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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         It all began on the Ribble and I was already nineteen. I had, of course, gone fishing in the earlier summers of my boyhood. I had roamed the banks of forbidden streams with one friend or another, half hoping to be spotted by the farmer or by the beck-watch and so rewarded with the excitement of a chase. I had dug worms and, with the help of a decrepit rod, I had flung them into the depths of a hidden pool, almost believing in the monstrous trout that were rumoured to live there. I had set off fishing and soon lost interest, wandering off to explore winding brooks where I had never been before, returning home in the late afterglow of a summer’s evening and suddenly remembering that I had left my rod leaning against the willows up there on the corner above the ..

         There was no sense of vocation in these early excursions; they were inspired by boredom or restlessness or by some sudden impulse of adventure. I did not, as a boy of twelve or thirteen, think of myself as a fisherman. I was a cricketer, with ambitions to make the sport my life and some day open the batting for England. I was a reader of books and even then I was trying to write them myself. I was a cricketer and an author, though the second of these callings was concealed from the world, hidden away in secret notebooks that have long since vanished and that no one else has ever seen. I was all sorts of other things, with a deep passion of commitment, for at least a month or a fortnight, but I was never a fisherman except for want of something better to do. And when, from time to time, I did go fishing, I had soon had enough of it and soon turned to something else.

         There came a change when I was fourteen and my parents bought me a fly rod. It was a Mitre Hardy, eight and a half feet long. There were three pieces of gleaming yellow cane and although, once I had put them together, I had little idea what to do next, I immediately recognized that my new rod was beautiful, and that the suppleness of its motion was a pleasure to the hand. It was altogether different from those ancient greenheart sticks and those short stiff spinning rods of cheap fibreglass that I had taken fishing before the Mitre Hardy came along. We lived near the Ribble and I often saw fly fishers on the river. I had watched them and admired the grace of their casting; I had sometimes met them and they had seemed men haunted by pleasant visions. They had seemed quiet and contented men, and I had felt that some day I should like to become one of them myself. But it was a shallow feeling without any intensity or permanence.

         It changed a little once I owned the Mitre Hardy. By now I had formed a vague conception of fly fishing as an art and a mystery: as a higher calling than the pursuit of trout by any other method. By this time I had also at least half-acknowledged that I was unlikely to achieve distinction with a cricket bat in my hands. And, whether I had acknowledged it or not, it was certainly the case that, away from books and other people, my greatest happiness was found out under the sky: watching birds, finding – and sometimes plundering – their nests, following becks to their source high in the hills, exploring woods and fields and perhaps dimly conscious that there was something in the sunlight and the water and the leaves and the grass, something too in all the life that belonged to them, that was of special and sustaining importance to me. I loved to be outdoors and the time was coming when I should need some discipline to give direction and purpose to the delight I found there. I was very slow to recognise that I had been born a fisherman; it was the Mitre Hardy that led me at last to this wonderful truth, but it was a truth that I only grasped when I had owned it for at least five years.

         I had been given the Mitre Hardy because I had expressed a passing interest in fly fishing. Inspired by ownership I made some attempts to learn how to use it. I bought a few books belonging to the How to Catch Them series. Two or three of them still sit on my shelves; one is by L. Baverstock and is called Brook Trout: How To Catch Them. It is not primarily about fly fishing, but there are chapters dealing with the dry and the wet fly and it contains some admirably straightforward advice on casting. I have no idea who Baverstock was, or what the L stands for, but I am grateful to him, because it was with his help that I learned how to throw a fly with at least occasional delicacy, though I did not learn how to land or hook or even to rise a single trout.

         There was still no dedication in my efforts to become a fly fisher. Each summer, at some stage of its course, brought a brief attack of trout-fever, seizing me with the urge to be on the edge of running water, waving my rod to and fro in the desperate hope of somehow charming a fish from what seemed its almost impregnable security beneath the surface of the river. But it never worked and each day of failure made the prospect of success seem more and more remote until finally it seemed unattainable. Each summer, after I had tried in vain to catch a trout for a few weeks, I decided that I should never learn the trick, deciding at the same time that it was a trick of no real importance. In this mood of disillusion I would put the Mitre Hardy away for the season, suddenly convinced that what I really wanted to do was to play tennis or climb hills, write stories or study the habits of birds, or simply wander the countryside in search of things to interest me. And so the Mitre Hardy would go to sleep in a corner of my bedroom while, down in the cellar, my waders lay crumpled and forgotten, until another summer came along, bringing with it a few days, perhaps even a fortnight when trout-fever laid hold of me and my rod found employment again.

         One summer I smashed the tip of the Mitre Hardy and it was almost a year before I could be bothered to get it mended. There was also a summer – I cannot remember which of these summers came first – when I agreed to sell it to a friend, together with my Kingfisher line and my box of flies. I think this was the summer when I realised that golf was all that mattered in life, and I think my heart was set on a new driver. But my parents heard of this plan and would have none of it; it made no difference how often I shouted that it was my rod and that I should be allowed to do whatever I wanted with my own property. They were kind parents; perhaps they were inclined to be indulgent parents. But on this matter they stood firm, rejecting their son’s loud assertion of his rights, insisting, in the face of all my arguments and all my indignation, that I could not sell the Mitre Hardy, that it was mine to use and not mine to sell and that the time would come when I would want it again.

         I hated my parents for this. I ranted and raved and doubtless, between fresh outbursts of rage, I sulked for at least a week. At the time, of course, I could not recognise that this opposition was among my parents’ best gifts to me, for without it fishing would almost certainly have been permanently discarded. And then I should never have caught a trout; I should never have fished my way up the Wharfe as the evening air turned cool and the water turned white and the blue wings brought great trout sliding out from under the roots; I should never, while moist shadows crept silently over the river and over the riverside fields, have lain sprawling in the grass on the banks of the Eden, gazing at nothing in particular and possessed by a deeper happiness than is reasonable for any creature aware of its own mortality; and I should never, on the last evening of two or three successive Septembers, have stood on the bridge over the Wenning at Clapham Station, staring upstream to the dim arches of the viaduct and already full of restless longing for the April morning when I should next be there with a fishing rod in my hand.

