local kids used to run and dive in. 50 years ago! Funnily enough, despite all the commotion in those days, I always managed to tempt roach to over 1lb whilst trotting close to the bottom of this deep eddy. It is now less than two feet deep at summer level and barren.
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*Here’s photographic proof that water authorities kill rivers through abstraction. Above is the Waveney between Earsham and Bungay in the late 1950’s where my brother Dave and mate, Tony Bayford (foreground) are long trotting roach.
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*Above, the very same spot forty years on. Need I say more?


Part of this modern dilemma is also due to government policy and the over-production of cereals. This leads to over-enrichment of the river from nitrates and phosphates continually leeching in from the land, encouraging over-prolific growth from the wrong kind of aquatic plants. Blanket weed, in particular, strangles the river, covering and restricting light to runs once inhabited by dace and roach. Now the weed carpets all slow-moving areas of the river bed; not only of the Waveney but every other East Anglian river including my local River Wensum, which during the 1970’s produced more specimen roach than any other watercourse in the UK. But that’s all history I’m afraid. Blanket weed really is the kiss of death because even if, by some act of God, roach were suddenly reintroduced by the thousand, they would have nowhere to live. Shoal fish will not tolerate blanket weed where sand and gravel should be. It’s as simple as that.


Water abstraction however, and the dreadful way in which water authorities have been allowed to suck the very life blood from our river systems during the past 60 years, is actually a reversible situation. Ponder for a moment what the consequences would be were government legislation to ban all forms of abstraction along a river’s course from source to sea, allowing water to be taken only once it has completed its journey and tips down over the last weir into the tidal reaches. Then, and only then, should the water required by water authorities, farming and industry be abstracted and pumped back along its course via a large bore pipe set beside the river, below ground or short-cutted across farmland, or even sunk in the river itself along one margin. The river would then be as swiftly flowing and as deep as nature intended throughout its entire course. Think seriously about this. Cost apart, I cannot see why such a project or one along similar lines cannot be implemented by government because ultimately water abstraction is the worst killer of all.
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*Appears that I even favoured coloured shirts back in the 1950’s; here netting a tench from the River Waveney in Bungay, Suffolk, with brother Dave looking on. Note the yellow (oiled cotton) keep net and built cane float rod.


Dramatically culling cormorants would help enormously in re-establishing healthy stocks of silver shoal fish throughout clear watered lakes and gravel pit complexes and numerous stretches of rivers. But considering running water as a whole, unless something is done within the next couple of decades to reverse water abstraction, we are not going to have many rivers left to save.


During the late 1950’s and early 1960’s whilst in my teens, I witnessed the start of a slow death to my local rivers in north London and in Hertfordshire, such as the rivers Ash, Ver, Beane, Rib and Mimram, through abstraction. This resulted eventually in my forsaking the south and coming to live in Norfolk. And now I can see it happening all over again here.


In the 1960’s if you lived in areas suffering in their river fishing like London or Sheffield, you only contemplated one spot to go fishing on holiday: the fabulous Norfolk Broads. Now in this new millennium and the first decade of the year 2000 with the Broads sadly in decline and not even a shadow of their former selves, those same anglers cross the sea to Ireland, Holland or to Denmark if they want to experience prolific sport with roach, rudd, perch and bream. I wonder where we’ll all be trotting off to in another 30 years.


Due to the interest instigated by the Enfield Town Angling Society’s monthly coach outings to venues further afield, on my sixteenth birthday I purchased my first motorbike. One of the members, Les Minton, was selling his 125cc BSA Bantam complete with a pair of gauntlets and crash helmet for the bargain price of £40. That little bike took me everywhere within a radius of about 60 miles from home. Lying flat on the tank going down a steep hill the speedo just about clipped 50 miles per hour but it wasn’t really speed I was after, simply accessibility.


I could then fish many of the same rivers that we had visited on our Sunday coach outings, but during the middle of the week on my day off when the banks were less crowded. Our club fielded a team of six to compete in the then most prestigious London Anglers Association matches which were usually held on the Thames and the Great Ouse. And all were ‘rovers’, never pegged down. In fact why small clubs insist on pegged-down competitions has always puzzled me. It is much quicker, instead of waiting for a steward to knock a load of pegs in, to put the same amount of numbered tokens into a hat and the angler who draws the highest sees everyone off. He then simply holds the hat whilst number one puts his token in and walks off along the river or around the lake (closely followed by number two and so on) until he stops at a swim he fancies fishing. Then the rest can overtake and select their spots accordingly.


After all, who wants to sit all day in a piece of the countryside they are not happy with? Rovers allow each angler to utilise his skill or watercraft – call it what you will – in selecting his particular swim as long as he doesn’t overtake the man in front. Consequently, everyone starts fishing immediately and there are never any moans about drawing a bad peg or being unlucky.


I caught my very first barbel from the Old Lea at Wormley where the river divides at Kings Weir to become both canal and fast-flowing ‘backstream’, as it was known in those days. I remember on one autumn afternoon catching no fewer than 22 barbel (all small) plus a 2lb chub on ledgered cheese paste from just one swim. I can also remember a painful experience that occurred during the first hour of darkness when I loaded up the BSA Bantam for the ride home.


As a short cut to the ‘backstream’ I used to drive down a narrow lane and across a farmer’s field which more or less took me straight to the lock behind which were some of the best swims. A swift and painful belt across the mouth came from nowhere out of the darkness as I popped along at around 20 miles per hour back along the lane towards the main road. Suddenly I was sitting on the deck in a daze. The bike, which had carried on, was still revving like mad several yards away in a ditch. So I got up to turn it off, when ‘Bang!’ – something clouted me over the head again (thank heavens for crash helmets). I fell back to the ground, this time snapping the rod ends protruding from the holdall across my shoulders. My face was one bloody mess, and I could actually feel several bottom teeth protruding through a gaping hole beneath my lower lip but everything else seemed to be in working order. Slowly I attempted to get up again and felt what appeared to be a steel scaffold pole in my way. Indeed it was. Someone – the farmer I suppose – must have put the pole right across the lane about five feet off the ground, to stop the cows from roaming. Trouble was, the totally useless dipped headlight on my old Bantam (no quartz halogen bulbs in those days I’m afraid) had not picked it out and, being more concerned about my tyres and the pot holes, my eyes were of course directed downwards. Had it not been for the Perspex windscreen which was completely shattered because it hit the scaffold pole first and instantly slowed the bike down, I might well have been decapitated. There but for the grace of God, eh?
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Whilst contemplating strange occurrences, it was around this time when young Wilson experienced one of the most embarrassing moments of his life. One day, with the Bantam hidden amongst roadside shrubbery, I was enjoying an afternoon’s free lining for trout along a strictly private beat of the lovely little River Ash, near Ware in Hertfordshire. The banks were marvellously overgrown with bushes and mature trees and as I always crept about stealthily exploring each likely-looking hole and deep run with a lively lobworm, with my ex-Army parka blending into the greenery perfectly, nobody ever saw me.


On this particular afternoon, I’d already accounted for a couple of pound plus brown trout and a deep-bodied roach of fully 1½lbs (a superb catch for such a little river) when I saw a car pull up alongside the hedge where my Bantam was hidden. Suddenly the doors flew open and out climbed three women all around their early 30’s who passed through a gap in the hedge and ran straight across the ploughed field towards the huge weeping chestnut, whose lower branches almost touched the ground and beneath which I stood leaning against the wide trunk as though a part of it. The deep run beneath was in fact one of my favourite roach swims. Surely it was impossible for them to know I was hidden there poaching (though I always returned everything I caught of course) so why were they making a beeline for my tree? Suddenly and without more ado, certainly before I could clear my throat and say, ‘Er, excuse me ladies’, it was a case of knickers down and them peeing and farting away to their heart’s content, not yards from where Wilson was doing his best impression of a chestnut tree trunk.


