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             Introduction

         

         FISHING, it has been said, is an accident waiting to happen. It’s not just the inevitable tangles, the hooks caught in bushes (and sometimes ears!) and the occasional tumble into the river. It’s also the unpredictability of the fish, the vagaries of the weather and the sheer intractability of the natural world in which we pursue a hobby that non-fishermen find at best eccentric and at worst downright mad.

         Given the odds stacked against the fisherman it is amazing, perhaps, that we ever catch anything.

         Great days when all goes well are wonderful, certainly, but they are never quite as amusing or memorable as disastrous days. Nothing bonds two fishermen discussing the day’s events more than tales of doom and disaster.

         This book is the result of a long period of research into more than a century of publishing about fishing. In the second half of the nineteenth century and especially with the development of fly lines that could be cast, there was an explosion in the number of fishing books and journals being published. I have scoured these, as well as early newspapers, in search of the most extraordinary and, I hope, funniest tales of angling disaster. It is these tales you will find collected here and I hope that you will enjoy them as much as your forebears a century and more ago. 

         The book includes game, coarse and sea fishing and I have been careful to select a range of stories from Britain, Europe, the United States and beyond.

         It has always seemed a great pity that the various branches of angling have become so separate. It was not always so. In the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, salmon fishers were delighted to fish for pike in winter and trout fishermen staying by the sea would often try their hand at mackerel or bass fishing. This book tries to some extent to return to those heady, optimistic days – after all, the excitement of a good bass leaping through the surf is not perhaps that different from a barbel boring downstream or a salmon on its first terrifying rush.
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            Chapter 1

            OVERWHELMED AND UNDERPLAYED
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         Caught in the Flies

         GIVEN the amount of casting the average angler gets through in a day it is astonishing that our hospital casualty departments are not permanently full of fishermen asking to have hooks removed from various parts of their anatomy. For the fact is that a fish hook is a nasty piece of equipment if it manages to snare the fisherman rather than his fish.

         One man who suffered badly from badly placed hooks was Major F. Powell Hopkins. He was a skilful and enthusiastic fisherman who caught dozens of different species during a long Army career that took him all over the world. In retirement he spent a great deal of time in Ireland, fishing every day for months on end for salmon, trout and sea trout. Despite the fact that he was enormously experienced, he was also rather clumsy, but being convinced that a British officer – even a retired British officer – was always right he tended to blame his long suffering gillie for any mistakes. The gillie got his revenge on one extraordinary day, however.

         The two men were out fishing on a lough in the west of Ireland when the major hooked a large salmon. He played the fish for twenty minutes and then drew it toward the gillie’s net. It had all seemed so easy up till now. The salmon had fought hard and there had been exciting moments when it might have got off, but it was a relief now to bring it to the net as they were unlikely to get another fish that day. Perhaps it was this knowledge that made the major a little more complacent that he would normally have been. But whatever the reason, he discovered, while the salmon still had several feet to go to reach the net, that he had tied on a very long cast and that the top part of the cast could not be reeled in because the fly on the top dropper had jammed in the top ring of the rod. The major couldn’t walk backwards – which is what he would have done if he’d been fishing from the bank – and he had no other options.

         He held his rod as high as he could to keep a tight line with the salmon, but he was in a jam and he knew it. Quick as a flash, he realised there was only one solution. He handed the rod to his gillie and then reached up to grab the cast near the top of the rod. The salmon was tired, which was reassuring, but the major noticed that his hook had only a very light hold on the fish’s jaw. He began to pull the fish towards him, hand over hand along the gut cast. With just three feet of line to go before he could get his fingers in the salmon’s gills and whip it out, disaster struck.