         The Mitre Hardy was not sold. The Kingfisher no. 3 remained mine, along with my box of flies and a few spools of nylon and those other bits and pieces that made up my small store of tackle. They all waited patiently for their unwilling owner’s next need of them. There may have been a summer when they were never used at all; but there came a September – it was the September before I went off to university in London – and I was seized again by the old urge. Towards the end of the same September there came an evening that found me by the Ribble; it was an evening of damp and cloudy stillness, with a grey, sliding light in the water and with soft sounds drifting on the grey air. The river was flowing on its way very quietly, while a few trout rose with gentle persistence to make delicate rings on the surface of the water; it was as though they were responding to some creative impulse, expressing themselves in exquisite and evanescent patterns of flowing light and shadow; they were sculptors of water and you might never have guessed that hunger had anything to do with it.

         By now there was something different about my fishing. I had still to catch a trout, although I think that I had at last managed to rise a few of them. I was not as yet a fisher who had caught a fish, but I seem to remember that, by the age of nineteen, during those September excursions to the Ribble as I waited to go off to London – I seem to remember that by now I had begun deliberately to admire and to absorb some of the special beauties that are revealed to fishermen. I can still see the rings of those trout spreading and fading on the grey water; I know that I saw them as graceful and affecting forms and that I wanted them to remain a part of my life; I also wanted, and now with a real intensity of desire, to reach into them with my rod, my line and my fly, and to draw forth the wonderful creatures that left them as their brief emblems on the surface of the river.

         That same September I had taken some books from the town library. I can no longer remember which books they were – there were three or four of them – but they all insisted that fishing, especially fly fishing, was the calling of a lifetime; I cannot think they were good books, for good books make sharper memories; I think they were probably books that lingered in the water meadows as the sun’s golden orb sank flaming in the West, as the velvet gloaming stole over the riverside scene and the first fluttering bats began to squeak their vespers over the sliding stream; I think they were probably unimaginatively poetical books about the angler’s vocation, but it was partly their influence that inspired in me the first real stirrings of a sense of dedication.

         I began consistently to think of myself as a fisherman, though only as an apprentice with most of the rudiments still to learn; I began, between cigarettes, to smoke a pipe, and I began to believe that one day I should master the fly fisher’s skills; I began to believe that the day would come when I should catch a trout; I knew this would bring a sense of complete fulfilment but, even without that first trout to claim my heart and bind me fast, I remember thinking that, even in London, I should remain in essence a man of the riverbank.

         Those unmemorable books affected me in another, less wholesome way; for between them they managed to turn a blundering beginner into a dry fly purist. It took me years to unlearn this thoughtless and snobbish affectation. Previously my efforts to catch a trout had been made almost exclusively with wet flies fished downstream, although there were a few dry flies in my box and occasionally I had tied one of them to the end of my line, turned myself round and tried to place my fly somewhere near a rising trout. But my new books now persuaded me that the dry fly was a style of fly fishing far above all others, a style that all fishers of true discernment recognised as the only proper way to catch a trout. And so it was that, even before I had ever caught one, I had proclaimed myself a higher sort of fisher by swearing unswerving allegiance to the floating fly.

         The young fisher, watching the rings of those rising fish on that September evening more than forty years ago, had never caught a trout; but he still thought of himself as a decidedly superior sort of fisher, because he was proposing to cast into them with a fly that floated on the surface of the water. Quite possibly the pattern he chose had been dressed to sink and was only kept from achieving its purpose by generous applications of liquid Mucilin. Whatever it was meant to be, it passed for a dry fly; it was a fly of no great size and I am almost certain that its body was of peacock herl.

         I have forgotten the precise details of its size and design. I cannot remember whether it was a Coachman or a Red Tag, a Treacle Parkin or a Black and Peacock Spider. The hook was probably a fourteen, but it might have been a twelve or possibly a sixteen, although it seems unlikely that in those early days I ever fished with hooks so small. Its name and its size and the details of its dressing are lost to me but, whatever sort and pattern of fly it was, it was certainly the most important fly of my fishing life; it was the fly that turned an inconstant affection into an abiding passion; it was the fly that finally confirmed my vocation, the fly that bound me in willing thrall to the deep enchantment of running water and made me a fisher for life; and this final stage of my conversion took place when, on a calm bend of the river, with the light already thickening towards darkness, I cast this greatest of flies into the rings of a rising trout.

         My fly probably fell with a splash and was probably floating among half a dozen coils of nylon, but in spite of this the miracle now occurred, when the trout beneath my fly rose unhurriedly and sucked it down; in doing this he somehow managed to attach himself to the hook and, somehow or other, he also managed to remain attached while, in a frenzy of panic and exultation, I hauled him through the water, trembling in the ecstasy of a tight line and terrified by the black thought that it might suddenly go slack. But the hook held its purchase and the line stayed tight and very soon there was a trout flapping and splashing somewhere in the dim light beneath the rim of my waders.

         I had no landing net and the tactic of beaching a fish was unknown to me. I could not have moved anyway, for I was bewitched by what had happened, bewitched and rooted to my station in the middle of the river. I remember thinking that, on a tight line, I might hold my victim’s head out of the water until at last he choked to death; but this desperate stratagem was rejected almost as soon as it had been considered. I knew next to nothing about fishing, but one thing I did know was that fishers were kind-hearted men who killed their fish quickly. And so reaching out, in something like an agony of fear, I grabbed my trout and managed, through the intervention of the evening’s second or third miracle, to secure a hold firm enough to lift him from the water. Then I stuffed him, still attached to the line and the hook, into the breast pocket of my anorak. It was only now that I dared to work the fly free of his jaw; the barb embedded itself somewhere deep inside the pocket and I cut away the cast with savage impatience. I remembered that a swift death would be a mercy and, stumbling and splashing to the bank, I beat my breast with a stone until the twitching shape inside my pocket became still. I had killed a ten inch trout.

         There was no thought of fishing on. A single trout was complete and perfect fulfilment. He was drawn from the pocket and, in the soft shadows, every dim spot, every fin, every line and feature of his form was admired with reverent and gloating pride. Then he was wrapped in a butterbur leaf and returned to his pocket and it was time for home.