But my ploy didn’t work. Quite suddenly the closest woman fixed her eyes upon mine and let out an excruciatingly loud manic scream, whereupon all three pulled up their knickers and went running across that field as fast as they could. Can’t say I ever want to experience anything like that again!


From the BSA Bantam I progressed first on to a 225cc James and then to a lovely old British motorbike (now a classic of course), a BSA 350cc single called the B3l. Lavishly appointed in maroon and chrome, it had double crash bars through which my rod holdall passed, enabling me to sit astride the rods as opposed to having the strain of the strap across my shoulders.


I visited many southern rivers on the BSA like the Kentish Stour near Canterbury, the Kennet at Burghfield, and numerous spots along the Thames from Appleford all the way downstream to the tidal reaches at Richmond. I very nearly came a cropper one morning, though, on the way to Richmond for a roaching session. I was heading for a spot just in front of the ice rink where, from between the moored boats, superb bags of winter roach could be taken on trotted maggots. On this particular foggy morning (those living and working in London during that period will indeed remember them with little sense of affection) I was chugging along through Enfield Town at around six o’clock opposite the Roman Catholic Church, when completely from nowhere a nun walked across the road right in front of my bike. One minute she was there, the next she was gone and disappeared from view in the grey fog. It happened too quickly for me to brake, swerve or react in any way. And had I not been opposite the church at that time I might have even considered the event a hallucination!
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*Loading up after a day’s fishing on the Great Ouse at Godmanchester. Our BSA 350 motor bikes took my friend, Doug Pledger (right), and I to rivers and lakes all over southern England.


I would also regularly trundle the 100 or so miles from Enfield to Bungay, even during the winter months, just for a day’s roach fishing. And I’m sure that old bike would still be ticking over now with that lovely throb of a big single, had I not chopped it in for my first car, the Hillman Minx convertible.


Despite the slow decline of my local rivers, I learnt a tremendous amount from stalking individual fish from one small haven in particular – the River Rib at Wadesmill in Hertfordshire. It passes beneath the A10 road bridge at the bottom of a long steep hill at Thunderidge just outside Ware (though don’t bother walking its course today, it’s heartbreaking) and whilst my mates could be fishing in next to no time by visiting their local River Lea, I chose the extra distance of the River Rib because I knew the fish I would catch there were far larger than those of the Lea. I guess I had a leaning towards specimen hunting even then at the age of 17. Due to the overgrown banks and crystal clear water, however, extracting sizeable specimens from the diminutive River Rib took much cunning and creeping about stealthily on all fours. Once I had seen the inhabitants’ reactions to a careless footfall or my shadow over the water, I soon developed a cautious approach which of course I use to this day wherever I fish. Those days were a wonderful education for me.


This was also the time I became seriously interested in colour transparency photography. I had been disappointed with the quality of black-and-white photos taken using Dad’s old pre-war Brownie box camera and by several equally useless cheapies. I therefore purchased a 35mm Halina camera from Boots. This was later superseded by a German Super Frankarette and then a few years later by a single lens reflex, a Minolta SR7 with a Tokina 135 telephoto lens in addition to the standard 55mm. I enjoyed immensely recording all the locations visited and regularly gave slide shows to the Enfield Town Angling Club.


Full of crayfish, brook lampreys, huge dace, and roach to over 2lbs and prolific in chub between two and 3lbs, the sparklingly clear River Rib was a joy to fish. I free lined bread flake, large lumps on a size 8 hook direct to a 3lb line to lure the roach and dace, and fared best with the chub by using crayfish, though big lobworms and cheese paste also produced. So rich in crayfish was this charming little river that my brother, Dave, and I decided to start the new season at Wadesmill on 16 June after chub and actually left home without any bait. Who would have the bottle to do this nowadays? But we did, and in an hour of darkness prior to dawn breaking, using a powerful torch each, we gathered enough two to three inch crayfish from beneath large pieces of flint and sunken logs to keep us in chub baits until we headed for home in the late morning, having accounted for close on 20 sizeable chub and walked over three miles of river. Being five years my junior I was until now rather reluctant to take Dave fishing. But from around the age of 13 he started to become quite serious and we have been regular partners to this day.


For several years the River Rib became my training ground for practising the art of concealment, stealth and observation, where through polarised glasses I was able to watch most of the fish I caught actually suck in the bait. Such close-range stalking of a diminutive, overgrown river also demanded the utmost skill in tackle control, using the flow to work a free lined bait downstream into a certain lie, or skate casting fat slugs or crayfish beneath overhanging branches to the chub hiding below, using nothing more than an underarm flick of the rod. I learnt to crawl on all fours where necessary and always to keep my silhouette low to the ground. I carried the absolute minimum of tackle and thus roamed happily for miles learning a new trick or overcoming a particularly difficult swim or problem around each and every twist of this enchanting little river.


One incident in particular portrays how shy and sensitive to bank side movements those fish were. I had taken fully several minutes on all fours to worm my way beneath blackthorn bushes into a position high above a deep bend. There I plopped in a fat slug a couple of feet upstream from where five nice chub, the best pushing 3lbs, were enjoying their afternoon siesta beneath an old willow whose lower limbs shaded the surface on the opposite bank. I knew I hadn’t made any detrimental movements, but, with the slug in mid flight and yet to touch the surface, those chub suddenly turned tail and shot downstream as though scared by the devil himself. Had the sun hit the varnish along the rod and created a ‘flash’? Had my arm movement caught their attention? No, neither. A minute later all was explained as a large man, sweating profusely from the heat wave conditions, carrying a wicker basket and rod holdall plus rod and landing net already made up, crunched through the undergrowth, uttering those immortal words ... ‘Any luck, mate?’ For him I doubt the penny ever dropped, despite a pitiful look in his direction from the teenager emerging from the marginal entanglement. The point is, those chub had heard the vibrations of this 17 stone ‘chuck it and chance it’ long before I did and it’s a lesson I’ve never forgotten.


I often used to fish on into darkness during the summer and autumn, because when the light has all but gone, that’s when bites from the biggest roach and dace become extremely confident. Sensitive quiver tips and luminous beta light elements were not around in those days of course and I simply touch ledgered by pointing the rod tip more or less directly at the bait, with the line hooked over the tip of my forefinger. It’s such a super-sensitive way of feeling for bites in the dark whilst ledgering or free lining at close range. I even use the technique when I am float fishing for big fish like carp and tench during the daytime when my eyes might, for a few seconds, wander away from the float. It’s that sudden tightening of the line over the ball of the forefinger that brings an instant response with a hard strike. Try it yourself and see. This can only be accomplished, however, if you hold the rod handle with your four fingers split around the reel’s stem. Your right forefinger will then be perfectly placed to pick up the line directly from the bale arm roller which should be wound close up to the rod handle. The same finger will then also be ideally positioned to apply pressure to the side of the spool when playing big fish.
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*One of the numerous barbel I caught from the River Lea at Enfield Lock, touch ledgering during the hours of darkness.


Touch ledgering is of course equally effective whilst holding a quiver tip rod in a strong current with barbel and chub in mind. Again that tightening over the tip of your forefinger instantly puts you on ‘red alert’. Whilst in my late teens I spent many a dark evening touch ledgering for barbel on a lovely streamy and weedy stretch of the Old Lea at Enfield Lock behind the Royal Small Arms Company factory. In fact I rarely ever arrived until an hour after dark because by then the barbel had usually left the weediest, snaggiest swims and moved immediately upstream to feed upon the shallows where less than two feet of water covered the clean gravel. After loose feeding in a few lumps of cheese paste, it wasn’t long before a barbel snuffed up mine and tore off downstream, virtually hooking itself. So I needed neither torch nor rod rest, simply the line hooked around my forefinger. The sheer suspense of waiting for a bite in the dark is electrifying, especially when a fish rolls in the swim or approaches the bait from the side creating a gentle ‘plink’ on the line as its pectoral fins momentarily catch it.


