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“Not all the young want to run away. Far from it. Some of them love these wild places with devotion and ask nothing better than to spend their lives in them.”





Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain
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Foreword


When I first met James he was 14 and being delivered to my charter fishing boat by his somewhat apprehensive-looking parents. Launching into the rough and tumble of a day at sea with a bunch of much older anglers might be daunting to some but young James took it in his stride. In fact although he was quiet he was obviously listening and picked up the fishing techniques straight away. He became a regular on the trips and was obviously a keen and dedicated angler who became very proficient, to the extent that I could use him as an example when someone was struggling, hence the saying “Watch James, he is rather good at this!”


It was no surprise to me when, after a successful university education, he entered fishery science and I quite expected him to end up as head of a research station, or perhaps a university professor. Therefore to hear he had changed tack and become a mountain leader was intriguing and something I would like to hear more about.


Thank you for writing this entertaining book, James. Now I understand the change as you, very much like me, found a love of taking people to do and see things that will live with them for ever.


Best wishes to you and Ellen; keep creating memories.


Roger Bayzand


Retired top charter fishing boat skipper


Award-winning artist




Prologue


I was alone, sat on a huge rock, resting my weary legs and gazing at the mountains. I had adopted a similar position many times, only the rocks and the mountains changed. A short distance in front of me, I could see the top of the steep slope leading to the valley far below. A few hours previously I had walked up that slope, glad when it had finally abated and I had caught my first glimpse of the beautiful little lake, now behind me. It had reminded me a little of walking up the slope from the Hutchison Memorial Hut to Loch Etchachan in the Cairngorms, the way the slope eases abruptly and the loch suddenly appears in front of you. But I wasn’t in the Cairngorms, or even in Scotland. I was in the Himalayas. Lobuche East Base Camp to be precise, at an altitude of over 5,000 m.


It was a stunning spot, nestling in a small hollow with the slopes of our objective, Lobuche East (6,119 m), towering above. In front of me, the afternoon clouds had filled in the valleys at my feet. Yet at this altitude, I was above the clouds, in the midst of some of the highest mountains in the world. The sun was slinking down behind me and, as darkness claimed the valleys below, the last of the day’s sunlight illuminated the peaks of Ama Dablam and Taweche. The white peaks turned orange, then pink, before darkness swallowed the scene.


I swung my feet idly. It had been a strenuous day of trekking, starting from Dzonglha that morning and, lovely as the group was, I was glad to have some time to myself. I had never really thought of myself as a “people person”, but a shared love of the mountains seemed to be changing that.


Any last remnants of the day’s warmth had disappeared with the sun and it was very cold. I retreated, metaphorically at least, a little further into my cosy down jacket which did little to flatter my “rucksack-on-legs” figure. Before switching on my headlamp and making my way back to the tent, I looked up into the black sky. It was full of stars, thousands of them. Immediately, my eyes were drawn to a distinctive shape in the night sky - three particularly recognisable stars, more or less evenly spaced in a straight line - which my father and I refer to as “my three stars”, more commonly known as Orion’s Belt. I was astonished. The same three stars I had gazed up at whilst night fishing on a beach on the south coast of England many years ago were visible here, many thousands of miles away. They had a timeless beauty, connecting my past with the present.


But what about my future? My love of fish and fishing had taken me, quite naturally, into a scientific career, yet back home in Scotland, and here in the Himalayas, it was my love of the mountains which was inspiring me now, fulfilling me in a way I never could have imagined. Would I be a fool to try and turn my hobby and passion into my career once again?


I wandered back to the tent. Out here, in the mountains, I was as happy as I had ever been. It wasn’t only the rocks and the mountains which had changed. I had changed too.




Chapter 1


Early Years


A few years ago, I had the pleasure of introducing my niece, Millie, and nephew, Ted, to the delights of tiddler fishing in a New Forest stream. Old habits die hard and, paddling around bare-footed with a hand net, it was fabulous to rekindle my childhood memories from family holidays. With an impressive haul of bullheads and minnows up to a respectable inch-and-a-half in length occupying the large clear plastic jar, Millie noted perceptively, “You’re quite good at this, James!” Had she not been so young, I would have shared with her the first phrase that came to mind - from Only Fools and Horses when, losing to Del Boy during a game of cards, Boycie utters, “I’ve had plenty of bloody practice!”