         In the rapture of that first fish, as I scrambled onto my bicycle and pedalled home furiously through the falling darkness, with no lamp to warn motorists of my presence on the road and with a fragile rod tip waving somewhere in front of me – as I raced home so impatiently I was no longer a young man of nineteen with his schooldays already behind him, a young man who, standing on the threshold of the adult world, loved Vergil and Wagner and sometimes argued about the existence of God; I was no longer an inquisitive adolescent with an unhealthy appetite for beer and a mind filled with prurient thoughts about girls’ bodies. Suddenly I was a boy again, a boy who could barely contain the sense of triumph now swelling inside him, a boy whose only concern was with the fish in his pocket and with his passionate longing to show it to his mother.

         There were not many people still abroad: only a dog-walker or two and a few couples out for their late-evening stroll. They were lucky the serenity of their twilight thoughts was not suddenly shattered by wild cries from a dim form in the middle of the road; for I wanted to roar at them, I wanted to pull out my fish and wave it in their faces; I wanted to make them realise that the hurtling figure on the bicycle was no ordinary human being but rather one who had just caught a trout. I wanted, while displaying my trout for their admiration and astonishment, to tell them how it had risen and swallowed my fly, how I had fought and tamed it and brought it to the bank. But there was something that held me back from such extravagant behaviour, and it was something deeper than common prudence or the suspicion that late strollers and dog-walkers might refuse to be impressed; it was rather my small boy’s conviction that the treasure in my pocket was too precious for public exhibition of this sort, that the right of first gaze properly belonged to a mother; and that, only when she had taken her fill of so marvellous a sight, would it be time for the rest of the world to lose itself in wonder and in praise.

         I can no longer recall the moment of homecoming itself or my mother’s response to the creature that I pulled from my pocket. I am sure she made appropriate noises and I know that she cooked the trout for my breakfast the next morning. It must have been a hurried breakfast, for I was beside myself with impatience to be down by the river again. I remember hooking two trout that morning, but they both came free when I tried to repeat the previous evening’s performance and lift them from the water by hand. The age of miracles seemed to have ended, which made the necessity of a landing net very painfully clear to me. But it was not until the following April that, now properly equipped with a cheap net – which served me for something like twenty years – I stood once again on the edge of running water. For the day of those two lost trout was also the last day of my season, of that glorious season that gave me my first trout and made me a fisher for life.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The first trout of my fishing life came at just the right time; if I had gone off to London without the remembered glory of that cloudy September evening, I might never have picked up my rod again. The dim sense of calling that I was beginning to feel, even before its sudden confirmation by the catching of a ten inch trout, would probably have faded quickly and soon been quite forgotten. I should have spent my summers travelling abroad, like most of my friends, or reading classical texts, like just a few of them; and so, along with golf and half a dozen brief adolescent passions, fishing would have been remembered as something trivial that belonged to the past. My waders would have grown mould in a damp corner of the cellar; perhaps the Mitre Hardy would at last have been sold; perhaps it would have stayed propped in its corner of my bedroom, undisturbed and unremembered, for seasons on end; and the money that bought me my first landing net would probably have been put towards the cost of a Greek dictionary, or bought me some tobacco and a few pints of beer.

         That first net fell to pieces at last; I have bought other nets since, lost some of them and been given several more. I have worn out at least a dozen pairs of waders since that first pair was finally thrown away; but my first fly rod, the old eight-and-a-half-foot Mitre Hardy, still hangs on the wall in the same tattered green slip. Beside it there are three Sharpes, an Eighty Three and a Fario and a Featherlight; there are two more by Hardy an eight foot Perfection and a nine foot Halford Knockabout. The Perfection is now my rod of choice and it is years since the Mitre Hardy emerged from its slip; perhaps some day I shall take it fishing again and bless the memory of the parents who forbade its sale and so, without knowing it, made me a fisher for life.

         Among the books that I bought in my first weeks at university, mostly books on Latin and Greek grammar and editions of classical texts, were two that had no connection with the Ancient World; they were Lord Grey’s Fly Fishing and Plunket Greene’s Where The Bright Waters Meet. Already I owned one or two fishing books, but these were of the how to catch them sort, even if they did not, like Baverstock’s Brook Trout, belong to the How to Catch Them series. I had read and unwillingly returned those books from the town library, but it did not take long for me to realise that their authors – I wonder if Dewar was one of them – could not hold a candle either to Grey or to Plunket Greene, who had soon come to mean just as much to me, in their own way, as did Homer and Vergil; for they helped, during that first real close season of my fishing life, and amid a welter of new experiences, to sustain my conviction that to be a fisherman was a deep and very special blessing. I had caught only one trout, which had turned me immediately into a passionate angler; but I was an angler with no hope of catching his second trout until at last next April came along. And so I fed my longing on the pages of Fly Fishing and Where The Bright Waters Meet. I would turn to them before sleep, when I found that Grey’s praise of the Itchen and Plunket Greene’s loving tribute to the little river Bourne both glowed more warmly in a mind mellowed by two or three pints of beer.

         I read of southern rivers that I had never seen; they seemed wonderful rivers where great trout rose to suck down fishermen’s flies; but very often, as I read of the Itchen and the Bourne, my mind’s eye was moving along the banks of a northern trout stream, along the banks of the Ribble just above Brungerley bridge; and it was always September there; it was always a cloudy evening of soft and merging colours, an evening so quiet that the splash of a small trout seemed to shatter a reverent silence; and always, near the bank, there was an old bicycle imperfectly concealed in a decaying jungle of butterbur leaves, while out in the river, covered in a grey anorak and a pair of black waders, stood a figure with a fishing rod, casting his fly among the rising trout.

         One of the few fishing books that had travelled south with me to London was a book with no literary pretensions and with no purpose of teaching its readers how to catch fish. It was a small paper-backed book, roughly the size of a pocket diary, and it was already dog-eared when I had owned it for less than a month. I bought it in Ambleside, perhaps a week before catching my first trout. I bought it because it was raining, because I had taken shelter in a bookshop and felt determined to buy something; I bought it because it was about fishing and because it was cheap and because I could not find a book that I really wanted to buy.