My rod then was an old 11 foot, three-piece built cane ‘Octofloat’ which, though it bent alarmingly in conjunction with a 6lb reel line, managed to subdue barbel to just over 9lbs. I never did succeed in catching a double from the Lea, and had to wait over 20 years to achieve that goal with a 10lb 14oz fish from the River Wensum at Drayton, near Norwich, in 1981. This very same fish incidentally (easily identified by fin disfiguration) I caught again a few years later from the very same deep run immediately downstream from an overhanging willow, weighing exactly 12¾lb, which was my largest barbel for many years. Little was I to know then however, that a massive near 17lbs fish would come my way on a ledgered halibut pellet boilie over 20 years later. Another coincidence is that on both previous occasions I was float fishing stret-pegging style. Yes, those teenage years were much inspired by the barbel and chub of Izaak Walton’s old River Lea, the wonderful Waveney in Suffolk and through crawling along the overgrown reaches of Hertfordshire’s River Rib, not to mention countless lakes and rivers all over southern England visited through the Enfield Town Angling Society’s monthly coach outings. Reading the Angling Times (the only paper of its kind then) also fired my imagination, especially the articles written by my hero of the day, the late Richard Walker, surely the motivator of many a specialist angler today whether they are too young to remember him or not.
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*Outside 32 Lea Road in Enfield, North London where I was born and spent the first twenty-two years of my life, with the perfect fishing jalopy of that era - an A35 van.














The 1960’s: The Swinging Decade


The swinging 60’s, as they are affectionately named by those of us fortunate enough to have experienced young life during this period, were indeed a revelation. It seems now as if I went from the age of 17-27 in a flash, though on reflection a great deal happened to affect my personal life and fishing during this impressionable decade.


Sadly it started with me not being able to afford the steep monthly payments on the Hillman Minx convertible and so I took Dad’s advice and, in 1962, chopped it in for what turned out to be a far more practical fishing vehicle – an Austin A35 van. This left me with no outstanding debts, though I had indeed paid the price for trying to look flash as youngsters do (image came at a price even then) and it’s a lesson I’ve never forgotten.


Together with my cousin, John, who had a Morris Mini van, I fished all over southern England and from then on over the next three to four years we took it in turns using each other’s vehicles both at weekends and summer holidays to visit the Broads, the Dorset Stour at Throop Mill and many spots along the Great Ouse system. We even combined courting with fishing by driving up to Norwich and spending Saturday night at the Samson & Hercules – ‘the’ night club of the area – followed the next day with some roach fishing on the River Waveney at Bungay or flattie fishing in the harbour at Great Yarmouth if we didn’t score!
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*Cousin John Bowler (left), and me on Bournemouth Pier in the early 1960’s. Though John never became a serious angler, thirty-five years on I now regularly fish with his two sons, Richard and Martin.


I have already mentioned that it was my Uncle Joe, John’s dad, who started me fishing seriously, but John never became an ardent angler and within a few years had sold all his gear. Ironically two of his four sons have become extremely fine anglers. In their early teens, Martin and Richard Bowler used to come and stay with me in Norfolk to catch carp from my two lakes (Martin has since caught more big carp than I’ve had hot dinners), and nowadays I like to join them every so often along their local stretches of the Great Ouse above Bedford after big perch. With their help during the mid 1990’s for instance, I accounted for rudd to 3½lb, perch to 3¾lb and barbel getting on for double figures live on camera during the filming of my Go Fishing television series. So you could say it has taken 50 years for an angling family to go full circle since I first gave their granddad’s tackle a bashing. Dear old Uncle Joe.


During the early 60’s, in my later teen years, I used to relish all-night bream bashing sessions on the middle reaches of the Great Ouse. By today’s standards they were very modest-sized bream, averaging perhaps 2-3lbs a piece with the occasional 2lb plus hybrid thrown in for good measure. But what the Ouse lacked in quality it made up for in quantity. By ledgering bread paste or flake eels were avoided and in favourable conditions bites could be expected consistently throughout the hours of darkness, following heavy ground baiting with a mixture of mashed bread and bran.
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*I just loved fishing in the middle reaches of the Great Ouse for bream in the 1960’s. Here I am with an all-night haul made at St Neots Common.


The St Neots to Little Paxton beat was my favourite, particularly St Neots Common where a flood dyke joined the main stream. I have a precious memory of something hilarious that happened one morning when a group of us young Enfield Town Angling Club members trudged wearily back to our old bangers (all of them classic cars today of course) after a good bream haul. It seems crazy now but we regularly descended upon St Neots in the early hours after a Saturday night’s bash at the Locarno in Stevenage. With all the breaming gear and a change of clothing stashed in the cars, we simply drove to the Ouse whenever the dancing finished, with a warming fry-up at an all-night transport cafe en route. Anyway, there we were all covered in bream slime, weary but happy and hoping, as always, that the cars would start. An idiosyncrasy of the 60’s was that ignition systems were not always obliging in damp, foggy conditions.


One of our gang, Howard, a tall slim lad, spent week upon week painstakingly hand-painting – yes, hand-painting – his old Morris Oxford. He made a really nice job of it too, carefully smoothing out all the brush strokes with cutting-down compound and finishing off with Brasso and then polish. It really did match any baked-on spray job at a fraction of the cost, though it took hundreds of hours to complete. Trouble was, nobody told the bullocks on St Neots Common. They obviously liked the taste of Howard’s paint because that herd of Friesians almost completely licked his car paint less during the latter part of one night. We just didn’t know what to do – laugh cry or look the other way and pretend we hadn’t noticed. So we did the sort of honourable thing any gang of mates would do and split our bellies laughing. Poor old Howard!


At the tender age of 20 I became engaged to my first wife, Barbara. We had met as hairdressers at Fior Hair Fashions and planned within a year or so to move to Norfolk where I would eventually seek employment in the printers where my friend John (Jinx) Davey worked. Detached, three-bedroom bungalows backing on to farmland were at that time selling for between just £2000-£3000 in East Anglia, (difficult to believe eh?) and we so much wanted to vacate the claustrophobia of foggy London for the charm of the countryside. So in 1964 I made a career change, having become somewhat disgruntled with hairdressing, and started as a trainee lithographic printer at Waltham Abbey Press in Hertfordshire. Then after a year of being engaged we drifted apart and Barbara found someone else (although we did meet up again and eventually marry four years later) and I found myself in a trade without a reason, which although I stuck at it and became quite proficient, was not what I really wanted.
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*Yes, that’s me on the left, young Wilson the printer, with two workmates at Waltham Abbey Press during a short career change from hairdressing.


However, I struck up a firm friendship with my boss in the printing department of Standard Telephones and Cables (my third and last printing employer incidentally within a two-year separation from hairdressing), one Les Wright. He got me really interested in sea fishing. During the next two summers we regularly drove south to Beachy Head in Sussex in search of bass and picked our tides carefully so we could dig for lugworm and collect peeler crabs from Eastbourne, before making the long pilgrimage along the steep cliffs to Burling Gap where we climbed down. We then fished all of the flood tide up and some of the ebb throughout the hours of darkness before we could safely leave our chosen ledges and climb back up again for the arduous walk back to where we’d left Les’ old Morris Countryman. One of the tricks at Beachy Head, where long fringes of rocks reach out to sea, was literally to place your bait by hand in a sandy area amongst a cluster of rocks at low tide and then walk backwards up the beach paying out line as the tide came in. This sometimes produced a good bass, once the bait was covered by several feet of water. Generally however, having gone through all this palaver, a fat pouting would find it first.


I also did a bit of beach fishing for cod during the winter months at Dungeness, which was ‘the’ south coast hot spot at that time, and enjoyed boat fishing out from Bournemouth after thornback rays and tope. Had I been living closer to the sea I would have gone more often I’m sure. But I later made up for this, as you will discover.