Millie could not have known the irony of her wonderfully insightful comment, but she was right. I was good at catching fish and I’d had lots of practice. I had spent most of my childhood paddling in streams and grubbing around on the sea shore, before going on to acquire over a decade of angling experience, rubbing shoulders with some of the best in the business. This love of fish and fishing had led me, quite naturally, to study and then work with fish for many years. So where did mountains fit into this? Why was this “grown-up” tiddler catcher working so hard to pursue a very different career path, retraining so he could share his love of Scotland’s mountains and wild places with others? More to the point, where did “quite good” come into it?!


* * * * * *


As a child I lived in Iver, a village in Buckinghamshire, England, just outside West London and close to Slough, Windsor and Heathrow Airport. Back in the day, my parents recall a traditional small village amid pleasant countryside and farmland, far removed from the modern urban sprawl of that area today.


I am one of three children, with two older sisters, Fiona (the eldest) and Kate. My father worked as a telephone engineer, whilst my mother had stopped paid work when children began to arrive on the scene, returning to part-time work as an administrative assistant in a local school when my sisters and I were old enough to make our own way to school and suchlike. Blessed to be raised in a loving home, as youngsters my sisters and I enjoyed watching the local farmers working in the fields behind our house, riding our bikes around the quiet lanes and countryside and building dens in the woods.


We were a close-knit family and, although my sisters and I had the usual sibling squabbles, if anyone outside of the family dared to pick on any one of us, the other two children would quickly leap to their defence. One memorable recollection of Kate’s protectiveness towards me occurred whilst playing by a river one day. By all accounts (I was too young to remember), I had built a sand castle and very proud I was too. A child from another family came over to see what I was up to. He had no clothes on whatsoever, enjoying the uninhibited freedom which comes with being a young child, and proceeded to pee on my sand castle! This was greeted with horror by Kate, who apparently did no more than turn around and hit the child! It was no doubt left to my parents to practise a little diplomacy and explain to his parents what had happened. Or perhaps we all just ran away. I don’t remember.


Fish, mountains, and getting wet; three things which have dominated my life so far, featured from my earliest days. During a visit to a trout farm whilst on holiday in the Cotswolds, I discovered to my cost that my little red Wellington boots offered somewhat less grip than might ideally be required, at least to a small boy stood on a wet, sloping grass bank next to a pool of water. Leaning over enthusiastically to feed the fish, I was happily throwing my trout pellets with gay abandon. So keen was I to get a closer look, the next thing I knew (and it’s the only part of the day I remember), I was in the water taking some early swimming lessons. Even then, fish proved how difficult they could be to catch, with not a single trout finding its way into my jacket, much to my father’s disappointment. A fresh trout for tea might have gone some way to make up for his soaking - it was he who picked the short straw, jumping in to fish me out.


Mountains featured for the first time during two holidays the family enjoyed in the Lake District. The first of these was quite an adventure, setting off on the train from Watford Junction with all our stuff for two weeks contained in nine small rucksacks. Getting off the train at Oxenholme, it was then just a short train ride to Windermere and our accommodation. We climbed the Old Man of Coniston and explored lots of other lovely places on that holiday and hoped to return soon.


A year later, it was the day before returning to the Lake District for another holiday. Kate and I had been sent off to the cinema in Slough to get us out from under our parents’ feet so they could pack the nine rucksacks once again. It was 1991 and we saw, for the first time, the hit film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves, a film we saw many times subsequently and still one of my favourites. Rucksacks packed, we were dab hands at the whole train thing by now, and back to Windermere we went. We were definitely more adventurous on this holiday, climbing Helvellyn from Wythburn, which, at the time, seemed like quite a big day. Being fair, I think it is quite a big day, but especially at the age of only 10!