         And yet this unassuming little book, which was bought in an idle moment and might well have been lost within a week, still occupies a position of high honour on my shelves. Somehow it survived its first days in my ownership and was soon transformed, by the self-sacrifice of a single trout on a cloudy September evening, into a possession beyond price, into a book even more marvellous than either Fly Fishing or Where The Bright Waters Meet; for I discovered that, whenever I opened its pages, I was immediately carried far from my surroundings, spirited off to strange and enticing lands of infinite content. I found that I could open it in London, in a students’ hall just off the Tottenham Court Road, and within seconds the Tottenham Court Road and with it the whole sprawling mass of London, together with all its brash sounds and festering smells, had been left far behind, had lost any power to influence or to intrude; for the page before me, whichever one of them it was that I happened to be reading, had taken me away fishing – either to the bare border hills of Scotland or to the tumbling streams of the Yorkshire dales, perhaps to the Wharfe or to the Nidd or the Swale; sometimes to remote tarns in the Lake District where char and mysterious fish called gwyniad were said to swim among the trout. I was taken to these and to hundreds of other places, and in all of them I caught fish.

         I would open this wonderful book for five minutes in the morning, before settling down to Plautus or to Homer. Sometimes five minutes became half an hour. I would turn to it in the afternoon when I decided that I deserved some relief from Plato or Vergil. Often I preferred it to Plunket Greene or to Grey for reading on the edge of sleep. It was, throughout my undergraduate days, the best book I knew for soothing the guilty throb of a hangover. I fancy that its authors knew nothing of these marvellous powers. It was called The Northern Angler’s Handbook. It had been conceived by T.K. Wilson; its thirteenth edition had been revised and edited by Ernest Merritt. The cover carries the contented image of a fisher, with a rod in his hand and a deerstalker hat on his head. I know that it was a cheap book but I cannot tell you precisely how much it cost, because the corner of the cover that once advertised the price has long since been worn away. It was most certainly a bargain, for its descriptions of fishing waters in the North of England and the Scottish Borders, with information about who controlled them and whether day or weekly tickets were available, and with comments on the sort of sport you might expect at different times of the year: all this gave me untold hours of delight whenever I was weary with work or with London.

         Within a few years, moreover, The Northern Angler’s Handbook had performed a still greater, an inestimable and lasting service by leading me to the Kilnsey water of the Wharfe. First of all it took me to the Wenning, and it was at least partly responsible for my appearance, fifteen or so years later, on the banks of the Eden round Kirkby Stephen. It is an unpretentious little handbook, but it is no exaggeration to say that, between them, T.K. Wilson and Ernest Merritt have influenced my life as decisively as any literary contact from Homer to P.G. Wodehouse. May God bless them and keep them happy to eternity in the spacious and exclusive region of paradise that he surely reserves for Yorkshiremen who have served humanity with unusual distinction.

         In the January of my first year as an undergraduate, following the advice of The Northern Angler’s Handbook, I applied for a season ticket to fish the Ingleborough Estate water of the Wenning. It cost me five pounds, for which I gained access to about five miles of fishing in one of the loveliest stretches of country to which a fishing rod has ever taken me. Even today it sometimes comes between me and my sleep to think how the Wenning was later treated by men who were supposed to look after her. But when first I came there the little river still wound unmolested through the lonely fields that spread out on either side of her banks.

         There was a mile of water on the very top of the river. Beyond this were the becks that formed her: Clapham Beck, Austwick Beck, Fen Beck. The lower limit of the estate fishing was the road bridge below the railway station. About a hundred yards upstream, a tall viaduct took trains rumbling over the river. There was no walkway underneath. I used to wade through the water, which was passable in all but the biggest of floods, where, with the sound of each step echoing under the tall arches, I left behind me the thoughts and feelings of common reality and splashed my way into a better world.

         It was on the Wenning that I first spent long days on a river, from mid-morning to moonrise and beyond; it was on the Wenning that I first surrendered myself completely to the strong enchantments of running water. And, ever since those two university summers on the Wenning, I have never reckoned days that are not full days as true fishing days; for, except occasionally on summer evenings, just a few hours is not enough; there is not time for the total immersion of the spirit that is needed for a river and a fishing rod to work their marvellous influence. There are still days when I rush to the Wharfe or the Eden for just a few hours; very occasionally they are wonderful, these little fragments of fishing days, sending me home enriched and restored; more often, even if I have caught good fish, I feel that just a few hours has not been long enough for me to find the way back into my fishing world and to drink in the healing power of being and belonging there.

         The Wenning flowed down to the viaduct between straight banks, with birches and alders all along one side. The water was mostly shallow here, sparkling over the gravel and between the rocks. Then the trees changed sides and, beyond them, the river rushed round a double bend, with a high bank on one side, eaten away at its base by the pressure of the current; on the other side grass ran smoothly down to the pebbled margin of the water. After this came a line of short pools, with the river carrying through them the blue or the grey of the sky. A sharp corner, with deep smooth water, led round to an old plank bridge that I never trusted. Beyond the bridge there were mossy shallows, with gorse on the banks and with hawthorns leaning over the water; beyond the shallows there were two deep, rounded pools that brought me to a wooded corner, then to a much deeper, shadowed pool. The river turned again, widened out into shallow and windy flats, and then flowed briefly between high banks, until at last it reached the long, dark pool where the two becks met, where the salmon rested and reddened in autumn as they waited for high water to take them to the spawning beds.

         She was a lovely river, a limestone river, and she flowed, twisting and turning, through buttercup meadows and through rushy pastures where lapwings tumbled and snipe drummed and curlews filled the air with sadness. The breeze blew with the cold purity of early spring days, with the fragrance of May blossom and the high-summer sweetness of elderflowers, with the smell of mown hay and meadowsweet and with the sharpness of wild mint; and over the whole landscape rose the bold profile of Ingleborough.

         It was on the Wenning that I learned to fish and it was there that I became a dedicated spirit. I never caught many trout, for the river swarmed with parr and my skills were still rudimentary and fragile. I was often reduced to frenzied incompetence by the challenge of a difficult fish or by the sting of repeated failure. I never caught many trout and I suspect there were not many of them there for catching; but I saw the water alive with hatching olives and sometimes, as night was settling over the river, a huge silver or scarlet salmon would erupt out of the white stillness of a small pool. I remember hooking a sea trout one September morning and the irresistible force of his dash for freedom. It was on the Wenning that I first recognised a mayfly, and it was the Wenning that taught me the difference between an iron blue and a blue winged olive, between a sedge and a stone fly. I never caught many trout on the Wenning, but it was there that I learned to absorb myself into the life of running water and to relish long days with just myself and a fishing rod and a river for company.