Career-wise printing was finally kicked into touch and in 1966 I made a return to hairdressing at a salon in St John’s Wood High Street in northwest London, called ‘Boris and Andre’. It was only a short walk from the London Zoo where I frequently spent my lunch hour admiring the late Dick Walker’s then record 44lb common carp caught from Redmire. Though decidedly lean in the body, after so long in captivity, its huge frame literally dwarfed all the other specimens in the long tank and had a mesmerising effect upon every angler who paid to see it. I doubt Dick ever received a penny from the Zoo but he certainly should have been on a lucrative commission.


My new workplace had amongst its influential clientele numerous top flight models from the fashion industry. It was an exciting world which Wilson now found himself playing – sorry – working in, with regular invites after work to way-out bashes in London’s West End including those thrown by Harrison Marks, one of the top nude photographers of the day. At these parties it was not unusual to rub noses with many of the fashion world’s top models, some of whom were wearing nothing else but painted-on illustrations from head to toe, which left absolutely nothing to the imagination. My part in the ‘swinging 60’s’ had indeed begun. I’d traded the old van in for a sporty new Mini and was at the time dating an airline hostess who worked for Pan Am. Life in the fast lane was fulfilling, hectic, extremely demanding, but above all exciting. Yet strangely there was still something missing – I felt footloose despite my enjoyable everyday commitments.


There was in me at this time what I can only describe as an explorer trying to emerge, and travelling abroad to work, play and fish seemed the obvious course. Within a year of answering adverts in foreign hairdressing magazines I was given the opportunity of a position in a busy salon in the USA in Kansas City, Missouri. What the fishing was like I never found out unfortunately because I was then advised that anyone entering the United States on a work permit would be first in the line-up for drafting out to Vietnam!


Along with several other London stylists I then put in for what seemed like a fantastic position in Dar es Salaam in Tanzania, managing the salon in the famous Kilimanjaro Hotel, only a cast away from the Indian Ocean on Africa’s prolific east coast. What with a large salary, my own apartment in the hotel and big game fishing boats on tap close by, this was the job of all jobs. And hey presto! Within a few days the agency confirmed that I had been selected for the position and suggested I book flights immediately as the hotel wanted someone within a few weeks.


Well, talk about being excited! I was absolutely over the moon and quickly sold the car, then booked a one-way passage to Dar es Salaam. The Enfield Town Angling Club presented me with an engraved reverse taper Moncrieff-style beach caster and I said farewell to all my friends. However as it turned out, I was counting my chickens. I was not particularly politically motivated at this time so I didn’t know that the Tanzanian government had decided to break off diplomatic relations with Britain out of sympathy for Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). This was because our prime minister, Harold Wilson, would not pressurise Rhodesia’s Prime Minister, the late Ian Smith, into giving the country black majority rule. This meant that this Wilson could not obtain an entry visa and work permit, even though I had a job arranged. I even pestered the Tanzanian staff at Australia House into which their embassy had retreated. But it was all to no avail: Wilson wasn’t going big game fishing on Africa’s east coast after all.


Actually as it turned out, I rather think being unable to get that work permit changed my life for the better because just a few years back whilst researching the Rufigi River in Tanzania for the catfish and tiger fish with fellow angling journalist, Dave Lewis, I found myself in Dar es Salaam with time to kill between flights. So Dave and I had lunch at the Kilimanjaro. It was not what I had expected at all, now being rather run down and not at all the glamorous colonial-type hotel I had imagined!


Anyway, let’s return to the latter part of 1966 because whilst in town trying unsuccessfully to secure an entry visa I decided on impulse (you know the slogan – ‘Run away to sea with P & O’) to pop into the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company’s offices to see whether there were any hairdressers’ jobs going aboard their passenger liners. It was no secret amongst hairstylists that working on the ships and seeing the world unlocked enormous possibilities because you were likely to meet all the ‘right people’. I was interviewed by a Mr Crawford, who must have been impressed because he put me on P & O’s list of future possibilities for cruise ship work. He suggested that I take a medical there and then in case a position suddenly arose but as he couldn’t guarantee anything, it was still a case of ‘don’t ring us we’ll ring you’.


So it was back to racing across north London every morning and evening from Enfield to St John’s Wood and back again, which are only slightly more than 10 miles apart as the crow flies. Yet rarely could I make the journey in less than an hour and a quarter. It all changed for the better however when, around three months later and barely a month before Christmas when the salon was getting madly busy, I received a telegram. It read: ‘Hairdresser leaving SS Oronsay when it berths in two weeks. You can sail New Year’s day. Urgent reply required. Mr Crawford, P & O lines.’ Incidentally, all shop and hairdressing staff were contracted to sign on ‘articles’ for one voyage at a time, most of which were mail-run sailings going west to east lasting three and a half months, plus the occasional five-month trip which incorporated either Australian or Mediterranean cruising. As it turned out I loved the life so much I was to stay on board for two years.


Wilson’s door had been opened at last, but there was so much to arrange. For starters I’d told Crawford that I could handle both ladies ‘and gents’ hairdressing and, despite what your local unisex stylist tells you, the two skills are entirely different. If you doubt what I’m saying, ask your ladies’ hairdresser for a crew cut. Although on second thoughts – don’t! So I asked my cousin, Terry Webb, who ran a barber’s shop in Enfield, to give me a crash course. He sold me some Forfex electric clippers complete with three different cutting heads and I arranged for a group of my Dad’s mates to come round to our flat for a free ‘back and sides’.
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Then I attended a shaving course in the West End at a hairdressing training school, as the credentials from P & O lines insisted on their hairdressers being able to shave their passengers if they so wished. Not once incidentally, during the two years I spent on SS Oronsay did anyone ever ask for a shave. Frankly who in their right mind would ask for a shave with a cutthroat razor on a rocking ship? But I wasn’t to know that then, and together with several female would-be barbers – lady barbers were just starting to become fashionable in the West End – I joined a one day shaving class. This included the entire works, from preparing hot scented towels to working up a good lather of soap in the shaving mug and of course sharpening cutthroat razors. Our training started with balloons which were blown up to head size and well lathered, then shaved. All went perfectly well in the morning but after lunch it was the real thing a human skin. A number of unsuspecting, filthy dirty drunks had been brought in straight off the street. Though eager for a clean shave, they were about to experience rather more than they had bargained for. On lathered balloons the girls had no qualms. Yet once they approached real flesh, their razor hands started to visibly shake. Within seconds the drunks’ faces started to look for all the world like strawberry truffles, with blood welling up through the pure white shaving lather in a glorious whirl of colour. It was modern art almost, and when the girls had wiped off the remaining lather each drunk owned an amazing array of bleeding slits, cuts and slashes, plus missing moles and warts. Even sizeable chunks of skin had been gouged out!


Together with several mates from the Enfield Town Angling Club I spent New Year’s Eve enjoying a riotous send-off in London’s West End, in and out of the fountains at Trafalgar Square and getting completely paralytic. I cannot ever remember being so drunk, either before or since. I can recall one of the lads, on leave from the Marines (so I guess he had to look tough) who stood up on a table in one of the numerous bars we visited, peed into an empty pint mug and, downed the lot in one. And how I made it on time the following morning to join SS Oronsay I’ll never know.


Dad drove me to the dismal Tilbury docks for eight o’clock in the morning on 1 January 1967. Everything was various shades of grey, grey and grey; even the weather was foggy and drizzling. Dad parked right beside the towering presence of the steamer ship SS Oronsay and said, ‘Well John, see you in five months’. I looked upwards and wondered what lay ahead. We shook hands and I staggered up the crew gangplank with suitcase and beach caster into an entirely different world.
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*P & O Liner SS Oronsay (my home for two years) berthed in Sydney Harbour, Australia, allowed me to travel the world and really enjoy the swinging 60’s.


