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            To the River Wharfe, to the trout that swim there, to those who fish for them and to all who find fascination and fulfilment in the way of a trout with a fly. 4
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            Chapter One

            Fishing at Seventy

         

         When I look back to the earlier years of my fishing life there is certainly some sense of nostalgia: a regretful longing for a young body, for youthful days together with the vigour that belonged to them; days when I fished all morning and all afternoon and then, after forcing myself to stop for a gulped pint of beer and a guzzled supper, went out again in the evening and fished until the darkness told me that the time had come at last for more beer. And, of course, if I were on holiday, the next day would be no different; with brief and more or less unwelcome interludes, the whole of it would belong to the river until the light failed.

         I should like the legs and arms that were mine even twenty years ago, limbs that were still slow to tire. Twenty years ago, a long day in the hills would, it is true, end in the contented weariness that comes to those of us who spend long days in the hills; but a longer day on the Wharfe, a day spent wading the rocky and jarring bed of an upland river seemed, even in my fifties, almost 8a trivial exertion. Whether it ended in contentment depended, of course, on whether or not it ended with any trout. Anyway, I should like younger limbs, I should like a back that does not complain whenever I slip or stumble in the river or on its banks, a back that, when fishing is over for another day, often tells me that it is getting too old for northern rivers with their rough beds and tangled banks. I should also like a neck that does not creak and ache in response to any abrupt or sudden movement, a neck that frequently adds its voice to my aching back’s complaints. I am determined to defy these complaints for as long as possible, but undoubtedly it would be good to own a body that was not showing such obvious signs of wear. I should like something of the physical resilience of earlier years but at the same time I think that on the whole I prefer the thoughts and feelings that inhabit the fishing days of old age, even though this statement inspires immediate uncertainty as to whether or not I really mean it.

         I can remember the easy rapture and the unquestioning joy that often came to me in early days on the Wenning and the Wharfe and how the marvellous beauty of my surroundings moved me to an entirely uncomplicated and passionate belief in the goodness of creation. And the years, years that I felt sure would be full of fishing, seemed to stretch ahead of me in shining succession to a horizon far too remote to pose me any threat at all.

         Things are more complex now. We take our whole lives with us to the river, because the years have made us who we are, and by the time we are seventy the shaping experience of time points in several directions and often produces ambiguous or equivocal emotions; and yet, in spite of this and in spite of the ever-lengthening shadow of mortality, there are times now when I sit by the Wharfe at the end of a fishing day in possession of a peace that feels deeper and more serene and more important than anything I felt or experienced in younger days; and with this peace there comes a most profound feeling of gratitude to 9the river that has put another brace of trout in my bag and has brought with it this wonderful gift of peace.

         This is something that I find chiefly on the Wharfe, but it comes to me on one or two other rivers, though never with quite the depth or intensity of stillness that I find on the Wharfe up at Deepdale or down at Black Keld and Spout Dub. Perhaps the main motive for setting out on another book is the desire to discover how a river and a few trout can do this for me, can produce in me a state of being that is undoubtedly the greatest and best of the innumerable gifts that fishing has given to me: a gift so precious, so nourishing that I treasure it beyond almost all the countless good gifts that my life away from rivers has given me.

         It is indeed a most wonderful gift, the gift of the river Wharfe; but in spite of this just sometimes – not often by the river, more usually while drinking sherry before dinner or claret before bed – I cannot help thinking how exhilarating and at the same time how straightforward it would be to find myself an undergraduate again, coming to Watersmeet on the Wharfe for the first time ever and then fishing up the river all the way to Kettlewell, coming to Spout Dub, Black Keld, Knipe Dub without knowing their names but with my young fisher’s heart already, on this my first encounter with them, stirred by unfolding love, coming to pools and runs of equal loveliness to which in later years I shall give my own names as the tribute of devotion, finding new beauty with almost every step, lost in wonder at each new revelation, intoxicated with the shining loveliness of flowing water and telling myself that I still have most of a lifetime to fish this river and to make it my own.

         There was something glorious about my early contact with the Wharfe and how I recognised from the start that I had found my river, the river that I wanted to make the heart of my fishing life. We fishers fall in love with rivers and for me with the Wharfe it was love at first sight; it has also been an enduring love 10and, although there was a glory in those first raptures, I think I prefer the stronger bonds of long association and that precious gift of peace given to me so often now at the end of my fishing days. I shall return to the theme of my fisher’s peace, because those few minutes that I almost always spend sitting by the river before packing up and going home can seem in their intensity of feeling like a sort of distillation of the whole day’s experience, and there if anywhere I shall find why the Wharfe and its trout and the business of catching a few of them is so important to me. It is only occasionally that a brief longing comes over me for the thoughts and feelings of a young fisher, but it soon passes when I realise how rich I now find my fishing in old age. I would not choose to find myself an undergraduate of twenty summers again, but there is something from that time that I should love to be given back to me; I should love to be given back the river with which the undergraduate so easily and so sensibly fell in love. The Wharfe has suffered much in the intervening years.