         The salmon had clearly had time to recover a little and, seeing the major bending so close, it decided to make one last bid for freedom. With a flick of its powerful tail – the fish must have weighed nearly twenty pounds – it plunged deep beneath the boat, pulling the cast through the major’s hands. It was at this moment that the gillie heard a piercing scream, and on looking across he saw the major hopping about in the end of the boat like a demented thing. The major was also shouting and cursing. He was clearly in great pain, but the gillie was baffled and could see no reason for the fuss. But then he realised what had happened. As the gut had been yanked out of the major’s hands, the top fly – the one that had jammed in the rod rings and started all the trouble in the first place – had caught the major in the front of his trousers. From listening to the major’s cries, the gillie quickly realised that the hook had not just penetrated the major’s trousers in the region of his buttons.

         Worse – much worse – the hook had quite clearly hooked something highly sensitive inside the major’s trousers. By this time the major was howling in pain and dancing a curious jig. He’d managed to catch hold of the cast again to stop the tugs of the salmon inflicting even more pain and injury on him, but the gut was cutting the major’s hands. It was the only time in his life that the major had wished desperately to lose a fish, but despite everything the gut held and the salmon continued to thrash on the end of the line.

         In the instant the gillie realised what had happened he involuntarily laughed. Incensed, the major took a swing and boxed the gillie with his free hand. The punch winded the gillie, who fell awkwardly into the back of the boat. The violent rocking caused by the fall made the salmon panic and the major’s hands and groin began to suffer again.

         It took five minutes for the gillie to get back on his feet and cut the line. The major sat silent and scowling as the gillie rowed them back to the bank. He was furious with the gillie, but knew that the story would be all over the village if he did not apologise for his behaviour. At last the solution came to him. He offered a gillie a full bottle of whisky on condition that not a word of the day’s affair was breathed to anyone. The gillie shook on it and the two men agreed to meet again in the morning for another day on the lough.

         Robert Storey, Days of My Youth, 1898

         Caught in a Drain

         FOLLOWING the poaching of a large number of salmon by night spearing, police arrested a notorious local character, John Brennan. Brennan had previously been involved in a number of unlicensed salmon fishing expeditions, to the great detriment of the fishery.

         He presented no defence in court but there was much laughter at his expense when the arresting officer gave evidence. Constable Robinson explained that Brennan was of such low intelligence that, despite his repeated failures, he thought of himself as a far superior to his honest neighbours; he believed, said Robinson, that he could trick the police and vanish at will from anyone pursuing him. His absolute certainty of his own mental superiority had been his undoing.

         The constable went on to describe how Brennan had on a previous occasion used foul hooking tackle to ‘sniggle’ one of the biggest salmon ever seen in the river. Having landed the huge fish, he cut it into pieces before remembering that there was a good cash prize offered by a local publican for the biggest fish in a year from the river. Brennan was so enraged at his own stupid mistake that he determined to return to the river as often as he could in the hope of catching another record-breaker.

         On a previous poaching summons to court Brennan – described by the policeman as short and very fat – had tried to escape the police by hiding in a drain near the town bridge. His portly frame ensured that once in the drain Brennan could not get out again and he spent the rest of the night crying for help, which came at last in the form of the constable who had chased him from the river the previous evening. Fined twenty shillings.

         Northumberland Gazette, October 1890

         A Fortune Lost

         CUCUMBERS, pineapples, two pheasants, and probably some other delicacies of the kind cultivated by the enthusiastic amateur are notoriously expensive to the producer, but I doubt whether man ever paid so much for his fancy as I had to pay for a certain salmon hooked and lost in a river, let me say, not one hundred miles from the Grampian Hills.

         So near as I can approximate the business, I paid exactly five hundred and twenty-one pounds and some odd shillings and pence for the privilege of losing that miserable fish (roughly £30,000 in 2016, Ed).

         The experience fell to my lot during one of many confidential expeditions for the eminent firm which it is my pleasure to serve, and for a while I believed I had been cured once for all of what my friends were pleased to term my madness for angling.

         And it happened in this wise. 

         I had been sent abroad upon an extremely delicate and private mission. By my cuteness and knowledge of human frailty, to say nothing of my learnedness in legal matters, I could say without egotism that I had saved a member of the Upper House whose name it would not become me to mention not only a considerable amount of property but also a scandal.