Named after a Scottish island, SS Oronsay amounted to 28,000 tons, had seven decks, a crew of 600 (half European and half Goanese Indians) and, with both first-and second-class accommodation completely full, had a capacity for 1,600 passengers. Some were on short voyages to a particular country; some were on a lengthy cruise or round-the-world tour, whilst others were on their way to a new life in Australia via the then £10 assisted passage deal. To say that the ship was similar to a village or small town even, with its associated galaxy of social problems, indiscretions, joys and aspirations is an understatement. It was a travelling institution and the biggest learning curve of my life.


I was introduced to the shop and hairdressing staff including shops manager, Roy Lee, and spent the following week going nowhere humping heavy cardboard boxes around from where a crane had deposited them on the forward deck, to lockers all over the ship. Shop staff, under which I came with the strange title of junior leading hand (whatever that meant), had to be back on board five days prior to sailing in order to load up with confectionery, toiletries, medicines, clothes and soft goods – in fact everything passengers would buy during our five month voyage. No one had told me that part of my job when I had finished hairdressing each day – which I did from eight in the morning to six in the evening – was to replace all that had been sold in the shops that day from various lockers. I was about to work the hardest I have ever worked in my life, often not finishing until gone 10 o’clock or sometimes much later. But then I made certain I played hard too.
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*Having grown a beard, I started in Oronsay’s first-class hairdressing salon, then moved to tourist class where the clientele were younger.


This first voyage – which was the longest I ever made – included Australian cruising for six weeks out of Sydney to such exotic places as the Great Barrier Reef, Fiji, Tonga and the Samoan Islands. Even better, for one of those cruises a convention of no fewer than 300 young, female schoolteachers was on board. So with half the crew being Goanese and not permitted to mix with the passengers and half the 300 European crew being rampant gays, that left us heterosexual males outnumbered by young schoolteachers at a ratio of 2:1. Need I say more!


As shop staff we did not have officer status like the engineers and electricians, so we didn’t have our own cabins at passenger deck levels. This made womanising a continual problem, because we had to dodge back and forth, up and down decks from tourist to first-class accommodation in the early hours of the morning to evade the two Masters at Arms. But on the positive side we did eat extremely well on our own table in the passenger dining rooms and had virtually the same amount of time off in port as the passengers.


I initially found all the rules and regulations difficult to handle, like having to wear ‘whites’ when in the tropics and ‘blues’ when in temperate climates. I’d often climb the numerous staircases from my cabin five decks down, up to the hairdressing salon for instance, only to find I was in whites and the order of the day was blues, or vice versa, and a change to the correct colour was mandatory. (Quite simply, as Oronsay cruised at over 20 knots and could cover 500 miles in a day, we passed from one temperature band to another very quickly). I soon learned to keep my head down and realised that as a barber a free haircut could get me almost anything on board, from an empty first-class cabin for the night when wanting to wine and dine, to enough blood and best raw steak from the butcher to enjoy a day’s shark fishing.


This brings me to a particular occasion in the Mediterranean when Oronsay had anchored well off shore in deep water at Palermo. Most of the passengers had gone ashore via the life-boat shuttle service together with most of the deck crew who enjoyed nothing better than irritating the local Mafiosi, so I decided on a quiet session at the aft end of the ship just above the laundry. This was actually an isolation deck, with a lock-up cell where anyone extremely infectious or aggressive was put, and so rarely used. And it became my favourite spot when fishing from the ship at anchor or in port, despite the deck being 20 feet above the waterline. Anyway first things first, and a visit to the fish chef was required but he was nowhere to be seen. So I helped myself to a few whole herrings and a tray of large peeled Pacific prawns, no doubt prepared for first-class starters that evening.


To cut a long story short, after liberally scattering all the prawns into the deep blue void and watching them spiral straight down to the bottom during slack water, I lowered a whole herring on a wire trace to the bottom and was rewarded an hour later with a conger eel of around 30lbs, which put up a great scrap. The Goanese Indian crew, some of who were keen anglers themselves and ardent fish eaters, were always around whenever I caught anything. Whatever it was – and I’ve eaten curried sailfish, stingray and conger to name but a few dishes – was instantly taken down to the galley and cooked. My conger was therefore immediately grabbed and I never saw it again, though there were strange and dire consequences.


Whilst down in my cabin getting ready for dinner once we had pulled anchor and were under way (the ship’s screws turning over became a noise as familiar as one’s front door bell ringing) there was a loud knock on the cabin door. I opened it and there stood the imposing figure of ship’s chef, Lou King, with an angry look on his red face. From behind his back a huge hand appeared and slowly opened to reveal three partly digested peeled prawns. ‘Can you explain how my peeled Pacific prawns got into the stomach of a Mediterranean conger?’ asks the chef. All I could think of saying was ‘Er, how about a couple of free haircuts, Lou?’ He smiled and said ‘Yeah OK! But keep your bloody hands off my starters in future!’


The rod I used to catch that unforgettable conger eel was in fact the top joint of my beach caster fitted into a short handle I made up, having purchased a duplicate set of ferrules before joining the ship. Though it seems strange now, it was all brass reinforced ferrules in those days. Together with the full-length beach caster plus a two-¬piece nine foot ABU heavy spinning rod, I could cope with most situations wherever Oronsay docked around the world.


I landed several silver catfish to over 10lbs whilst we were tied up for refuelling in Aden, followed by a small guitar fish and a 65lb stingray from the shore in Adelaide in South Australia. I looked forward to catching leopard sharks to around the 30lb mark whenever SS Oronsay berthed in San Francisco opposite the old prison on the island of Alcatraz. Which, incidentally, looked just as foreboding as in the Clint Eastwood movie, Escape from Alcatraz. I also once unintentionally foul hooked a dolphin when Oronsay was berthed in Bombay harbour and because of the religious value of these friendly mammals I nearly caused an international incident. Workers were running about screaming and gesturing in my direction all over shore side. Fortunately for me the small hook pulled free before I was lynched. That’s how I read the situation anyway.
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*I caught this 65lb eagle ray (its pointy wings are folded back) from the harbour entrance during darkness at Port Adelaide in South Australia.


Which brings me to Italy and Naples in particular where, for the price of 200 cigarettes, you could walk back on to the ship with an armful of wrist watches. These were then swapped in Bombay for leather suitcases which were sold on to passengers at a later date. We worked a similar ruse with coloured coral which could be bought by the basketful quite cheaply in Fiji, but only in Fiji. The white, sun-bleached pieces of coral were put into hot springs full of various coloured dyes and the result looked most exotic. We could have got our money back purely on the raffia baskets the coral was sold in. We waited until Fiji was not on Oronsay’s itinerary before getting the coral out for sale. There were other money-making schemes, of course, that I shan’t go into. So back to the fishing.


Every now and again, usually when tied up in tropical deep water harbours and presenting fresh fish baits on the bottom, I became attached to unseen monsters which just kept on going, despite all the pressure I could apply with a 40lb reel line. When nothing was left on the Penn Long Beach multiplier, one of two things usually happened. Either the hook snapped or the brass ferrules on my beach caster bent at right angles immediately prior to the line cracking off like a pistol shot. Whilst fishing from the rocks in American Samoa on the island of Pago Pago, however, I watched my rod break in half for the last time as an unseen shark or ray made off for the horizon. I finally decided to do something about landing these unstoppable monsters.


I wanted an outfit with real big-time stopping power, or at least slowing-down power, and so in Honolulu, where I repeatedly lost leviathans in the harbour, I purchased a six foot, 130lb class, hollow glass marlin tip together with an extra-strong boat rod screw-reel fitting in heavily chromed brass, plus top-quality roller tip and butt rings, and enough intermediates to construct an eight foot custom whopper stopper, once I had added a two foot hardwood handle. I also purchased the ideal partner in a Penn 9/0 Senator reel which held around a quarter of a mile of 80lb monofilament. I still have that reel incidentally, and occasionally use it in warmer parts when sharking.