However, a few days later, the climb of Helvellyn was eclipsed by an absolute epic. Catching an early bus from Windermere to Keswick, we walked to Watendlath via Ashness Bridge, a famous stone-built bridge, the picture of which adorns many a box of Lakeland fudge. So far so good. We continued the walk by heading up across the fells from Watendlath, but got what I have come to know as “temporarily cartographically challenged”, or, to put it another way, lost. Thankfully, after some rest, a little assistance from some passers-by and helped by the fact that we recognised the distinctive shape of Helvellyn on the opposite side of the Thirlmere valley, we were soon back in business. We eventually located Blea Tarn before dropping to Harrop Tarn and Wythburn as planned. We caught the return bus to Windermere, the last of the day, with just minutes to spare. Despite being so young, this day proved something that has become so apparent since - it is the epics which are remembered most fondly! Outdoor instructors often talk about type I fun and type II fun, the former being when it’s fun at the time, the latter being when it’s fun back in the safety of the warm bar at the end of the day. That day was definitely type II fun, without the benefit of the bar.


Getting wet featured through it all. Back then - and I’m not that old - there was no “school run”. We took the bus to school, rode our bikes, or walked. If it rained, we got wet and got on with it. Riding my bike did prove trickier on one occasion when, after school one day, I had been to a local hospital to have a couple of ingrown toe nails removed. That in itself was not the most pleasant experience in the world. However, with substantial bandages on my feet for several days after the operation, the only footwear I could wear was a slightly larger pair of Wellington boots than those which ended their days in the bottom of the trout farm. Riding home from hospital in those was about as easy as performing a ballet dance in a pair of lead boots, and no more gracious. Nonetheless, it served as good practice for later times, when I would wobble away on my bike to go bait digging on the sea shore. Off I would go, with Wellington boots on my feet (by then an even bigger pair), a fork strapped to the crossbar, and, swinging from the handlebars, a very large bucket which, I hoped, would soon be full of worms.


As the Sheriff of Nottingham, played by the peerless late Alan Rickman, said in that wonderful film, “It’s amazing I’m sane!”


As children, our holidays were always the highlights of the year. As well as those occasional forays to the Cotswolds and the Lake District, it was Lymington and the New Forest where we went for most of our holidays as far back as I can remember. Here, we became something of experts at tiddler fishing, typically enjoying a walk or bike ride in the New Forest and having a picnic lunch by a stream, where we would paddle and catch any number of small fish with a hand net. We would keep the fish in a large clear plastic jar full of fresh water for just a few minutes - long enough to admire their striking colours and features - before returning them carefully to their home. We delighted in catching minnows, sticklebacks, stone loach and bullheads, and were particularly chuffed if we managed to net a small brown trout (incredibly quick) or eel (all-round slippery customers). We were also fascinated by the sea shore, turning over rocks before replacing them as we found them, often finding shore crabs, limpets, barnacles, anemones and small fish such as blennies and gobies. Lymington is a town with a regular ferry service to the Isle of Wight, and we would occasionally be treated to a day on the island. Freshwater Bay was a favourite spot and, taking our bikes over on the ferry, we could ride along an old railway track bed to get there from Yarmouth.


It became something of a tradition that, on the last afternoon of our holiday, after our picnic by a stream in the New Forest, we would make our way to the sea at Milford before returning to Lymington alongside the marshes and mudflats. The views out across the Solent, the strip of sea between the mainland and the Isle of Wight, were superb, and Hurst Castle seemed to dominate the view from many directions. This area was a true paradise for us children, freed from the shackles of school and blissfully unaware of the often harsh realities of adult life which would come later. On more than one occasion I can remember the three of us crying on our last evening, not wanting to go home.


Back home in Iver, I began to go fishing “properly”, i.e. with rod and line (angling). This was helped by a friend in school who was keen, a couple of lads who lived on my street, and my father who used to fish as a young man. Iver was a great location for fishing, with several good rivers nearby, myriad gravel pits in the Colne Valley, several natural lakes, and the Grand Union Canal. I quickly picked up the basics and still recall my first-ever fish caught on rod and line - a small perch caught at Black Park Lake. Perch are very attractive, with bright red fins and green flanks overlaid with dark stripes. As with many fish, their colours are expressed more vividly when they live in clear water and, as Black Park Lake was crystal clear, so my first perch was a very pretty fish!