         I spent two university springs and two long university summers on the Wenning, fishing the river for a month in April and then as often as possible between the middle of June and the end of September. They were dry fly summers, full of wind knots and blank days, and each of the few trout that found their way into my net was more precious to me than a dozen much bigger fish from later seasons. They were not always, in fact, just as big as they should have been, those Wenning troutlings, for I confess that my eagerness to make something like a bag occasionally interpreted eight inches as nine. A ten inch trout was a monster and, on the rare occasions when I killed one, the sense of triumph lingered for days.

         From the handful of larger trout that the Wenning gave me I can remember two with particular sharpness. The first came on a windy morning in April, with choppy water in the pools and a hatch of olives such as I have rarely since witnessed. It was a cold, disconsolate sort of morning, much nearer to winter than to spring, and there were still rags of snow on the flanks of Ingleborough. Cursing the wind and its rough treatment of my line I had fished my way without a rise to the junction pool. I was almost ready to call it a day; I was cold and I was bored; but then the hatch started, and not, as so often, with a preliminary trickle to announce that more is on its way, but with an explosion of olives so huge and so sudden that within seconds the river was littered from bank to bank with their dark and bobbing forms, while all round me they were flying through the wild air in helpless profusion.

         I do not remember that this enormous hatch brought on a great rise of trout, but I can still see my Greenwell, skating along the river’s surface in the company of countless spring olives, until suddenly it was swallowed by a trout that fought for eternity and weighed a pound. It was much the biggest fish that I had ever caught. I knelt and gazed at it, as it lay dead on the bank, in something like an ecstasy of possessive love. And, though I caught nothing else before the hatch petered out after perhaps an hour, there could be no thought of failure; for that trout, that single trout, had made the whole day glorious. I ate it the next morning with sacramental reverence, wondering between mouthfuls whether I should perhaps have put it in the freezer before sending it away to be stuffed.

         The same season brought a late afternoon in September, a warm and windless afternoon of golden light beneath a blue sky, with the river falling back from a brown spate and beginning to shine. It was almost the end of my day and it should have been time for the emergence of those quiet thoughts that belong so naturally to the end of fishing days; but I was angry with myself because I had bungled things all day long; even the parr, fish that I sometimes pretended were trout before shaking then free, even the parr had mocked and defeated me; until at last, in the run immediately above the viaduct, and while a train rumbled slowly over the track above me, at last I hooked a trout and knew immediately that he was big. He shook his head and dived and slapped his broad tail on the surface of the water, and my heart beat wildly with the terror of losing him; he was slow to surrender, but the hook held and he stayed for the net and weighed over the pound; and, all by himself, he chased away the discontent of a whole day’s incompetence. I drove home in the belief that I was a mighty fisherman.

         Failure was too commonplace to be memorable, but there was a fish I held briefly, certain that he was huge, until he dived into the roots and broke me. And, though the sun was shining and the hawthorns were white and the air was full of their sweetness, in spite of all this, and for all my twenty summers, I was very close to tears; for I had guessed, from the feel of him, that he was a trout of at least two pounds.

         There was another lost fish that I shall never forget; he belonged to the day late in August when I learned my examination results, which were better than I had dared hope and sent me off to the Wenning in a mood of festival. I fished right up the river and way up Clapham Beck, much further than I had ever been before. The fish I was catching were small, mostly parr, but the afternoon was warm and, as I moved through the bright air, I was full of comfortable and complacent thoughts, telling myself that I was a scholar as well as a fisherman, a man of letters as much as a man of the river bank; and it was delightful, anyway, to be exploring water that I had never fished before, miniature water with a new feature every second footstep.

         Some time late in the afternoon the blue wings came drifting thickly down the tiny pools, clustering on every corner and trapped in untidy lines against each trailing willow branch. It was a big hatch and, in those days, I always greeted the appearance of blue wings with special pleasure, partly because I had read so much about them in chalkstream literature, which made them seem flies with distinctly aristocratic connections; but also because, with their three tails, they were among the few olives that I could identify with real confidence.

         It was a big hatch and the fish fed greedily. I caught nothing of any note, though I persuaded myself that one or two were long enough to kill – they may well have been – until, under a straggling willow bush on a sharp corner, I turned my wrist and found that I had hooked a monster. Perhaps he was a brooding cannibal, tempted from his lair by the profusion of fly. I am still convinced that he was a very big fish. He was on for something like a minute, but it was a hopeless struggle and he smashed the nylon with savage contempt, leaving me standing there on the bank, standing there and shaking with excitement and with the anguished frustration of loss. Three or four times I pulled slack line through the rod-rings, hoping against hope that my trout had not really gone, that, if only I pulled long enough, I should feel his angry presence again as my rod sprang back to life. But there was nothing, nothing but a dangling length of limp and hookless nylon. And suddenly all the pleasure of a soft afternoon in August had disappeared, taking with it all my pride in those high examination marks. I was no longer a scholarfisherman, but only a defeated young angler, oppressed by the misery of his failure and emptiness.

         Losing a big fish, especially for an inexperienced fisher, is a bitter and wounding experience; it leaves scars. The sudden collapse of tension, the giddy descent from wild exhilaration to that aching sense of separation, all this is too much to come to terms with in a few hours or even in the course of a whole day. It is, I imagine, rather like falling off a mountain, like being jilted in love. Whatever it is like, it hurts abominably. I was haunted for weeks by the grim memory of my brief contact with the monster of Clapham Beck. Throughout September, if the becks were flowing full, I fished quickly up the Wenning and went in search of him. But, even though the blue wings came thickly again a time or two, I found nothing rising beneath his willow bush, and I never caught a fish longer than nine or ten inches from his pool or from any of the little pools that belonged to his winding beck.

         It was on the Wenning that I learned to fish. When, after a couple of seasons, I began to grow out of her and began to spend most of my fishing days elsewhere, I was still no expert – I have yet to become one – but I had mastered the elements of my sport and could expect to catch at least a few trout when there was no excuse for an empty bag. I still fished nothing but the dry fly, and this peculiar affectation, partly a lingering inheritance from those dimly remembered library books, but also deriving from a sort of fear of the unfamiliar and from my unwillingness to devote time by the river to the labour of learning new and difficult skills – this foolish devotion to the dry fly must have cost me scores of trout. The story of my conversion to the upstream wet belongs to a later chapter. When I drifted away from the Wenning I was still, or so I thought myself, a dry fly purist: a higher breed of angler than your run-of-the-mill fisherman with his sunk and dragging flies. It was all ignorance and self-deception but, beyond doubt, I was a much better dry fly purist than I had been on the April morning when I first cast a floating Greenwell onto the bright waters above the viaduct at Clapham Station.