         I should love to go fishing in April and find that midday brought spring olives onto the river’s surface, in a thin trickle at first but a trickle that soon grew into rather more than a trickle, bringing the first rings and splashes of hungry trout before swelling into a silent and teeming explosion of life from the bright currents of a pure and healthy river. I should love to go to the Wharfe in May, confident that the iron blues will hatch in the afternoon and confident too, especially should the day be cloudy and cold, that the hatch will be on a grand scale and that the fish will feast on the river’s bounty. I should love once again to see summer blue wings floating down the river for hours on end, beginning about noon, floating down the river in unimaginable and ever-growing abundance with the trout all the time busy among them. These were once commonplace events but they occur now only at long intervals and you can now spend a whole season on the Wharfe without fishing through a great hatch. I have seen the Wharfe in late summer scattered 11from bank to bank with clustering droves of pale wateries; it is a sight that I have not seen for many years. All the flies that I have just mentioned are still there; all the flies that are meant to be there still hatch in their season but their numbers are drastically reduced. A long day on the river will bring odd specimens or a thin trickle of fly floating down the pools and just occasionally the Wharfe can still remind me of what she could once produce. Right up at the top of the river this past summer there came an afternoon that brought a hatch of blue wings comparable with the hatches of old, but on all my other fishing days I saw no more than occasional duns fluttering off the water.

         The Wharfe, of course, is not to blame for this; it is we who are at fault: for the way we farm, the way we have drained the moors, the way we are changing the climate and the way we so scandalously discharge all sorts of rubbish and poison into our rivers. The Wharfe tries her best and we keep letting her down. Anyway, the steep decline in the population of invertebrates on the Wharfe, and for that matter on most other rivers, is a great sadness to me, for those great hatches of seasons past were not only welcome for the trout they brought up to feed and for the trout they put in my bag; they were wonderful in themselves, they were great spectacles of nature: a teeming demonstration of the power of pure water to produce life in unfailing plenty.

         I should love to find the Wharfe the river that I fished in my early years at Kilnsey for, although I fish other rivers and find fulfilment and peace on their banks, my fisher’s heart belongs to the Wharfe and my fisher’s happiness depends on the Wharfe and how she treats me. Thank God that more often than not she can still manage to be kind. She may breed only a fraction of the flies that she once bred but there are still enough spring olives at the start of the season to interest a few trout and, early in April three or four seasons ago, I fished through a typically brief and thick hatch of march browns, which was a surprise and a delight, because march browns are not meant 12to inhabit the Wharfe, although the trout seemed to know all about them and to relish their taste. Late April and May often bring trickles of iron blues and olive uprights with enough fly to bring some trout onto the feed. Summer always sees a few blue wings and pale wateries but the great hatches have almost gone. The Wharfe is now predominantly a black fly river: a river where the trout stuff themselves with black gnats and smuts and midges. They also stuff themselves with the signal crayfish that now – our fault again – infest the river and are probably another reason for the declining fly life. Whether or not this is the case, the presence of crayfish in such numbers explains why there are now so many big trout in the river, why trout of two pounds and more are now ordinary trout rather than specimen fish pleading in death for the dignity of a glass case. When I first fished the Wharfe, a trout of a pound was a big fish. To my mind, by the way, it still is.

         I set out just now to tell you how, in spite of her problems, the Wharfe still generally treats me well, for she still supports a big head of trout. It is true that on the main beats up to Kettlewell the river is fairly generously stocked, but these same beats also sustain a thriving population of wild trout and above Kettlewell, where there is no stocking at all, there are trout in abundance all the way to the first pool of the river at the tiny hamlet of Beckermonds. I catch plenty of trout at Kilnsey, plenty of stocked trout and plenty of wild ones, and because catching trout is very important to me I often come home from the river a contented man, a man at peace with himself and his place in creation, a man deeply grateful to the river that has once again fulfilled his wishes and put a brace of trout in his bag.