On our next voyage when berthed in Auckland in New Zealand, where I usually enjoyed charter boat fishing for red snapper and yellowtail 25 miles out near the heads, my new outfit was well and truly put to the test. Oronsay was berthed alongside an old wooden pier under which I had, on previous visits, lost huge, unstoppable stingrays fishing from the aft end, and I was more than keen to see one of the monsters at close quarters. There are in fact many different species of stingray around the globe and the two species liable to be caught from British shores, Dasyatis pastinaca and Myliobatis aquila (eagle ray) are typical of the two shapes which seem to dominate the stingray kingdom which, incidentally, even includes freshwater species such as those found in the mighty Amazon river system in South America and in several rivers in Thailand.


That stingrays attain monstrous proportions there is no doubt. But because comparatively few anglers bother to specialise in catching them, even on a worldwide basis, very little is known of their ultimate weight potential. Something approaching 1000lbs is far from unrealistic in my opinion, and what an awesome creature that would be.


Anyway, back to North Island, New Zealand and to Auckland harbour with Oronsay tied up to the pier. One afternoon I lowered half a fresh herring mounted on a strong 5/0 tuna hook to 100lb test-wire trace down to the bottom beside the aft end. Due to there being next to no tide I used just an ounce bomb above the trace and, allowing a little slack line from bait to rod tip, put the 9/0 Senator out of gear after flicking the ratchet on. After about an hour or so, the reel suddenly clicked a couple of times (just like the big-game reel in the film Jaws) then screeched into life like a stuck pig, as something powerful made off, fortunately not towards the pier (something I was afraid of) but across the wide harbour in the direction of where Oronsay’s sister ship, SS Orsova, was coincidentally also berthed.


I stuck the rod’s long handle under my crotch, steadied myself against the handrail and flipped the reel into gear having already preset the clutch to a firm setting. Yet still I was not prepared for the awesome animal power which came vibrating through the arched marlin tip, as the hook made purchase. It was like connecting my line to a lorry on the M25. The ray, and somehow I instinctively knew that this was a huge stingray by the way it kept close to the bottom, instantly doubled its speed and roared off across the harbour going deeper and deeper. And there in the middle of the harbour between the two ships, first kiting one way and then the other, it stayed for what seemed an eternity. The 80lb mono sang loudly in the wind, while I strained every muscle in my body to pump back line whenever I could. I was much lighter in those days – I can remember weighing in for one of the boxing matches, regularly held on the crew deck up forward, at just 10 stone l3lb. So I had little weight to lean against this obviously huge fish, For close on two hours the ray battled away, but my stand-up big-game outfit eventually proved its worth and I was able to pump my adversary back to directly below the ship where it sulked for a while, until it finally lay exhausted on the surface close beside SS Oronsay.


It was absolutely monstrous, as wide as a car, two feet thick and with a tail root as large as a man’s calf, thrashing its sting positioned halfway along the tail frantically from side to side. At this stage I was shaking with nervous exhaustion and pumped up on pure adrenaline, though quite near to the point of not caring whether I landed it or not, which is a period anyone who has ever experienced blue water game fishing always goes through. The light was fading fast and the time was getting closer to the -Oronsay’s departure from Auckland. Because of this the captain, generally a most obliging chap to those of us who fished, couldn’t really hold up the scheduled departure by putting a lifeboat down just because one of the crew had by far the largest fish of his life waiting on the surface to be gaffed. After all it was a passenger ship.
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*(Left to right) Jim, Phil (the plumber) and me in ‘blues’ on Oronsay’s port side back in Southampton Docks.


Anyway the best I could do was to let some mates try and rope-gaff it, but from over 20 feet up this proved impossible and not a little dangerous. Then suddenly there came a real chance of turning the now ridiculous situation around, which unintentionally had become a floodlit spectacle for both passengers and their loved ones on the quay waving goodbye. Thankfully a tug had arrived alongside early in order to push us off and the obliging crewmen, realising my predicament, picked up the two gaffs thrown down to them. Unfortunately they couldn’t hold the beast even with a gaff in each wing and once it started to dive one of the gaffs bent straight, leaving the ray thrashing about on the other. The trace was then severed below the swivel as it became tangled up in the confusion, leaving two New Zealand tug men trying to haul something like 500lbs over the side of their craft on one gaff head. Needless to say they didn’t make it, which brought a pained ‘oh’ from the gallery of spectators on the upper decks.


A rope was then dangled down to the tug to retrieve my two now useless gaffs and I slowly packed up the big-game outfit, numb but thankful that the ordeal was over.¬ In a way I was glad that my ray was not killed simply to ascertain what it weighed. But I still wonder – even now.


I once spent what turned out to be a most infuriating day fishing in Kobe harbour in Japan. Despite a good supply of fresh bait in the way of prawns and sardines, compliments of the fish cook, not a single twitch or nibble did I have with all three rods out over the side. But the penny quickly dropped in the late afternoon when our local English-speaking agent asked the shops manager why I was bothering to fish in a harbour that had been polluted for years. Boy, did I feel stupid!


It was upon leaving Japan on one of our many visits there, with the next port on the itinerary being Hong Kong, that a most harrowing experience came to all those working and travelling aboard SS Oronsay, somewhere in the middle of the Taiwan Sea. At the time I was relaxing next to the swimming pool on the tourist sundeck at lunchtime. I overheard a woman asking a young officer what was the fine trail of smoke coming from a hole in one of the hatch covers. He opened it slowly and whoosh, up it all went. A huge hold that you could drive dozens of double-decker buses into was full of toys, radios and other plastic goods that apparently had been smouldering away for a couple of days since we left Japan and suddenly ignited into a veritable fireball.


All colour instantly drained from the officer’s face as he slammed the cover down and ran off to hit the alarm. Within the next couple of hours complete pandemonium had broken out. All of both E and F decks in tourist accommodation, which amounted to several hundred cabins, were flooded with sea water to stop the bulk heads from melting, leaving most passengers owning little more than what they had been wearing on deck. Cameras and hi-fi systems purchased in Japan, plus money, valuables and everything else left in their cabins became immediately irretrievable to hundreds of passengers.


SS Oronsay was within a short space of time put on ‘abandon ship alert’ and, in truth from those in the know, I was given the impression that for a day or so at least it was indeed touch and go whilst crews worked unceasingly to prevent the intense heat from spreading. My mum must have had a fit when listening to the news back home. Most newspapers ran the headlines ‘SS Oronsay ablaze in Taiwan Sea’. The truth however was that visible flames were never seen by the majority of both passengers and crew.


My most vivid memory of the occasion, bizarre though it may seem, was that within a few hours of crew alert, at every embarkation lifeboat station, there suddenly appeared from the bowels of the ship hundreds of sewing machines and bicycles, property of the Goanese Indian crew who, laden down with these valuables, were all life-jacketed up and ready to go. Where they thought they were going I’m not sure, but they sure as hell weren’t going to let their prize possessions go down with the ship.


Fortunately the internal fire was kept at bay and the old man made the decision of going into our next port of call, Hong Kong, with SS Oronsay still technically on fire. It was quickly made safe on arrival however and everyone enjoyed an extra week’s leave in this truly magical city while Lloyd’s insurance delegates flew in from London to estimate the cost of the damage.


Much of the damaged cargo was in fact simply heaved over the side in Hong Kong harbour but a quantity of salvageable goods, novelty radios in particular, somehow found their way into the cabins of Oronsay’s wheeler dealers. No, not me, but my fishing buddy, Phil the plumber (with whom I have kept in touch ever since), came by an assignment of these which were dried out and sold a few weeks later on the west coast of Africa when we berthed in Dakar. Saltwater had achieved the obvious, however, resulting in those who bought them only ever hearing a crackle and buzz, regardless of battery strength. Phil handed out a cock-and-bull story about not being able to hear anything in port due to Oronsay’s aerials interfering with the radio channels, which seemed to pacify his unsophisticated customers. And he promised that once Oronsay had departed, the radios would work perfectly.