         For two long summers the Wenning was almost the only river that saw me on its banks; and then, in my last year as an undergraduate, I discovered a river where the trout were so much more plentiful, and so much bigger, that a day spent in the shadow of Ingleborough began to seem a second-best sort of fishing day. I still fished on the Wenning more often than elsewhere, but this only lasted for a single season; when I left London and moved to Cambridge, although I renewed my permit for the river, I did not spend more than two or three days there, which in time persuaded me that even five pounds was too great a price to pay for a privilege so rarely exercised. And then, for more than twenty years, I left the Wenning alone, except for one visit made on an impulse and without a fishing rod. It was an unhappy experience and soon I shall describe it, but first there is just a little more to be said about those two summers when a day’s fishing meant a day spent on the Wenning and her becks.

         It has been easy for me to recall a few of the more memorable incidents from my association with the Wenning. I find it much more difficult to recapture the spirit of all those ordinary days that brought perhaps a single trout of nine inches, or no trout at all, and were passed chiefly among the river’s teeming parr; for the Wenning, when I first fished her, was a fine sea trout river, and there was also a back-end run of salmon. It is, I suppose, odd that I never made any serious attempts with the sea trout, for the sight of them excited me and the mystery of them appealed to my imagination. I fancy that if ever my dry fly had caught me one, the course of my fishing life would have been transformed. But it was the hope of brown trout that drew me to the Wenning; later years and other rivers have brought me a few sea trout and an odd salmon, but it is brown trout that have filled and inspired my fishing life. I have not followed the same fisher’s progress that I have observed in so many of my friends: a progression from brown trout to sea trout, from sea trout to salmon, a progression that does not necessarily lose contact with its beginnings, one which very often continues to cherish the fish that were its first passion, but which enlarges itself to find new skills and new emotions in pursuit of fish from the sea.

         I am not sure why I have remained almost exclusively faithful to the brown trout, unless it had been the conviction that learning how to catch them is more that a lifetime’s study. Perhaps I should look into this in some later chapter; perhaps I shall never get round to it; what I want to do now, anyway, is to rediscover the feelings of the young man who wandered the banks of the Wenning more than forty years ago, not in those great moments of fulfilment or failure, but in the normal course of his fishing days as he caught a few unmemorable trout and scores of shining parr.

         I know, to begin with, that I loved my fishing; I know that I pined for it in London; I know that one weekend in the May of my second year as a student, after re-reading that wonderful passage in Fly Fishing where Grey describes the intolerable oppression of confinement in the Capital during the cream of the trout season, I was so deeply affected that I got on a train and went straight home in order to spend the weekend on the Wenning.

         I know lots of things about myself as a young student and fisher. I know that I went to Mass every Sunday and that, in between churchgoing, I drank lots of beer, feeling occasionally that I was inclined to drink too much of it; I know that I enjoyed my Latin and my Greek and worked fairly hard at them. I also devoured novels and fishing books; for I had soon moved on from Grey and Plunket Greene and The Northern Angler’s Handbook, although I often returned to all three of them; but in between War and Peace and Anna Karenina I now began to delve into Skues. I discovered not only Turgenev but also the fishing articles of Arthur Ransome. I thought that George Eliot’s Middlemarch was very fine indeed; but I also thought that Negley Farson’s Going Fishing was every bit as fine in its own way.

         I remember lots of things about the young fisher who spent long days on the Wenning and came home from each one of them hoping that he could fish there tomorrow. But beyond being certain that I loved the little river and the days that I spent on its banks, I find it difficult to uncover my fisherman’s soul in those early years of its growth. I am not quite certain what it was that bound me to a river where I knew the quality of the brown trout fishing was second-rate; I could have bought cheap day tickets for at least twenty waters within easy reach of my home, waters where I would have found much better fishing than I found on the Wenning. I knew this well enough, and occasionally I did fish elsewhere, but it was still on the Wenning that I chose to spend almost all my fishing days.

         I think the sense of freedom that I found there was very precious to me. I did not want to fish rivers where trout were numerous but where the men in search of them, being restricted to a single bank or to a few fields, were forced to rub shoulders with each other throughout the day; I did not want to feel crowded, confined or restricted; I wanted to start at Clapham Station, knowing that the river ahead of me, the river and its tributary becks, were all mine almost to their beginnings, knowing that I could fish my way to the top of the Wenning and then wander as far as I chose up Clapham Beck, unless perhaps I preferred to try my luck on Austwick Beck, or in the sluggish pools of Fen Beck where I always felt that a few monsters must be lurking but where I never managed to find one.

         I am sure this sense of freedom formed a large measure of the Wenning’s power over me. And with the freedom went the delight of loneliness: the virtual certainty that I should meet no other fisher at any moment of the day. I wanted my fishing days to be days of withdrawal, days apart from human contact, days given over to water and flies and fish, to these and to the beauty of the lonely fields through which the Wenning flowed. There was doubtless something instinctive in this craving to be alone; perhaps there was also a conscious acknowledgement that my days in the quiet company of running water were a necessary balance to the noisy and self-indulgent conviviality that made up so large a part of my life as a student. I do not think there was much sense of guilt in this; the loneliness was complementary to the beer and the laughter and the loud voices; the student and the fisher needed each other and most of the time they thought of each other as friends.

         I went to the Wenning in search of freedom and beauty and loneliness. But there was something else that sent me back, again and again, to the same undistinguished little trout stream; and – though I am now interpreting my early years as a fisher in the light of later experience – I still feel certain that it was my desire to know the Wenning as intimately as possible, my longing, through constant association, to make it all my own. I yearned to establish some special communion with the river to which I devoted so many of my fishing days. And it has always been like this. My attitude to rivers has always been possessive, not because I want other fishers excluded from the Wharfe or the Eden or from whatever river it is that draws me to itself, but rather that I need to fish it into my heart and think of it as a part of me. The Wenning was the beginning of this feeling and, even though I no longer spend time along its banks, it is most certainly still a living part of me. I only regret that I cannot reach into the past properly to find the young man who, at the age of twenty, fell in love with a river for the first time.