         More than a brace is of course always welcome – I never tire of catching trout – but a brace is all that it takes to bring contentment, although it must be a brace that goes in my bag and comes home with me. I am happy to return most of the trout that I catch but there is enough of the hunter left in me to 13feel that a day that brings no fish for eating or just one of them has been a day of failure. I shall return to this matter of the brace in later chapters.

         It is a great relief to me, anyway, that the Wharfe can still so often satisfy my longing for trout, but there is regret as well as relief: there is my already-mentioned regret that populations of upwinged flies have declined so sharply, but attached to this is a further regret, that this scarcity makes the method of fishing that I like best, the traditional upstream wet, much less effective than formerly. It is a beautiful way to catch trout, exciting as well as beautiful, and there is endless satisfaction to be found in lifting your wrist, lifting it in response to some subtle signal sent to you by line or leader, lifting it in response to some sign so faint that it was not consciously recognised, lifting your wrist and finding yourself connected with the solid weight of a surprised and angry trout. A skilful fisher of the upstream wet possesses a sort of acquired instinct for the strike. Perhaps, aged 70, I have finally developed something of the sort. The moment of connection brings me a thrill of which I never tire. That moment of connection is much more important to me than all the drama of the fight; and the thrill of connection is most intense for me when the fly that makes it is a wet fly fished upstream.

         There are other reasons why the upstream wet is so precious to me: it appeals very strongly to my imagination because, especially when fishing this style at Kilnsey, I often tell myself that, not far short of two centuries past, Pritt and Cadman and their friends fished the same flies that I am now fishing through the same pools in the same way. It is a thought that appeals, establishing some sense of communion with long departed Kilnsey fishers. And I love the old and often very beautiful spider patterns of the north, I love their simplicity of design and they speak to my sense of history: flies passed down from generation to generation as the collective inheritance of northern trout fishers. They are part of our tradition and I have lost my thread 14because, in telling you why I so love the upstream wet, I have forgotten that I set out to tell you how I now fish it much less at Kilnsey and wish it were not so. I fish it less because the Orange Partridge, the Snipe and Purple, the Poult Bloa and their like are nymphal imitations of the various day flies (don’t let anyone tell you otherwise). Spiders are nymphs and because numbers of day flies are so reduced, the Poult Bloa, the Snipe and Purple and the Orange Partridge catch me many fewer trout than they used to. Of course they still put fish in my creel and I think I should probably fish them rather more than I do, but they very rarely work when there are no olives hatching and so nowadays most of my wet flyfishing on the Wharfe is done with fancy patterns in a coloured and falling water. Spiders are still often deadly on the Tees and the Yorkshire chalkstreams and Pritt’s Little Black is still a killing pattern at Kilnsey during a fall of black gnats or – dressed on tiny hooks – when trout are smutting their way through long summer afternoons.

         These days the majority of my Wharfedale trout are caught on dry flies. I started my fishing life as a very ignorant dry fly purist; then, after finally acquiring a degree of competence in the art of fishing wet flies upstream, I became a fanatic for it, fishing no other way for at least ten years until, in the third phase of my fishing life, I gradually evolved into something like an all-round flyfisher. I shall not, in this final period, return to my beginnings by re-embracing an exclusive allegiance to the dry fly but, on the Wharfe at least, I shall probably continue to depend on it for most of my sport. It is, of course, a delightful way to catch trout.

         There are several important rivers in my life and I find a different experience on all of them. I fish the top of the Tees above High Force, a wide river even so near the source, flowing through an open landscape of rough fields between high and rounded heather hills. I am a newcomer on the Tees but already I feel at home there and I find the moorland landscape tonic and 15exhilarating. I have fished the Foston Beck in East Yorkshire for over thirty years and I relish sport there with chalkstream trout. The beck is very beautiful, a perfect miniature chalkstream and the wild trout that you find on some of the beats are as beautiful as the beck itself. It must be at least twenty years since I first fished the Rea Brook in Shropshire and I love the days of shadowed seclusion that I spend there. On all these rivers I find fishing of very different sorts but of equally high quality and with it I find something else: something therapeutic and sustaining. On the Wharfe I find this same something but with this difference: that, on the Wharfe, I find much more as well.

         On the Wharfe I find deep layers of experience, the deposit of more than half a lifetime, of two or three thousand fishing days, days coloured not only by themselves but by the events and emotions that lay on either side of them. I do not as it happens, sit by the Wharfe for hours at a time, watching the river and wading through deep streams of memory. I am too involved in the pursuit of trout, too eager to feel the weight of that brace in my bag to give myself over to meandering recollection. A day on the Wharfe is full mostly of immediate fishing thoughts, but the far-stretching hinterland is there and always I fish in its context and it makes my fishing something richer and more complex than I find on my other rivers.