Needless to say the next time we tied up in Dakar several months later, where the fishing can be exceptionally good from the harbour entrance piers, there was a reception committee all on the look-out for Phil. This didn’t stop us fishing though, because we smuggled Phil out with a hood over his head down the galley gangway straight into a waiting taxi. But it was a bit hairy. Those tall, French-speaking West Africans in their fezzes would have lynched him given the chance.


Phil and I fished together all over the world once the screws had stopped and SS Oronsay was tied up. Australian ports were amongst our favourite and when on leave in Sydney we’d sometimes get a taxi up to the Hawkesbury River at Bobbin Head and hire a 20 foot boat on which we lived for a couple of days whilst exploring the fascinating maze of saltwater channels north of the City. One night Phil swore I was snoring so loudly that a wild boar up in the hills close to where we were anchored in a deep channel was answering me. What codswallop! At night the deep, crystal clear water was continually lit up by millions of moving particles of luminous green phosphorus. It was indeed an eerie experience whilst fishing when anything could turn up from flatheads to sharks.


Mention of the wonderful city of Sydney reminds me of an occasion when Oronsay was tied up at Circular Bay and I was fishing from the rocks at famous Bondi Beach. It almost ended in tragedy. Mine. I was casting from a high rocky plateau way out beyond the waves crashing on to the rocks below, hoping for grouper, and holding my beach caster up high to stop the line from being dragged in. I had just asked a mate standing a fair way back behind my precarious perch what he thought of the two birds sitting upon a large rock around 100 yards away (which were actually bronze statues and a local landmark) and as I turned back to watch the rod tip all I could see was a gigantic column of water accompanied by a loud roar. It was one of those freak waves (every forty-ninth some say) and it completely engulfed me. For what seemed like an eternity it was as though I had been put in a washing machine.


I was in fact being bowled backwards head over heels, over and over the jagged, limpet-covered rocks from which I had been casting by the enormous force of water. I managed fortunately (and this probably saved my life) to hold on to my beach caster with both hands. When the sea receded the draw was immensely strong, and had it not been for the rod sticking fast amongst the crevices I would have been drawn over 20 feet down and smashed against the lower rocks.


Then came my only experience of the famous Australian lifeguards, a group of whom were posing with muscles pumped up at the top of the beach by the main road. When I came hobbling along in a half-concussed state, sporting numerous rather nasty open wounds on my back, elbows and legs which were all bleeding profusely, I received a curt ‘There’s a chemist down the road, Mack’.
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*Having nearly been smashed to death by a freak wave the previous day, here I am patched up, fishing from the same rocks at famous Bondi Beach, near Sydney, Australia.


Whenever Oronsay was berthed for a week or more in Sydney, probably the most picturesque natural harbour in the world, I took the opportunity of travelling inland and seeing something of Australia. One of the relief Australian hairdressers, Fred, invited me back to share a few days with his wife and kids in the town of Yass close to the Burrinjuck Dam near the Blue Mountains. Here on spinners we caught brim (a brownish, unstriped version of our perch), rainbow trout and small Murray cod, in a most enchanting flooded valley where only the bleating of grazing sheep could be heard in an otherwise completely silent environment.


In one of the rivers, called the Goodradigbee, we fished for rainbow trout and I actually set eyes upon a duck-billed platypus in the wild – which is something even most Australians haven’t experienced. It suddenly popped up to the surface right beneath my rod tip, all black and shiny with that strange-looking flat head and tail combination, and was actually much smaller than I had imagined, being no more than 20 inches long. It looked directly up at me for a couple of seconds and dived out of sight in a flash. Every so often along the valley, we caught sight of sulphur-crested cockatoos and huge flocks of budgerigars. It actually seemed kind of strange to see them in the wild.


The rainbow trout were totally preoccupied feeding on grasshoppers which, due to a strong wind, were continually landing upon the surface of this extremely fast-flowing river (it reminded me of Derbyshire’s River Derwent). They would look at neither worm nor spinner, so Fred and I set about catching some live hoppers. For a container we used an empty beer bottle and following an hour’s toil chasing these unusually large and fast insects through waist-high grass, we were streaming with sweat and close to exhaustion, having captured just two. Sadly even one of these appeared dead. It mattered not however to those rainbow trout; for we caught an unbelievably hard fighting rainbow apiece, both over 3lbs, within mere minutes of trotting our hoppers downstream beneath a bubble float.
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*My first set of jaws, a black-tipped spinner shark caught from a ski boat hired whilst Oronsay was berthed in the beautiful waters off Fiji.


Judging by the number of aggressive swirls on the surface, the river was full of trout and all of them were large, wild rainbows. When I think back to that day the memory still frustrates me because we packed up shortly after that brace of trout, unable to capture any more grasshoppers. We needed to be on our way in any event due to the long drive back into Yass, and before we left the river where the track veered upwards and across the next valley, I saw an old man with long grey hair flapping either side of his bush hat, in the middle of a meadow beside the river behaving in a most unusual way. Fred stopped the shooting-break and we sauntered through the long grass to say ‘hello’, passing a trailer van in front of which was a large pile of prime rainbow trout in the 3-6lb class all ready for gutting. At least someone had the answer to catching enough grasshoppers for bait.


This canny bushman was not chasing after them however. Once he spotted the grasshopper he wanted (and he politely showed us exactly how to do it) he raised his hands above his head and from a few yards back simply waved them about in a sort of mock karate display, slowly moving closer and closer. This he said confused the grasshopper’s two long antennae which could then not focus on any one point (rather like a modern auto-focus camera lens hunts when it is aimed at a moving object) and simply by swaying his hands from side to side he could quietly walk right up to any grasshopper and pick it up. Fred and I looked at each other in despair at what might have been. A drawstring cotton bag around the old man’s neck was twitching away, full of dozens of live insects, so he wasn’t kidding us. And I can assure you that this ruse works all over the world for catching grasshoppers. You can literally see their two antennae crossing over each other trying to obtain an accurate bearing. But of course by then they are bait.


I caught my very first shark, an 80lb black-tipped spinner shark, whilst Pacific cruising out from Sydney in the warm blue waters off the islands of Fiji. A Swiss passenger and angling fanatic, Jacques, and I had struck up a firm friendship and we hired a 15 foot water-skiing boat for the day with a local guide. Upon returning to the marina with the shark, which unfortunately had swallowed the hook and 3lbs of raw steak (compliments of the butcher), its belly suddenly started to move. Although this female was well and truly dead on arrival, the four live pups inside, complete with umbilical cords connected to food sacs, swam straight away when returned to the sea. This, in part I like to think, vindicated my catching it on rod and line.


Later that trip when berthed in Acapulco, Mexico, Jacques and I teamed up again and talked David, a young hairdresser, and Barry, who worked in the ship’s shop (both non-anglers), into sharing the expense of a big-game boat for the day to see if we could catch a sailfish. With pelicans following overhead we left the harbour and allowed the two non-anglers to sit on the rods, thinking that nothing would grab hold until we hit blue water. What a mistake! Within minutes out whizzed one of the outrigger lines presenting a fresh whole mullet, and non-angler Barry was fast into a bloody great sailfish, which went absolutely berserk, repeatedly jumping all over the place on a ridiculously inadequate rod and reel combination. Consequently it took ages to bring to the boat.


Fortunately the ocean off Acapulco was at that time a veritable sailfish haven and we boated no fewer than three, despite our inexperience at blue water trolling. Each was around 80-90lbs, and one of these we took back to the ship and from the fishing boat hauled it up the side of Oronsay by rope to the afterdeck. After the photographs I’m ashamed to say that this magnificent creature was subsequently curried. But in those days conservation was a rarely used word.


We were taking a big risk as it was, because if the old man had seen an eight foot sailfish being hauled on to his ship, we’d all have been in deep trouble. Sadly Jacques was the only one of the group who didn’t hit a sail, but he made up for it by boating a big bull Dorado.
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*(Left to Right) David, Barry, yes I smoked in those days, and Jacques with one of the sailfish we caught trolling off Acapulco in Mexico, and decided to haul 20 feet up the side of the Oronsay’s stern for a photo.