         I was hurried away on the night mail to the client’s castle to inform him in detail of the final and satisfactory upshot of my inquiries and negotiations. He was becomingly grateful, and made me a present the like of which I had never before had. Indeed, he was so profuse in his gratitude that, hearing in course of conversation that I loved fishing, he placed his river at my disposal.

         At this period, I had chambers that I shared with a cousin in Gray’s Inn, and towards the end of January, finding myself in the possession of a balance at the Birkbeck Bank, at which I had opened an account with all the pride of a man finding himself for the first time in his life in possession of a cheque book, I resolved to have a little holiday. Should it take the form of fishing, or shooting, or travelling?

         It was all over with grouse, and deer stalking was out of the question. Should I hire a small yacht, and cruise around the Essex or Hampshire shores on the lookout for wildfowl, or should I equip myself at one of the London tackle makers, and hie me northwards in time for the opening of the February salmon fishing season? 

         All things considered, I resolved upon the latter course and, remembering the permission I had received, sent a note to the steward to whom I had been directed to announce my intentions whenever I thought of visiting the place, stating that I should be there on the opening day of the season.

         It was now that began the expenses to which I referred in the opening paragraph of this essay. Fifteen shillings went without loss of time for a well-known standard work on angling; three guineas soon followed for a salmon rod, which I was assured would answer all my purposes. Several shillings went in traces and flies; several pounds for winch and line; and a rather heftier sum for a return ticket to the station in north Britain that would land me at the nearest point to the castle. It was a bold and stupid thing for me to do, who, until then, had never used a salmon rod, and had never, except by accident while trout fishing once in Ireland, caught a salmon, as to which I may plead the excuse urged by a well-known heroine of fiction, and say that it was a very small one.

         The river, however, to which I was bound was a notoriously good early salmon river, but a very difficult one to fish. The banks were, at the part that I had at my disposal, generally high, and the stream rapid and rough, difficult to command under any circumstances, but especially difficult when a hooked salmon left no alternative but to follow the game pell mell downstream. 

         We had had no snow in England, but there had been, as usual, an abundance of it on the Scottish mountains; when I arrived by the river I was told that the bulk of the snow had gone, and that although the river was much clearer than it had been, my chances of catching a fish were extremely small.

         Nothing daunted, the opening day found me at nine o’clock in the morning at the riverside, attended by the young gillie, who was himself an adept at angling, and who could quickly see with half a glance that I knew nothing whatever about this branch of the sport.

         It took him an hour at least to initiate me into the mystery of handling the long, heavy rod and throwing the fly decently, and before twelve o’clock had arrived I can promise you my shoulders ached and my arms seemed as if they would drop from my body. I have since discovered that, had the river been like the Tweed, or Tay, or Dee, I might have had a better chance, because the theories I had formed from a close study of the angling book that I had purchased to read on my downward journey would have enabled me to command the pools and more easily fishable streams with which those rivers abound. The Spey cast was unknown to me then but I had very little chance with this tumbling and roaring stream, casting, as I had to do, from the aforesaid high banks. There was one bit of comparatively tractable water on the opposite side of the river where it narrowed previous to taking a sharp sweep, and plunging on between rocks. It was a dark rolling pool, upon which I felt certain I could pitch the fly given me by the gillie, and which he called the Beauty – a very handsome arrangement, with a massive many-hued wing, an orange head and a body of green, ribbed with gold.

         To my delight Sandy, after moving down the bank and looking intently across at the pool, announced that he had seen the movement of a salmon.

         We consulted hopefully, and, receiving from him instructions to be careful to keep myself cool, to make a leisurely yet decisive cast, and not to have out too much line, I succeeded in dispatching the fly fairly well to the head of the pool. I had by this time learned how the fly was to be humoured, although the downstream method and the working of the fly up and down seemed to me a much clumsier proceeding than the delicate operations to which I had been used with a 10ft single-handed rod and the light tackle employed upon trout in our Southern streams.