         On the Wharfe I feel a deep sense of belonging. Everywhere along its banks I meet what I have known since earliest manhood. There are trees that leaned over me as I fished in their shadow more than half a lifetime ago, there are grassy banks and wide green ledges above the water that through the years have been my riverside seat on days beyond number; there is a great boulder in the stream above Black Keld where I have propped myself time after time while changing flies. There is Black Keld itself and Spout Dub and Stepping Stones Pool. There is Knipe Dub and Watersmeet and so many other places that I have known for so long, beautiful places full of memories, places that look just 16the same and just as beautiful as on the day when they first saw me and that seem, whenever I come to them, to be welcoming my return. Every feature, every yard of the river has been part of my life now for half a century. Everywhere there is familiarity, everywhere there is intimacy and everywhere there is me.

         But there are others too because, although I rarely fish in company on the Wharfe, in spite of this I never fish alone because, almost everywhere along the banks, I meet the kind ghosts of departed fishers and friends, encounters that bring some sadness but a much deeper sense of grateful love, love for the fisher-friends who can fish no longer and love for the river that first brought us together and made us friends.

         Whatever else this book might be it will most certainly be an outpouring of praise for the river Wharfe, a celebration of all she is and all she has given me, an unworthy offering to the river that has been one of the most important shaping forces in the progress of my life. It will also, of course, be a celebration, not just of a river, but of the fish that swim there, of the brown trout of the Wharfe, especially the wild ones, for the native trout of the Wharfe are every bit as beautiful as the river from which they come. I shall celebrate the trout of my other rivers as well. I have been in love with trout since I caught my first one at the age of nineteen two days before going off to university. It is a love that has certainly developed and deepened over the years and there will be more to say of it. All I shall say here is this, that trout matter to me now more than ever, partly perhaps because I know that I have caught many more of them than I can expect to catch in however much of life remains for me. This makes every trout that now comes my way doubly precious. I hope my last trout of all is still some way ahead and, writing these words in late February, I hope that the first trout of another season is no more than a week or two away, although there will, of course, be no real contentment unless this first trout of the season is big enough to put in my bag and is then joined there, at some point 17in the progress of the day, by a second trout to make the brace. Perhaps the season’s first trout will remain a singleton. I shall try to look on it as a promising start and not feel too dissatisfied. But the first brace will come, and on the evening of the day when the Wharfe gives it to me and with it gives me that most wonderful gift of peace, I shall celebrate the occasion with half of one of my better bottles of wine, although, on the evening of the season’s first brace, the most ordinary wine in the world would smell and taste like one of the choicest and the best.

         
            *****

         

         A brief note. The pronouns I use to refer to the Wharfe are inconsistent. Mostly I think of the river as a ‘she’ and I am not sure why. But there are times when ‘it’ seems more appropriate, although I am at a loss to explain what lies behind this difference of attitude. ‘He’ never occurs to me, which is strange because throughout history, from classical times to the present day, personified or deified rivers have almost always, if not universally, been male, Father Tiber, for example and Father Thames and Old Man River. I cannot think of the Wharfe (or of my other rivers) in this way. Mostly I think of them, like ships, individually as she; occasionally ‘it’ seems more suitable. I apologise if this irritates or annoys you but there, I am afraid, it is.
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            Chapter Two

            Start of the Season

         

         Iused to greet the start of a new season with some sense of relief: relief that I had managed to make it through another winter and could now look forward to going fishing again. That was sometime in my fifties. I am seventy-two now, spring has come round again and the sense of relief is much, much greater, bringing with it a feeling of deep thankfulness that I am once again standing on the threshold of another trout season, stiff-jointed and slow it is true, but still feeling fit and strong enough to fish my way through the spring and summer and through another September’s golden beauty.

         For us fishers of the north-west, trouting begins in March. I am not sure that it should do, because March rarely brings ideal conditions for flyfishing. Even days in April often seem too soon, especially high up Wharfedale above Kilnsey and Kettlewell and way up the Tees above High Force. There are fishers who hold back until spring has moved on, warming up the water and waking up the trout. There are even fishers who 19somehow manage to wait until May and there are more fishers who are sensibly selective and, in March and April, only go to their rivers when the sun is warm, when the breeze is gentle and soft.