Fishing very soon became an obsession and we began exploring many of our local venues. I enjoyed learning the art of watercraft, “reading” the water and learning about why certain species of fish live in particular places, what food they might be looking for and therefore what bait might be used to tempt them. The number of species I caught grew rapidly. My first pike came as something of a welcome bonus, a feisty 3 lb. “jack”, as small pike up to about 7 lb. in weight are known, that, surprisingly, took a single maggot during another trip to Black Park Lake. I also enjoyed my first taste of angling stardom around this time! Well, perhaps not quite, but I was very excited when a picture of me holding a beautiful 4 lb. tench appeared in the Angling Times. It was one of two tench I caught that day, the other weighing 3 lb., fishing at local Farlow’s Lake.


My fishing moved up a notch when Fiona went to university. I took on her newspaper delivery round whilst she was away during term time and enjoyed the new-found freedom that £15 a week gave me. With my first week’s wages I bought a big green fishing umbrella. I also joined a local angling club which had the fishing rights to a couple of stretches of my local rivers. The club would swap venues with other clubs for days out, so I could travel with some of our club members to fish elsewhere. The club had a very active match (competition) calendar and soon I was competing regularly on our beloved River Colne, as well as travelling to the Rivers Cherwell and Thame in Oxfordshire, the River Stour in Dorset, and various stretches of the Rivers Thames and Kennet in Berkshire, to name a few. These venues were a long way from Iver and, as a young lad of about 12 or 13 years old, I was very lucky that the club members generously gave me lifts to these far-flung places, all well beyond cycling distance! They were an extremely kindly bunch and I was very grateful for their encouragement. I learnt loads from these experiences and it was sad that in the end I was only in this angling club for about a year.


The family loved the New Forest and Lymington and, eventually, my parents took the plunge and decided to move there, something which had always been on the cards, but could now become a reality. Fiona was away at university, and Kate would follow suit in the coming autumn. My father had been made redundant from his telephone engineering job some years previously, and had worked tirelessly in a number of casual jobs to keep an income coming in. This was a great example to set and I learnt not to be too proud to turn your hand to anything to earn a few pounds. Having decided to move, my father secured a job as a site officer at an educational establishment near Lymington. He spent a period of time living away from home during the weeks whilst I stayed in Iver with my mother and Kate, the plan being that Kate would finish her A-levels before we moved, and I could finish the school year before starting my GSCEs in my new school in Hampshire. However, the family home in Iver sold more quickly than expected, meaning we needed somewhere to stay locally for a few months. Luckily, some friends of my parents heard of our predicament and offered us accommodation in nearby Colnbrook until the end of the school year, when my mother, Kate and I would move to meet up with my father down in Lymington.


In 1995, at the age of 14, I moved to Lymington, a childhood dream come true. During these early years, I had developed a deep appreciation for the natural world around me. This proved to have a profound effect on where I would head in life, although at this point I didn’t realise just how much there was to know about fish hiding under stones! Nonetheless, I was very happy that a fish-filled future now seemed guaranteed.




Chapter 2


The Famous “Red-Hot Kettle”


Shortly before moving to Lymington I joined the Lymington and District Sea Fishing Club, a large and very active organisation with a strong junior section and a busy calendar of shore and boat angling competitions and other trips throughout the year. I already knew that Lymington was an excellent place to be based if you love fishing. The prospect of living near the sea definitely appealed to me and I readily turned my attention to sea fishing and another steep learning curve began.


On a weekend visit to Lymington from Colnbrook in May 1995, a couple of months before our move, I went on my first club boat trip on Sundance II, skippered by Roger Bayzand. Widely regarded as one of the top charter fishing boat skippers in Britain, Roger was a regular contributor to the angling press and I had often gazed in awe at photos of smiling anglers holding huge fish caught on Sundance II. To say I was excited would be an understatement!