         I wanted to make the Wenning mine; I think that I also went there again and again because I believed that I had found just the place for my apprenticeship as a fisher, convinced that this river, with its eight and nine inch trout and its teeming shoals of parr, was the right river on which to learn the fisher’s skills; for only when the lessons of the Wenning had been fully absorbed and the fisher’s skills properly mastered, only then would it be time to migrate to the banks of more famous rivers. I am not sure, looking back, that, in practical terms, this was a wise choice. The Wenning’s trout were not numerous; there were too many parr for that and the parr rose all day and they rose at anything, which must often have misled me in my choice of fly. It was a difficult river to interpret and doubtless I got it wrong time and again; probably I would have made quicker progress on a river where the parr were not always getting in the way. But although, in purely practical terms, the Wenning was perhaps the wrong river for a novice fisher, she was perfect in most other ways. She was the right size; she was very beautiful; she offered the variety of her becks; she offered the freedom of loneliness, and she helped me to absorb into myself something of the deeper blessings of the fisher’s calling. She never gave me many trout but I am profoundly grateful for her many other gifts. She taught me much of what it means to be a fisherman.

         I abandoned the Wenning soon after I started fishing the Wharfe; for, with its splashing hordes of parr and its few trout, the Wenning could not stand comparison with a river where the trout swarmed in every pool: a river moreover where they grew big and where skilful anglers caught them in twenties and thirties on the same day. I had left the Wenning within two years of my first visit to the Wharfe. I left because I had fallen in love with another river, but it never seemed like a rejection. I felt rather that, by a natural and inevitable process, I had grown out of the Wenning; I fancied that the Wenning was herself telling me that it was time to leave – it may sound odd but I really did think like this – and, though I no longer went to the Wenning, always I thought with warm affection of the little river where I had learned to fish; my memories of those two summers in the shadow of Ingleborough were a continuing delight to me. I thought of the Wenning as the nursery of my fishing life; I thought of her bright parr and her six and seven inch trout as the playthings of a novice, believing that I was now ready for the challenge of bigger things, although I can remember thinking that perhaps one day, when I was an old man, I should revisit her and fish her once more and find that she was still just the same.

         It happened sooner than I expected and I did not find what I was looking for. In the meantime my way occasionally took me over Wenning bridge and, each time I passed, I left the car where I had always left it in the days when I had come there to fish; each time too I leaned over the parapet of the bridge and, after looking at the water beneath me, looked upstream to the arches of the viaduct and to the river that flowed under them; I looked for the splashing rise of a parr; I looked for an olive fluttering from the water’s surface; I made sure that everything seemed as it had always seemed and then drove away happily, telling myself that one day I would bring a rod to the Wenning and cast a fly among her parr and her troutlings, telling myself at the same time that it would not be for many years, that I was still too young to go searching for the past, and that I wanted to be making memories on the Wharfe rather than following them back to the little river which I had now outgrown.

         I cannot remember how often I stopped by the bridge and gazed at the Wenning for a few minutes; but I remember the last time very clearly; it was a summer of savage drought and, though I was now a member of the Kilnsey Club on the Wharfe, it was a summer when I spent as much time climbing hills as trying to catch fish; it was early September and I think I was returning from a day spent on Ingleborough; I know that the currents of the river were feeble and very thin and that their edges were all clotted with slime. Doubtless I stood there praying for rain, so that I should be able to take my rod to the Wharfe and find its trout eager for my dry flies.

         As I stood there on the bridge all those years ago, looking at the weary trickle of water creeping on its way beneath me, there came no sudden longing to fish the Wenning; but all at once I was seized by an impulse to revisit the nursery of my fishing life, not in search of sport and only partly in sentimental homage to times past; it was mainly because I felt curious; I wanted to see if the river beyond the viaduct looked as I remembered her; I wanted to discover whether the pools that had once filled my dreams would now seem unalluring places; and, anyway, the sun was shining and it would be pleasant to wander up the fields for half an hour before driving home; in half an hour, too, the pubs would be open and it would be good to stop somewhere for a pint and to drink a silent toast in honour of the little river that had taught me so much.

         I had no waders with me but the river was very low. Taking off my boots I carried them with me and paddled under the viaduct through an inch or two of tepid water. Then, wandering up the rough pasture along the edges of the river, I watched the parr dimpling in all the little runs and in all the shadowed glides beneath the alders. Nothing that I saw made me regret for a moment that I was there without a fishing rod; for the sun was so warm, and the river was so thin, and the rising fish were so obviously midgets, that it was not a scene to stir predatory urges in the heart of a fisher; even a full water would probably have failed to stir them.

         I felt no immediate desire to fish the Wenning again; I had stopped there in passing and decided to walk up the fields to take another look at the little river on which I had spent so many days; I went there to make sure that things were still much the same, to check my memories and perhaps to readjust them, and also to confirm that the Wenning, though indeed a happy memory, was not a trout stream to bother a fisher who was now a member of an exclusive fishing club on the upper waters of the river Wharfe.

         I had, I suppose, turned into something of an angling snob but, in spite of this, I was more affected by my return to the Wenning than I had been expecting just a few minutes earlier while splashing under the arches of the viaduct. I was beginning to sink into a pleasant haze of recollection; but at the same time there came some twinges of longing for those days on the Wenning three and four years ago, not for the sport they had given me, but rather for the strong and simple feelings that I had brought to them. I was a much better fisherman now, and the Wharfe gave me many more and much better trout than the Wenning had ever done; but I was beginning to discover that life was more difficult to manage than I had once thought it: I was beginning to find that the world beyond the riverbank could push its way into my fishing world and tarnish the deep and necessary pleasures that I found there. I was not always as comfortable by rivers as I knew that I had once been; and the sight of the Wenning on this sunny afternoon, trickling into the little pools where formerly I had found such uncomplicated contentment, this confrontation with the past stirred up some feelings of the nervous disquiet to which I was now increasingly prone.

         So it was that I walked up the rough pasture, to the sharp double corner at its top, with some sense that I was walking through a land of lost innocence and simplicity. They were not anguished thoughts; rather they were faintly nagging ones, gnawing away along the edges of my contentment, for I was undoubtedly in a sunny mood, being filled with that feeling of simultaneous well-being and weariness that comes to those who spend days walking up and down steep hills. I suppose that, in part, I was simply acknowledging that, in leaving the Wenning, I had also left the last remains of boyhood there behind me. But it was delightful, as well as mildly disturbing, to find that I was back on the little river, and I was determined to suppress every unpleasant thought, abandoning myself to recollection and roaming for a time in the remembered sunshine of the past.