         I am not a fisher who can postpone the start of his season for much more than a day or two and I am not a fisher who finds the sort of selectivity that I have just mentioned easy to achieve. I almost wish that I could but the truth is that once I am allowed to go out in search of trout I find it very difficult not to take advantage of the opportunity. You may be surprised when I tell you that guilt is one of the motives that sends me off to the river; if you asked me to explain what guilt can possibly have to do with it, I should explain how it comes from my half-conviction that God in his wisdom made me a fisherman, with a solemn duty to fish rivers and catch trout and celebrate the myriad beauties of doing so; piety therefore demands that I should go fishing just as soon as fishing is possible, and that cold winds and cold water should not discourage me from doing my duty and trying to catch the season’s first trout.

         Even if I leave God out of all this it is still beyond doubt that, as a fishermen, I feel something like a sense of vocation: something like a conviction that I was born to fish and to find joy and fulfilment through fishing and through trying to find the words to share with others something of the essence of those precious gifts.

         I also feel restless when bad weather keeps me away from my rivers in the first few days of the season, restless and impatient for change, impatient to find myself on the Wharfe again, searching her pools and runs in the glorious hope of being rewarded for my efforts with the first brace of a new season. The start of the season also brings me something else that might surprise you, because it undoubtedly brings a nagging sense of anxiety, stemming from the fear that I shall go fishing and catch a trout or two and suddenly find that catching a couple of trout 20has lost most of its meaning, has lost its alchemic power to make the world and my presence in it seem twice as wonderful as they seemed before those two trout came my way.

         There is this anxiety, made sharper by my knowledge that it once happened: that for something like two years, mental illness robbed catching trout of all its precious power to bring comfort, delight and fulfilment, at a time when my presence on a riverbank was so painful that, attempted once or twice, it was thereafter renounced. Undoubtedly there is this anxiety, but there is a much stronger feeling of hope: hope that I shall find everything that, with the exception of those two dark years, I have always found in fishing, everything and more because – with that same exception – as one season has followed another I have found that my experience of fishing has gained in intensity rather than surrendered any of its power. I tell myself this again and again but it cannot quite banish the anxiety that lurks somewhere in a dark corner of the mind, not even when I also tell myself that I am healthy again and that the season’s first brace will surely confirm to me that being a fisher is as wonderful as ever. In the aftermath of that black period in my life it seems that I now have to relearn this marvellous truth all over again at the beginning of each season, although last year I managed to relearn it without the gift of even a single trout let alone of two.

         I remember driving over into Wharfedale, late in March on the second day of the season. I cannot remember what had kept me away on the first and I was probably feeling slightly guilty. Anyway, as I drove up Mallerstang and then along to Hawes and over Cam Fell before dropping down into Wharfedale, I could not help wondering if fishing would be able to live up to my very high expectations. I was not thinking so much of the day ahead of me, which was more than likely to send me home with an empty bag, because it was so early in the season and the air was cold and even if fly hatched it might easily be ignored. I was thinking more of the whole season stretching away to distant 21September and I was wondering if going fishing could continue to nourish and enrich my life in the way that it had done for the last 50 years. Yes, the specific anxiety that illness could once again take away my joy in fishing was undoubtedly there but I was more concerned with a possibility that had often suggested itself to me before: that the day might come when I suddenly found that I had caught enough trout, that catching more of them no longer mattered very much to me. I remembered pieces of music that once moved me very deeply and how I thought their emotional power could never fade, how I turned to them too often and then found disappointment and loss, finding that, although my mind still acknowledged their beauty, their hold on the heart was gone. Driving over to Wharfedale at the start of the season last year I could not help asking myself whether a similar thing might someday happen with catching trout, whether I might find all at once that the glory was gone from it, that I had done more than enough, had done too much of it and would be forced to acknowledge this sad truth with a sense of impoverished regret.

         Five or six hours later, while driving back from the river with fishing now over for the day, I knew and rejoiced in the knowledge that I had nothing to fear. It was not that I had caught trout and found it just as wonderful, just as transformative as I had been hoping. I had never seemed likely to catch a trout and my failure, if it could be so called, had not made me restless with impatient longing for the season’s first trout, because I knew that it would happen before too long. I had not caught any trout, but my time on the river had convinced me that, when the first brace did come along, it would mean every bit as much to me as it always had done, unless in fact it proved to mean even more.