That day was a wreck trip, and proved to be the first of many for me over the coming years. Wreck fishing does not involve fishing for wrecks (although wrecks are ridiculously easy to hook!) but fishing over some of the many wrecks lying in the English Channel between the Isle of Wight and France. These trips were typically 12 hours long, leaving the quayside at 7 a.m., steaming for perhaps three hours or so to reach the wrecks in mid Channel, fishing for several hours, before returning to port around 7 p.m. Heading 30 or more miles south of the Needles, the famous chalk stacks marking the extreme western end of the Isle of Wight, in a 34-foot boat, losing sight of land for many hours, was quite an adventure even without the fishing. The time spent steaming out to the wrecks always passed fairly quickly.


Anglers are a friendly bunch and, particularly on my first-ever wreck trip, they were keen to help this new lad who had just joined the club. There were magazines to peruse and a very impressive photo album full of pictures of beaming anglers displaying their fish caught aboard the boat. There was also the famous “red-hot kettle”, Roger’s seemingly ever-boiling kettle providing a continuous stream of hot tea and coffee, guaranteed to warm the cockles! Putting the world to rights, or at least attempting to, was always a feature of the long haul out to mid Channel, as well as sorting tackle and generally preparing for the day ahead. On that first trip I didn’t have my own tackle, but watched with interest and listened as my hire kit was prepared for me. At that time, Sundance II was sponsored by tackle giant Shimano, and by the time we arrived at the wreck, I was proudly sporting a new Shimano hat which would accompany me on many fishing trips until it eventually rusted away a decade later.


This was a completely different style of fishing to anything I had done before, and was quite a step up for a 14-year-old lad who had only been coarse fishing for a couple of years. Pollock were the target species; hard-fighting, sight-feeding fish targeted with lures whilst drifting over the wreck. This was very exciting fishing as it was quite involved and required a lot of skill from the skipper and the anglers. Once the wreck had been located, the skipper would set the boat uptide of the wreck so that, when the engines were switched off, the boat would drift over the wreck, carried by the tide. The fishing technique was to drop your lure to the bottom and then retrieve it, but not all the way to the top, counting as you went. Pollock could be located at different depths in the water column and part of the skill was to work out where they were on that day, and at different stages of the tide. A good rule of thumb was to wind up for 45 turns of the reel handle. If you didn’t get a take you would drop the lure back to the bottom and retrieve it for 45 turns again. At some point, as the boat was about to pass directly over the wreck (as shown by the echo sounder), the skipper would shout “WRECK”, the signal to wind in sufficiently so your fishing gear didn’t snag the wreck as you drifted over it, which would result in lost tackle. Once the boat had drifted past the wreck the skipper would shout “CLEAR”, indicating it was safe to drop your lure back to the bottom and start another retrieve. Tuned-in anglers would watch the echo sounder themselves and would often take a chance at dropping their gear just before clearing the wreck. This risked tackle losses but, if you had timed it just right, meant that when the shout “CLEAR” came, your lure would have hit the bottom and you would be starting to retrieve. This spot tucked right in behind the wreck was often a top place to pick up fish when the tide was running hard as they would be sheltering behind the wreck, rather like standing behind a wall when it’s windy. Little did I realise at this time the extent to which I would come to understand fish sheltering behaviour! Once the boat was some distance downtide of the wreck, all the anglers would wind their gear up to the surface and the skipper would start the engines and drive the boat round ready for another drift.


When a fish took your lure it was very exciting and the adrenaline would always start pumping. Initially you would feel a series of plucks as the fish came up behind the lure and nipped at the end of it. The trick was not to “strike” but to keep winding so the fish would engulf the lure, turn, and dive for the bottom. The rod would bend over alarmingly and you would be forced to stop winding. The clutch on the reel would be set so the fish could take line without breaking it and, as the fish dived, all you could do was hold on tightly as the rod bent double and line poured off the reel. I can vividly remember my first pollock and, tipping the scales down to a healthy 11 ½ lb., it was the largest of four I caught that day. It was an incredible experience and I was well and truly “hooked”.