         At the fourth cast I felt, not what I can exactly describe as a rise or strike, but a sudden checking of the fly, and while wondering what had happened the line tightened, the rod bent, the winch began to revolve, and I experienced the delight of having hooked an expected salmon. It was lucky for me that I had not been aware at the first movement that I had a fish on the hook, because I am tolerably sure that if I had known it, I should have struck wildly, and very likely wrenched the fly from its mouth. However, it seemed all right, and I had a good deal of hard work with that fish. He was at first disinclined to leave the safe shelter of the pool, but the salmon rod was undoubtedly more equal to the work than I was myself and by keeping it fairly well up and allowing the pliant top to do the rest I at any rate did not destroy my chances.

         At some point of the riverside lower down there were obstacles the best angler in the world could not have overcome, especially as at those parts the water was so deep that wading would have been impossible; but my starting place happened to be the most favourable at which a tyro like myself could have commenced operations, and I do not pretend to arrogate to myself much credit for following the fish cautiously downstream, and ultimately bringing it within reach of Sandy’s ready clip, at a rock where further progress was barred. However, almost at the end of battle, just when victory was in sight, I took my eyes from the point where the line entered the water, the fish slipped further downstream and the line parted with a crack.

         During the rest of my sojourn upon the noble river, not another sign of fish did I observe. The wealthy gentleman who was owner of the policies was not in residence at this time, and his steward informed me that he was spending the winter in the south of France, and would probably not return until Easter.

         I may add another sovereign to the expenses that I have enumerated above.

         Returning to town, and taking a cab from Euston to the narrow and somewhat dingy thoroughfare that was doomed before long to be, if not removed from the face of the earth, at least widened and made more worthy of a great metropolis, I was struck by the absence of anyone in the sitting room that my cousin Harry and myself occupied, and there was an air of desertion about the chambers, never perhaps very bright, which struck me with a peculiar sensation of gloom. The fires were unkindled, and, to make the story short, no Harry appeared that night, nor indeed the next morning. I may go so far as to state that a whole fortnight passed without my hearing any tidings of that lost and silent relation and bosom friend.

         Things appeared to be getting serious, and I had already taken preliminary steps towards advertising the truant, when I received a letter from him that I may conscientiously say was a remarkable one. It staggered me on the spot. It was dated from Liverpool, some days previous to the morning upon which I received it, and it began by asking me, for old acquaintance’ sake, to forgive him – him who had ever been a pattern of youthful exuberance and honesty.

         He said he had a crime to confess, and all that was left for him was at the earliest opportunity to make what he had the impudence to call restitution. It seems that while I had been enjoying my fishing, the client I had thought in the south of France called to see me at my chambers. My cousin Harry explained that I was in Scotland, and my client inquired whether he could do anything for Harry on my account during my absence. The distinguished visitor then, having been assured by my plausible cousin that there were no secrets between us, and that what was confidential to one might be considered as confidential to the other, informed him that the lady who, I may whisper, was at the bottom of all the trouble which had cast a cloud over his life and house for the previous two years, had met him at Nice, and that the result of their interview was an additional flow of appreciation for my good offices. In short, my client had come to my chambers to ask my acceptance of a cheque, upon which three figures were written – the amount being, to dissemble no longer, the, to me, magnificent sum of £500. A true-hearted and genial gentleman this worthy client certainly was, but much too innocent, and much too confiding in others, I should say, to be allowed much control over financial matters. Otherwise he surely would never have been induced, plausible as my cousin was, and no doubt still remains, to have handed over to him the open cheque, the glorious present intended for myself.

         But he did so, with a neat speech, as I have since heard, and Harry, the good trusted, and suave, I regret to say, now wrote from Liverpool, to the effect that he had never sinned before and never would sin again. He explained, in a nicely turned sentence, in which he was mighty particular about a certain semicolon, that he had never had as much money in hand before, and that the worthy nobleman had specially tempted him by not crossing the cheque or placing any other restriction upon its administration. 