         The day had not been dissimilar to many first days of the season, which over the years have specialised in sending me home with an empty bag. It had been spent between Watersmeet and Black Keld, probably my favourite length of the club’s main 22beats. This is partly because toward its top a fisher finds himself at Spout Dub, which is undoubtedly the place where my fisher’s heart most truly belongs. You will hear much, possibly even too much, about Spout Dub in these pages. This doyen, anyway, this prince, this paragon of pools is one of the reasons why I so dearly love the beat to which it belongs; but it is also a beat where the river, it seems to me, is just the right size, is full of variety and of beauty and, for me, full of the richness that comes from long association. I was there, anyway, at the beginning of the season last year and it felt like an act of repossession, felt as though I was reclaiming an important and very precious portion of my life, taking it back for another half year until the end of another September asked me to resign it all again.

         On that chilly March day last year, the end of September felt comfortingly far away and the narrow valley looked very beautiful. It was the beauty of early spring; it was a very spare beauty with pale colours beneath a patchwork sky. When the sun shone there was brightness in the water and on the outcrops of white limestone running in irregular and broken lines along the near skyline of the fells. In the grass there was the brightness of coltsfoot and celandines. The river flowed clean and very clear with a pale yellow light, flowing on its way through the faded pastures and beneath leafless trees. It was too early for any lambs.

         In truth it was really too early to be fishing but I was very glad to be there and it was good to be casting a team of flies again, even though it was done without much hope of bringing up any trout. Round midday a scattering of olives appeared but I saw no rise. I enjoyed meeting my friends, Andrew and Kelvin, in the fishing hut at lunchtime, eating my sandwich with them, drinking a bottle of wine with them and being careful to pour myself just slightly more than my share. It was, after all, my bottle of wine. Anyway, we talked together in the easy way of old friends and then returned to our fishing, looking forward to meeting up again in May. 23

         I walked up the river to Spout Dub and then fished my way to Black Keld. What mattered to me about this was the sense of reunion and restored intimacy. I sat by Black Keld for a time and looked at the river, at the inflow of the beck that gives the pool its name, at the pool itself and the long glide above it, flowing down from a small, restless pool beneath a leaning sycamore. Today they had given me no trout, but in the past they had given me dozens and dozens and I could tell myself that, with the coming of warmer weather and warmer water, they would almost certainly treat me with the old generosity. There was comfort in both recollection and expectation; it was a comfort that came from having known the river for so long. It was an old man’s comfort. Without that relationship of half a century I should have sat there feeling cold and frustrated because the trout were asleep and there was no real prospect of catching any. As a young man I should have condemned the day as a tedious failure.

         As it was I drove home unconcerned by the emptiness of my creel, feeling very glad that I had spent a fishless day on the Wharfe. It had, after all, been ritual rather than sport, a ritual which had established that the bond was still there, a simple and touching ritual of friendship renewed. Knowing that the bond was still there I knew too that it would be confirmed and strengthened by the trout the river would surely give me in the course of the season, a season that would bring joy and fulfilment to my old fisher’s heart and would further deepen my long and very deep friendship with the river Wharfe.

         Perhaps some of you are thinking that this talk of friendship is foolishness, is an illusion, and strictly speaking I suppose you are right, because friendship is something that grows out of a relationship between sentient and self-aware beings. But I miss the Wharfe when away from her, at the same time acknowledging that the Wharfe is unlikely to be missing me. In spite of this obvious truth, when I find myself standing on the banks of 24the Wharfe at the start of another season, I cannot resist the impression that the river is glad to see me and is welcoming me back into her valley and her life. And this is why I think of the relationship as one of friendship, one of the oldest and most fruitful friendships of my life.

         But there is, of course, more to it all than this, because I do more than meet a river when I go to the Wharfe. I also meet myself. I meet the undergraduate fishing day tickets, not catching many trout but already in love with the river and longing already to join the world’s most fortunate band of brothers by becoming a member of the Kinsey Angling Club; I meet the research student in the first two years of his membership, absurdly proud of his new status but increasingly alarmed by his immoderate appetite for alcohol; I meet him on the September day when he stumbled from the river in tears, tortured by the impossibility of self-control and by the guilt of excess and half believing that his fishing days are already over; I meet him the following spring on his return to the Wharfe, now a young schoolmaster who, with increasingly rare lapses, has turned drinking beer back into a controlled pleasure and is convinced that his love of the Wharfe and his longing to feel at home and happy on her banks was one of the chief motives that inspired reform and made it possible. I meet him at all subsequent stages of his life and of his progress as a fisher, until there is a gap of almost three years at the beginning of his retirement, and then I find him by the Wharfe again, slowly recovering from his grim struggle with depression and slowly fishing his way back to happiness and peace. On the Wharfe I do not fish through just a river; I also fish my way through a life.