Acapulco was a most colourful resort which typified third-world countries at that time. Plenty of showcase, plush hotels and westernised facilities, but always just away from the commercialised sector people lived in squalor, literally on the poverty line in houses made from cardboard boxes. On the face of it, it seems little different from tourists coming to London and seeing the down-and-outs and winos dossing down for the night along the Embankment and in shop doorways. Again, in makeshift cardboard shelters. But in third-world countries, for such a large proportion of the population, it is their way of life, and I think witnessing this all over the globe whilst SS Oronsay took its passengers to some of the most elegant resorts really opened up my eyes to the reality of life in third-world countries and made me feel both humble and thankful for my own roots. It also blew my childish belief that British was always best. I guess being brought up in London just after the war, at a time when we still had colonies and much of the world atlas was subsequently coloured in pink and under British rule, this belief was perhaps excusable. Naturally I also gained a clear impression of what the rest of the world thought of us, which really opened my eyes – for it, was not always complimentary.


I have already hinted at the swinging 60’s attitude towards sex on SS Oronsay. It was indeed one floating hotel for the hot-blooded folk of the world and I can only explain this by the way in which the so-called fairer sex totally change for the better, as far as rampant males are concerned, particularly the young Wilson, as soon as they are taken away from a socially controlled environment where their family and friends know both them and their position within the local community. To say inhibitions go straight out the window would indeed be a gross understatement!


Even the chastest of women change from demure, hard to chat up housewives and lovers and turn into vociferous predators, after a few days out on the ocean waves. Scientists no doubt put a label on this phenomenon, but the young Wilson never tried to understand what was happening, he simply enjoyed it.


As tourist hairdresser for the greater part of my two years aboard SS Oronsay, you could say that just about every female travelling tourist class, plus some of those who filtered down from first-class, passed through my hands. Perhaps mention of that immortal film, Shampoo, starring Warren Beatty, might provide an idea of what life as a hairdresser on board a P & O liner was like during the latter part of the 1960’s. Suffice it to say that I always felt knackered. I hope memories of the following two clandestine meetings give a sufficient clue.


I became particularly involved with a first-class passenger, an attractive blonde in her late 20’s, whom I shall call Carol from Oregon. I first met her in the salon whilst Oronsay was in Fort Lauderdale, Miami (all the hairdressers took it in turns to be on duty for the morning only whilst in port). Each evening Carol would leave her cabin door on the latch while she drank with some of the young officers, all of whom were dying to get her into the sack, so I could let myself into her first-class cabin up on A deck once my duties were finished and wait for her return. To be frank, she was a bit of an artist, probably worse than me, and usually three parts to the wind, but was a wonderfully warm person and once I’d belted down a few whiskies (she would always leave a bottle and some ginger ales on ice in her cabin) we were soon on the same level. Anyway, one particular evening Carol didn’t arrive back in the cabin at the usual time of around midnight and I must have dozed off. Because at 2 o’clock crash bang went the door and into the cabin fell Carol completely bombed. Great, I thought, no nookie for Wilson tonight, and pushed the door shut (still on the latch) before heaving her from the floor onto the bed and removing her clothes. She threw up a couple of times and immediately started dry retching. Nevertheless I dragged her completely naked from the bed towards the shower, supporting her dead weight with my arms lightly locked around her waist and was just in front of the cabin door when solid footsteps and gentle, but concerned words from the tall, ginger-haired officer whose voice I recognised, whispered, ‘Are you alright Carol? Are you alright?’


There I was, a junior leading hand (the lowest of the low) and not supposed to be anywhere near passenger accommodation, particularly first-class, doing my best to stop the woman that same officer had been plying with drinks all night and thinking no doubt he had cracked it, from sliding to the floor. I’d also stripped off to hold her up in the shower, so was standing stock still, bollock naked, just two feet from the mahogany door which separated us, still on the latch, unable to free a hand to put the lock on.


Fortunately at that precise moment, which seemed like an eternity (I could picture Wilson being hanged from the yard arm), fate took a positive turn in the form of a couple of passengers who must have returned to their cabin nearby, because there was a polite exchange of words and the lanky young officer walked away slowly down the passageway.


About a week later Carol decided to risk the journey (passengers were not allowed to walk from one class to another class, and would be asked to return to their own section if caught) and visit me in the tourist salon for a hairdo. Now to cut a long, complicated story short, I ended up in a strange situation with three women under dryers all at the same time, each of whom I had been carrying on with during the preceding weeks. My problem was how to get the first out from beneath the dryer, brushed out and away from the small salon before the other two switched off their dryers. Women cannot hear under the dryer (though some were masters at lip reading) due to a headful of rollers covered in a net with cardboard covers over their ears so they don’t burn. I worked frantically away simultaneously trying to look nonchalant, whilst arranging the next rendezvous with one, while the other two exchanged curious glances every so often. It was indeed a most precarious tightrope I walked in those days. But I loved every minute of it.


I did however get my come-uppance a few months later whilst trying to woo a particularly attractive woman from America’s Deep South, called Mary Lou. Just about everyone had tried it on with this striking woman whose high cheek bones and vivacious looks were not totally unlike those of the actress Mary Tyler Moore. But in no way was she getting into the sack with anyone not holding out a wedding ring. She was, you might say, the exception to just about every unattached young woman travelling on board SS Oronsay that time, and as such posed a magnificent challenge. In fact to Wilson it was the ultimate challenge and I decided on the ‘cool’ approach by suggesting we play chess one evening, to which she actually agreed. Yes, chess!


My good pal, Geoff Wedge (now settled in Melbourne) who worked in the purser’s department, nicked a key to an unoccupied cabin (as he regularly did) in tourist accommodation on F deck for the occasion. In truth Mary Lou and I spent a really pleasant evening – she was a cute chess player – but I got absolutely nowhere. I was in fact on the point of calling it a night and conceding defeat at around two o’clock in the morning when there was a loud authoritative banging at the door. I kneeled down and looked up through the grill at the bottom of the cabin door to a most unwelcome scene: there were the staff captain, chief steward, the master at arms, plus several young officers who each no doubt relished the chance of doing Wilson down and being along at the kill. A bedroom steward must have heard our voices or seen the light on in what should have been an unoccupied cabin and reported it.


By the following morning stories of the fiasco had spread throughout the ship like a forest fire and I was a laughing stock. My penance included a dressing-down from the old man himself who tried to keep a straight face while I stood in his office upon the Union Jack (an obligatory act) lined on both sides by sniggering young officers. I also lost a day’s pay with the inevitability that Crawford in London would get to hear about my wrongdoings, which could result in Wilson not joining Oronsay on its next voyage. (Actually Crawford was informed, but being a good hairdresser with a clean record, save for this one indiscretion, I suffered his caustic remarks and innuendoes in silence when Oronsay docked in Southampton, and that was the end of it.)


Several months after this little episode Geoff Wedge said ‘goodbye’ to us all on board and emigrated to Australia where, as far as I know, he still lives. But before he departed he threw a party at his parents’ large house in Brighton (they were on holiday). This necessitated hiring a car from a firm based just outside Southampton Docks where Oronsay was berthed. Being younger than me, both Geoff and Jeremy, the ship’s chemist, rented a new Ford on my licence and took turns in gunning it along narrow coastal roads between Southampton and Brighton where we picked up three obliging young ladies from Geoff’s local pub to take back to the party. On the way back during the early hours of the morning (we had to get back to Oronsay for departure that day) I experienced the weird dream of spinning round and round, followed by falling heavily. In fact I had, straight on to the floor from a prone position on the rear seats, while Geoff completely lost control at the wheel and promptly razed to the ground the low front walls of at least two terraced houses. He then crashed back onto the road and continued the journey as though nothing had happened.
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