         The absconder very calmly, and in unexceptionable grammar, pointed out that the gift was unexpected by me and was altogether to be regarded as ‘an extra’, and that therefore I would probably agree with him that the appropriation was no great loss. Still, he was sorry, and had betaken himself to that convenient refuge of all honest persons on the other side of the Atlantic, intending, as he grimly put it, to begin the world anew with something like a chance in his favour.

         And this precious cousin finished with a cool, ‘You would have done the same under the circumstances, my boy, and whether you forgive me or not I shall always remain your sincere well-wisher, Harry.’

         I may add that in a postscript the writer explained that he resisted the temptation for four-and-twenty hours and then felt compelled – compelled to forge an endorsement, cash the cheque, and make tracks.

         The theft of that £500, the great expense to which I had been put on my journey to Scotland, the determination that, after sore communing with myself, I came to allow the thing to go by without attempting to pursue the runaway thief, hit me extremely hard for the time.

         Added to my other losses, I may state that that disastrous fishing trip deprived me for a long time of a pleasure that had lightened many an hour of my life; for I swore by all the gods never again to take rod in hand, or to indulge in that delightfully gentle art that would only serve to remind me of the dishonesty of one whom I had treated as a brother, and of the loss, for the sake of a few days fishing, of what to me would have been a fortune.

         Red Spinner, A Mixed Bag, 1895

         Mystery Fish

         WE ROWED out on to the lake at dawn. It was June, warm and sultry and the season barely open a week. The three of us were ready and fully ready for the giant tench we knew lurked in the quiet corners of this most inaccessible lake. We planned to fish where only a boat could reach and as this was a lake where no one had fished for many years, we had high hopes of a big bag.

         Dark impenetrable woods came down to the water’s edge wherever we looked and the water had an eerie stillness. Not a breath of wind stirred.

         It was so still that when we began to fish there seemed no need to anchor the boat. We baited our spot with breadcrumb and worms, threaded worms on to our hooks and waited.

         All was still. Twenty minutes after we had started John’s float vanished. He struck. The rod curved deep towards the water. ‘I think I’m snagged,’ said John. He tried everything to free his line but without success but, just when he had decided to pull for a break, the fish – if fish it was – began to move. It swam steadily away from the boat; no lunges, no head shaking; only a smooth heavy determination to get as far from the boat and us as possible. Perhaps it was a carp, but John had played many large carp and insisted this was something else.

         He could do nothing with the fish so we rowed in the direction it had taken us. John was almost out of line. We were both excited and slightly fearful. The fish stopped dead and skulked on the bottom. We came to a halt almost directly above where the fish lay. Then John made a mistake. He stood up the better to play the fish should it make another run. When we least expected it, that’s just what the fish did. It set off at speed, taking us all by surprise, and in his haste to get into a good position to play the fish, John tripped and crashed over the side of the boat into ten feet of murky water. He tried to keep in contact with the fish but the water was cold and we had to help John out quickly; by the time we fished him out and picked up his rod that huge fish was gone.

         We set off for home having agreed that this was our worst start to a fishing season ever.

         The Angler Magazine, August 1906

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The End of the Legendary Grayling

         ROOKE had never heard of anything more stupendous. On this head I offered suggestions, and it was because of the deferential attention paid to imparted information concerning the reputed monsters of continental waters, and the more or less authentic records of 4lb, and even 5lb, grayling in England, that I found myself becoming at last as much interested in this celebrity of the Dale as any of my hearers.

         I accordingly sent for rod, flies, and wading trousers, and determined, if there should be a suitable day during my visit, to try for the fish that, it was believed, could never be caught.