         
            *****

         

         25The first day of the season, because it is a day of such special significance, can bring happiness and something like joy even without any trout. This is not something that belongs to any other days spent in the company of the river Wharfe, days that will be felt as days of failure if they have not managed to send me home with a brace of trout. Some seasons back I spent three consecutive early-season days on the Wharfe, all of which were blank. I remember that on the last of these three days I hooked a good trout in the afternoon and told myself while playing him that on this occasion I did not need a brace, that on this occasion one trout would do just fine. When he dropped off the hook I roared out in pain and frustration, feeling most deeply miserable, feeling that I should have much preferred not to hook him because losing him was almost more than I could bear.

         I then banished myself from the Wharfe for a whole week and somehow managed to stick to the almost impossible terms of this self-imposed exile. In a week, I told myself, the trout might just be beginning to move, there might just be a hatch of olives and I might, just might, be able to catch myself the season’s first brace. Meanwhile I fished the Eden twice and on each occasion caught a trout. They were very welcome trout, they were the first trout of another spring but I should have much preferred to have caught nothing on the first day and both those trout on the next. You know how it is with me and the brace. You know how having two trout in my bag is immeasurably more satisfying than having just a lonely singleton.

         Anyway, I returned to the Wharfe on a bright April morning with a gentle upstream breeze. The air was cool but there was no edge to it. It was a tonic air. There had been rain the day before and the river was big but it was falling and it was not dirty or brown. It was flowing with a dark lustre and it was unquestionably a fly water. It was the sort of water that, in late spring and summer, brings the possibility of a bulging creel; but so early in the season I thought it was the sort of water more 26likely to keep trout tucked in under the banks or hugging the bottom unless perhaps an untypical profusion of fly brought them up to feed. I half expected that, as a last resort, I should at some stage of the day be fishing weighted nymphs but, at eleven in the morning, that was still some hours away and I began the search for the first trout of another Wharfedale spring with my favourite early-season duo of Simple Simon on the dropper and my hackle Coachman on the point.

         Even in a big water it is worth casting your flies into fast currents and strong runs, but you will probably find your best chance of success by searching edges and eddies and those trapped patches and rocking pockets of foam. I had been doing all this for perhaps half an hour when something told me to raise my wrist, some sudden twitch on the line or some slight pause or deviation; I raised it, anyway, and found that I was into a trout. He weighed 1lb. 11ozs., was an overwintered stock fish and was, of course, knocked on the head. He was a very special trout because he was the season’s first trout from the Wharfe and he would, I hoped, be the first of many more. He was a special and very welcome trout but catching him brought an arguably unwelcome side-effect because it did not bring me satisfaction or peace; instead of this it provoked an immediate and unusually acute attack of brace-fever. I cannot remember breaking out into a sweat or feeling dizzy; I don’t think there were hot flushes or a headache or sudden exhaustion or any new aches and pains; but there was most definitely a burning desire to turn one trout into two and I knew that, if only this happened, I should feel ridiculously happy, feel that God was in his heaven and everything in the world was just as it should be and that of all men I was undoubtedly the most fortunate and the most blessed.

         I fished on and nothing much happened for about half an hour, at least nothing much apart from the whisper of my line and the fall of my flies onto the restless currents of the Wharfe. 27I think there might have been a tangle that took a few impatient minutes to sort out, and there were certainly curlews floating over the fields and filling the sky with their sad and strangely thrilling music; there were floating curlews and there were wagtails fluttering over the water from rock to rock, and I can clearly remember a dipper flying upstream with what I thought were twigs or feathers in his beak. Now that I think about it there is, of course, always something happening in the vicinity of rivers and almost always it is good to see and hear. When I said that nothing much was happening, what I really meant was that the one thing that above all else I wanted to happen was refusing to happen, because no altruistic second trout seemed willing to attach itself to the end of my line and then stay attached until it had been tamed and brought safely to net.

         It was almost time for lunch and I could not help thinking how my sandwich would taste twice as toothsome, my wine twice as fragrant and rich if only there were a brace of trout in my bag, but unfortunately it looked as though both my sandwich and my wine would be denied the transforming effects of the season’s first brace, tasting like an ordinary sandwich and just ordinary wine rather than a sandwich and a glass of wine that had gone through some form of transubstantiation at precisely the moment when the second trout had splashed into my net.