Returning to the quayside early evening, I slept in the car all the way back to Colnbrook. Needless to say, school the following day was just a little duller than usual in comparison, albeit the day brightened up when my mother and I visited Boots after school to have my photos developed using their 1-hour processing service. This was before the days of digital cameras - just imagine having to wait for a whole day to see your photos! Eagerly awaiting their arrival, we enjoyed a drink in the café. The photos did not disappoint and, being quite a small lad, an 11 ½ lb. pollock looked pretty impressive when held up, with any lack of stature on my part being more than compensated for by the size of my grin. Roger appeared to share this sentiment and, unbeknown to us, kindly submitted a similar photo to the Southern Daily Echo. I was dead chuffed!


Over the next decade I was to enjoy many wonderful boat fishing trips. The club generally had one trip a month from March to December. Between March and May, these were wreck trips and we would target pollock. By the middle of this period, depending on the tides and the weather, the first of the cod would begin to show on the mid-Channel wrecks. These could be big, and I witnessed one which tipped the scales down to 32 lb. I never caught one that big, but did catch a few cod on the wrecks up to 14 lb. Drift fishing with lures using relatively light tackle meant it was excellent sport. Ling and conger were the other main target species, particularly during summer when, if the tides allowed, it was possible to drop the anchor and use fresh mackerel baits to tempt these hard-fighting predators.


On a memorable trip in August 2005, I was fortunate to grab a last-minute place when another club was looking for an extra person to make up the numbers. Arriving at the wreck when the tide was running hard, I set about catching a few pollock using tried and tested methods. As the tide slackened, down went the anchor, followed soon afterwards by a large mackerel bait on the end of my line. It wasn’t down there long before I felt a very strong bite. Well, not so much a bite, more like the rod being pulled from my grip. Instinctively (I was quite good at this fishing lark by then!), I dropped the rod a little towards the fish, engaged the reel, and lifted in to a heavy fish. Conger eels fight very hard and it’s important to get them moving up and away from the wreck before they get a chance to wrap their tail around any wreckage, or retreat inside the structure itself. I kept the pressure on and after a good tussle the unmistakable shape of an angry conger eel was at the side of the boat. Ever the attentive skipper, Roger was already stood beside me ready to deal with the fish. I calmly announced, “That’s my first-ever conger”, as an estimated 30 to 40 lb. of eel stared back at us.


Roger offered that we could wrestle it in to the boat for a photo, but I think it was a leading question! A conger eel thrashes around a lot and, apart from risking damage to itself, poses a hazard to anyone who gets in the way. Instead, we sensibly elected to release the fish at the side of the boat, with Roger expertly removing the hook from the eel as he had done a thousand times before, without bringing the eel on board. With a few powerful movements of its solid muscular body, my first-ever conger disappeared back into the depths. I followed up this eel with two smaller ones, before a large tope took my bait; a true bonus weighing in at 42 lb. on the boat, it remains my biggest-ever fish! It also needed no encouragement to distance itself from the boat as soon as it was released.


We caught a lot of fish on those wreck trips. I remember staggering up the pontoon from the boat one night with the first of several bags containing a total of 20 large pollock. “Serves him bloody right,” was uttered by one of my fellow anglers with the usual big smiles, laughter and back slapping which went with the territory.


From June to December, the club’s boat trips were competitions, and we fished a huge variety of marks. October to December would focus on fishing a short distance south of the Needles. Using large squid baits fished hard on the bottom in the often-fierce tides, the targets were the legendary Needles winter cod which could weigh over 40 lb. In October 2001, I managed to catch two Needles cod in the same day. With the fish weighing in at 18 lb. 5 oz. and 13 lb., my grin stretched from ear to ear, threatening to extend beyond the page edges of the Angling Times, the Angler’s Mail and Sea Angler in which my photo appeared. However, my personal best cod, a cracking fish weighing in at 21 lb., was caught in December 2001, just two days before my 21st birthday.
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