         At first the weather was wet and most unseasonably mild; there were polyanthuses and other flowers a bloom, and everything promised a green, churchyard-filling season. But suddenly one wild December night, with a change of moon, the wind veered round into the nornorwest, and honest winter set in, not as it so often does with two or three white frosts, but with a determined black one from the very commencement. The water, therefore, in a short time waned below its average level, and ran in pristine clearness. For a whole week the sun shone and in the midday hours, after getting through my correspondence and some arrears of entry that I had brought with me, I devoted myself to a systematic study of the river. I invited Rooke to show me the big grayling. This was a mile and a half upstream from the Duke’s Arms.

         It was among the most picturesque scenery, and where the hoary rocks, with all the signs of centuries of weather, frowned upon the stream. Past the parsonage, about a mile on the way, we pushed on through a gorge, where the deep black current was confined within limestone walls not more than ten yards apart. On the other side of a plantation of larches, some distance further, the river expanded to its normal average of twenty-five yards. Then it began to widen out after the manner of a bottle, and for a couple of furlongs it was a broad sheet of quite fifty yards from shore to shore. There was a prominent cliff, not of rock but of sand, on the side where the footpath lay, and, halting here amid the hollies, mountain ashes, and an undergrowth that grew over the very edge of the top, Rooke pointed down and said, ‘That’s where he lives, sir.’

         The river ran, as near as could be guessed, forty feet below this bank, which was precipitous, and it seemed possible that the big grayling – if this indeed was his haunt – had seldom been fished for. The only way of reaching him, apparently, was from the other side, where, it is true, the ground was reasonably sloping, although there was a good deal of foliage from trees and bushes to be avoided. As could be seen at a glance, it would require little less than fifty yards to reach the fish with a fly rod. Fishing from our forty-foot hill was out of the question and, as for a boat, there was no such in the district.

         The water had been from the outset represented by both the landlord and Rooke as very deep. In this sombre, slowly gliding pool, the stream, such as it was, meandered around past the point where the fish lay, leaving a contracted lay-by under the rock. It was a space of harbourage that might have been covered with a blanket, and the course that distinguished the stream from the eddy was always marked by a pretty dotting of white foam. On the first day of inspection I noticed two cock-winged flies sailing down and observed that they were gently drifted out of the current into the eddy, where they remained uneasily shifting for a little while; then the stream would claim re-possession, entice them gradually out, and bear them away.

         This was obviously the quiet haven that a fly-taking fish would select and maintain against all comers, and where, if any accident happened to the tenant in possession, another would immediately succeed him. It was the sort of situation in life that human beings are often on the look-out for – an easy refuge into which providence will bring food and sustenance without any trouble, and at somebody else’s expense. An observing angler would not be long in deciding that he could only proceed here scientifically.

         In reply to a question as to whether anyone had ever fished from the bank or otherwise with a worm or gentle, Rooke related a long story of attempts that had been made within his remembrance. The first was that of a flash and rash young man from London who pooh-poohed the idea of not being able to fish out this giant historical grayling and at his own motion he sallied forth one September afternoon to teach the natives the trick. He was armed with a general rod, and the hook was baited with finely baked wasp grub, but he came to trouble in the preliminaries, for, in his efforts to let the bait down from the top of the high bank, he so strove and stretched to keep the line free from the bushes, that he lost his foothold, fell head over heels into the stream, smashed up rod and tackle, and would probably have been drowned but that he was a strong swimmer. He floundered ashore on the further bank, and the disastrous adventure seemed to have sickened him; he made no further attempts, and the story of the mishap became worked up at last into a fearsome tradition as to the perils of the place. Henceforth, a touch of mystery began to incrust the spirit of the locality, acting occasionally as a superstition to scare the very susceptible. Sometime after the young man from London had thus shown the natives how not to succeed, a Nottingham angler became fired with holy zeal, and, laughing superstition to scorn, and making light of all difficulties and previous failed attempts and disasters, came gallantly into the Dale in quest of the big grayling. He, however, knew something of the game to be played, reconnoitred the spot like a general, and decided to have nothing to with the high bank and the forty-foot drop. Relying in trustful confidence upon his power of casting from the reel, he planned an attack from the other side, and after sundry trials, the man of Trent cast his red worm and shotted float-line across in a workmanlike style.