         I wandered up the rough pasture, then round the sharp double bend and then on to the line of limestone pools beyond. I found exactly what I was hoping to find; for I found that everything was just the same; the set of every current into every pool seemed just as I remembered it; the monkey flowers along the fringes of the water seemed to be spreading their patches of yellow in just the same places; the straggling line of alders still ran down the far bank just as it had used to, and still the same branches stretched themselves out over the same pools. I did not bother to look, but I remember thinking that, if I searched those branches carefully enough, I should probably find, embedded in their bark, one or two rusty hooks that I had left in them three or four summers ago.

         Everything seemed the same and, although this unsettled me with those twinges of anxiety, it spoke a much stronger message of comfort and reassurance; and each step that I took made me feel closer to my old self; the differences seemed trifling, for the heart, I told myself, was still the same fisher’s heart and the love of fishing now beat there even more strongly than before. I sat down by a pool to smoke and to watch the parr and to remember, if I could, whether the little basin of water before me had ever brought to my net any trout worth killing.

         It was then, all at once and inexplicably, that there came to me an experience of unexpected and piercing intensity, one of those moments of sudden insight or revelation that take possession of us when we are in search of something quite unlike them, in search of some shallow comfort or some trivial pleasure. I had stopped my car on Wenning bridge to gaze at the river for a few minutes; I had decided to splash under the viaduct and walk up the fields to see if my memories were still telling me the truth; it was a diversion for a late afternoon at the end of a day in the hills; it was wholly unpremeditated and it was undertaken in a spirit of half-sentimental curiosity; there was certainly no expectation of strong or difficult emotions.

         And yet, something like ten or twenty minutes after it began, you could have seen a man of twenty five sitting on the banks of the Wenning, sitting there and wiping the tears from his eyes, while at the same time telling himself in a whisper that as long as he remained a fisher he would never go too far wrong, because the fisher’s calling would preserve him from excess and strengthen the better part of him, because the fisher’s calling brought with it those long hours of loneliness which became bitter and tormenting hours whenever the mind exposed to them was unhappy with itself and unsuited to its own company.

         They were tears of dedication; they were the tears of an idealist who, with a sudden and startling clarity, had seen a vision of fishing as a vocation for the temperate and the pure, a vocation which brought endless enrichment but at the same time insisted that its followers should keep themselves untainted, should make themselves worthy of the blessings that were so generously poured out upon them. It was a peculiar and very personal vision and it is still very much alive in me. Those sudden tears on the banks of the Wenning, as I sat there in the sunshine without a fishing rod in my hand, marked the moment when this conviction first took hold of me. It has been with me ever since and, as a later chapter will perhaps show, it may just have made me a better man.

         I went no further that September afternoon; I had found the little river unchanged and took away with me the confirmation of my memories and a new vision of fishing, to which I wish I had remained true. It was several years before I came to the Wenning again, unless I drove over the bridge below the station without bothering to stop or bothering to remember. Anyway, some years later there came a day in August when I climbed Ingleborough instead of going fishing and, of course, I stopped to look at the Wenning on my way back. As once before I decided to take another look at the pools and runs that I had fished all those years ago as a novice angler; and so very soon I was splashing my way under the arches of the railway bridge to the rough pasture beyond.

         I walked slowly along the river, then round the sharp double bend to the line of limestone pools that lay half in late-summer sunshine, half in the shadow of the alders and the steep ground rising above the far bank. I passed the spot where, on my last visit, I had experienced that strange vision of my fisher’s vocation; it was an experience for which I now felt profoundly grateful and as I stood there, my gratitude was extended to the river that had inspired it. I felt grateful, I felt happy; I was walking by the Wenning without any of the disquiet that had troubled me when I had last been there. I lit my pipe and walked on round the next bend.

         I was expecting a rickety plank bridge, with mossy shallows and with untidy hawthorns leaning berried branches over the water; I was hoping to wander up to the cupped pools beyond them and then on to the deep junction pool, all the way drinking in warm memories of the past. But there were no mossy shallows and there was no rickety bridge and there were no thorns with reddening haws along their branches. There were no pools splashing into each other. There was almost nothing that I remembered, except for an old birch tree still standing on the bank where the bridge had once crossed the water. I was no longer looking at the little river that I had once fished; I was not looking at a proper river at all, with those eccentric features that flowing water always produces when left to express itself in its own way. Instead of this I was looking at a featureless channel of water creeping in the shadow of steep and regularly shelving banks. I was looking at a canal; I was looking at a ditch; I was looking at the latest achievement of the men of the River Board and I was sickened by what I saw. All round me I was gazing at the ruin of my dreams and suddenly I was full of anger.

         I was angry with myself for revisiting the Wenning, for destroying the past by so foolishly trying to repossess it. But I was much angrier with the men who had planned and executed so monstrous a sacrilege. I have always talked to myself on riverbanks, usually in a whisper; but that afternoon, as I walked back to the car without going on to look at the becks because I was frightened of what I might find, as I walked back down the fields I roared and cursed and ranted, praying that the despoilers of the Wenning would be punished, would be tortured by guilt, would be visited by sleepless nights with waking nightmares and black visions of despair, would be stricken with premature senility and with public incontinence.

         I fished the whole of the next season without a licence, which was a cowardly and feeble gesture, but it was better than no gesture at all, and at least it meant that the men of the River Board had three or four pounds less to spend on their schemes of destruction. It was not my last visit to the nursery of my fishing life; when next I came to the little river it was once again with a fishing rod in my hands, but it was a whole twenty years after the day that poisoned my memories of the Wenning and, during those two intervening decades, made me think of her as a despoiled and deeply wounded stream.

         
             

         

         Postscript: The story of how I came to fish the Wenning again is told in an earlier book: Confessions of a Shooting Fishing Man. In preparing this book for publication I have asked myself whether my initial response to the work on the Wenning all those years ago was an overreaction. The length of river affected was fairly short but, as I discovered when I returned to fish the Wenning, Clapham Beck had been very shabbily treated. I do not regret my intemperate words.
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