         At this mighty out-throw the worthy Rooke and his son drawn up in reserve near the angler volubly offered tributes of admiration and saw with satisfaction that the float swam delicately in the eddy itself. Nor had much time elapsed ere they all saw that float tremble, slant aside and disappear, and they were in an instant galvanised into excitement at the bend of the rod and the rush downstream of the hooked fish. Here then was their old friend at last!

         It must be a monster indeed and naturally enough on a small hook and fine tackle, it was master of the situation. The incidents of the memorable fight that ensued were so circumstantially told that I accepted them as probably true. As it proceeded the story became downright amusing.

         Rooke declared that the fish led them a punishing race right away down to the vicarage and that not one of the trio had a glimpse of it for more than an hour.

         Two or three of the vicar’s visitors were looking out over the lawn when the angler with his bent rod and the keeper and his son hove into view and the parson knew quite well that the shouting signified sport abroad.

         By the time therefore that the fisherman and his attendants had reached the lawn that slopes to the riverside, from which it is only separated by a gravel path, there was an appreciative audience of ladies and gentlemen to watch the issue.

         The big fish was now, however, showing signs of weariness and the angler was in a state of perspiration, hope and fear, but disaster was soon to overwhelm all his efforts.

         He walked backwards up the gravel spit that marked the boundary between lawn and kitchen garden, and as he retired in good order the heavy fish at the end of the line followed the steady strain. A gardener ran down breathless with a landing net at the nick of time, but what came out of the water in its capacious pocket was not the long hoped for record-breaking grayling but a monstrous eel of six and a half pounds.

         The gardener, backing hastily into the garden with his burden and catching sight of the hideous brute wriggling in its slime within the meshes, completely lost his head, turned the net upside down and shot the eel out into a small bed of savoury herbs and parsley. The vicaress, good lady, shrieked a warning that added to the general confusion.

         The eel then began to bound about and work his way where the summer growths were choicest. The three men who were trying to get their foot upon its head fled before the writhing advance and soon became panic stricken. Even two of the visitors, having never seen such a creature before, took to their heels and blindly rushed across a much-prized asparagus bed, trampling the young shoots fore and aft with liberal impartiality. 

         The fisherman himself shared the passing madness, for he seemed not to care about his game now that he had it at his feet, but jumped around anxious only to save his rod and keep the line tight. The effort, however, to prevent the gut being twisted up with the eel robbed him of the remnant left of his presence of mind and he went backwards plump through a cucumber frame and on backwards through the glass of the garden doors. Pandemonium was everywhere.

         The vicar and his daughter now came into action, perceiving that the border of old-fashioned flowers, which was the special pride of the young lady’s sister, was being irretrievably ravaged by the furious tramping and running. At length a stable help arrived with an implement that was not unlike a mattock, and hacked the eel on and about the head; then the tumult was allayed, and the damage to vegetables and flowers reckoned up, and duly deplored and apologised for. The eel was cut up and distributed as a choice morsel, and the memory of the attempts made by the recipients to eat that coarse flesh has survived along with the sensational progress of the capture.

         As it happened, this invasion of the vicarage grounds was a very unpleasant coincidence. That big grayling, I should fancy, was a tabooed subject in this peaceful household, as it was associated with an unpleasant chapter in its history.

         Two or three years previously, a young relative, who had been called to the bar, had heard or read of the champion grayling of the Dale, came to the vicarage for a fishing holiday previous to the winter work of the courts, and set upon trying for the prize. But he fell in love with a lady on the journey, devoted his time to riding to and with her, eloped with her from the town over the hills, and figured in the Division reports as an inmate of the vicarage. Of this scandal the great fish was, in a measure, the indirect cause.

         The grayling was, however, still reported to be in his haunt, and there he was when I, as before described, appeared upon the scene. It took me nearly four days to make a chart of the bed of the river, and I happened upon a discovery that pleased me much; looking from the top of the bank, just where the neck of the bottle begins to widen out, I saw that in the very centre of the pool was a gravelly spit about thirty feet long and two yards wide, narrowing at the upper end to a point that was nearly abreast of the whereabouts to be mastered.

         If I could wade up to this shelf, there was only a cast of about twenty yards between me and the grayling. After marking well the vantage ground, I re-examined the stream below through the neck of the bottle, and eventually saw a probable way, by wading in from the other side, and adopting a serpentine route, to gain the desired point.

         This I duly essayed. The landlord and his son, Rooke and his son, two natives who had heard of the grand attempt, and the mulled-beer farmer happened on the eventful date to be agreed upon a holiday free from the harassing duties of common life. They had been feasting during the forenoon, and were in good condition therefore, to moralise and play the part of applauding spectators. There was no sun unfortunately, but I felt sure of my map-making, and resolved, whatever came of it to zig-zag in the stream from the other side until I reached the gravel spit. By never moving the hindermost foot until the forward one was firmly planted and by taking ample time, I succeeded in disappointing the expectancies of the lookers-on; they had unanimously decided I should have to be rescued from a watery grave. It would have been an awkward position truly had any accident happened, for in wading trousers a man in a quandary is heavily hampered.

         To guard against possibilities, the landlord’s son had been furnished with a long rope, to which was tied the broken handle of a pitchfork. It was all properly arranged that, if I was carried away by the stream, or lost my footing, the apparatus should be hurled out upon the water for my benefit. All in good order, I reached the gravel spit, where after all I found myself only to the middle, although in getting to that point I had been twice immersed to the armpits. The depth of the water, I now discovered, had been really exaggerated, as is often the case.

         I had been assured by all these men, who had known the river from boyhood, that wading anywhere near the place was an absolute impossibility and madness; but I had relied and acted confidently on my own judgment, with this so far satisfactory result.

         The snow was slowly falling when I began to get out line for the cast, and, for the first time during the whole investigations, I saw a fish rising in that eddy. Rooke, stationed on the cliff to signal if necessary, pronounced the riser to be the identical grayling; he knew it by a patch of grey aft the great dorsal fin. Although I had determined to make my first application with a honey-dun bumble, fished wet, upon seeing an unmistakable rise as I stood there in mid-stream, I changed the hackle for a ginger quill, and after waiting for about ten minutes and getting picturesquely whitened by the light flakes and my hands rendered blue with the cold, there was a second rise. The first cast of the fly was outside the eddy; the stream claimed it at once. I recovered it, dried it well, and this time sent it to the correct place, and, without any more ado, the big grayling was hooked.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The landing net, which had been suspended from my shoulder, received the fish after a not very resolute resistance and, the captor stepping out on his own side, the party of spectators, minus the watchman Rooke, gathered around to see the monster.

         Long as I may live I shall never forget the looks of mingled horror, sadness, and confusion expressed on the faces of these good fellows when they saw that their wonderful fish brought down the index not at four pounds, but at exactly two pounds and one ounce. In truth, I have ever since severely regretted the capture of that fish, that cause of broken glass, and failed attempts.

         My success robbed the Dale of an article of faith that was most beautiful in itself and harmless in its influence. For a generation the honest natives had boasted of their four pound grayling; they had vaunted it to visitors season after season. Even at the country houses at parties it was cited in opposition to the generally accepted theory that very large grayling only exist in the southern streams.

         Children had been taught from their earliest days that their native Dale received glory and honour from the four pound grayling. The landlord and his son at the Duke’s Arms had believed in it implicitly; the middleaged farmer had cherished it as the apple of his eye; and Rooke the keeper existed, as it were, upon it. And now, by yielding to the miserable ambition of catching a solitary grayling, I had brought desolation and an uprooting of faith into an innocent neighbourhood.

         Red Spinner, A Mixed Bag, 1895
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