         It was almost time for lunch but there was just time for Spout Dub, that pool without equal which, as well as being the best and most beautiful pool in the world, is also the kindest of pools and seems to know when I most need a fish and to respond by persuading one of its residents to swallow one of my flies, which is, of course, one of the reasons why I love it so dearly. It is also the pool that, on a wild afternoon in September fifty years ago, put five out of seven trout in my bag, a bag that until then had never brought home from the Wharfe or from any other river more than a brace or (much more frequently) an unsatisfactory singleton. 28

         Add to all this its beauty and its seclusion beneath a dripping cliff of white limestone, add some mysterious power of place and you may begin to understand my passionate attachment to this most wonderful of pools.

         There is broken water at the head of Spout Dub, where the river rushes into the pool through a narrow channel in the rock and gravel, flowing hard and fast against what to an upstream fisher is the left bank. And it was here, just before lunch on that bright day in April a few years ago, that the line sent me its signal to strike. I knew at once that he was big and that he would take some taming in the strong flow. I was frightened, wishing him half the size that he felt to be, because then there would be less danger of losing him and losing with him the surpassing glory of the season’s first brace. The dim, pale shape of him, twisting and turning in the dark water, confirmed that he was a big trout, almost certainly a two pounder, and he was very slow to tire. I thought for a few grim seconds that he had lodged himself beneath a ledge of rock and must surely break me, but the line held, pressure brought him out again into open water and at last he was drawn over the net. He weighed 2lbs 4ozs and was in fine condition. He was another overwintered stock fish, he had taken my Coachman and now it was most certainly time for lunch.

         With the brace won, duly laid in the pale grass and admired with appropriate wonder and reverence, I now sat on a grassy shelf above Spout Dub and ate my sandwich, which tasted almost too good for an imperfect world, although the world’s imperfections seemed to have no place on my grassy shelf above Spout Dub. I ate this sublime sandwich, which had been bought from the Co-op in Kirkby Stephen and may have been filled with two or three limp rashers of bacon and a few bits of salad, and after it was eaten I drank my very slow way through two metal beakerfuls of red wine. I cannot remember what the wine was, except that it was red, or where it came from, but I can 29remember that each sip seemed to confirm and deepen my sense of complete contentment, seemed to convince me more firmly that, if imperfection was part of the nature of things, it was so trivial as to be almost meaningless.

         I looked at the tight green buds on the sycamores along the bank; I watched a dipper bobbing up and down on a rock across the water and saw that his beak held neither twigs nor feathers but strands of dry grass; I saw a wagtail fluttering over the water to seize a fly; I listened to the sound of the river; I followed the slow drift of clouds through the bright sky above me and, drinking all this in with grateful eyes and ears, acknowledging too that the brace in my bag made the revelation of this beauty twice as bright and my response to it twice as wonderful, I asked myself all over again how a couple of trout could so powerfully affect a man who had been catching trout for more than fifty years. How could two more matter so much?

         For most of my fishing life, by the way, wine or, in younger days, beer belonged only to the end of fishing days. The wine became a lunchtime feature of days on the Wharfe almost ten years ago when I was recovering from my battle with depression, beginning to fish again, finding pleasure and purpose in it, but still often finding the prospect and sometimes the experience of fishing days daunting and difficult. It was then the lunchtime wine was introduced, because I used to tell myself that, if I got to the Wharfe and got through to one o’clock, I would reward myself with two glasses of wine, which meant, of course, that I then had to fish for two or three hours in the afternoon before I could think of driving home, and this in turn meant that I became gradually re-accustomed to spending long days on the river.

         So it was that the indulgence of lunchtime wine was introduced – to begin with almost always at Spout Dub – an indulgence that has now become an essential element of a day 30on the Wharfe (or any other river). Anyway, as I sat there after Spout Dub had made the brace for me with a two-pounder, as I sat there sipping my wine while watching the dipper come and go with beakfuls of dry grass for its nest somewhere in the vicinity of Spout Dub’s cliff, watching too the wagtail fluttering over the water and pouncing on an occasional fly, listening to the river and admiring the brightness of its flow, as I sat there with the blue sky and a few drifting clouds above me I felt quietly and very deeply happy and I suddenly saw something of what fishing gives to me with its gift of the brace; for this gift, I now saw, helps me for a time to live in the present: supremely content with Spout Dub and two trout and a metal beaker of red wine, with budded branches and a dipper and a wagtail, with floating clouds above me and with the sound of the river Wharfe in my ears.

         This fisher’s peace, this deep and grateful contentment in the conviction that the present and what belongs to it is all that I need for fulfilment and happiness, this is a very great gift and doubtless you will have known it yourself. You may have found it with just a single trout, you have probably found it without wine. For me two trout are needed and the wine certainly helps. Anyway, when on this particular occasion, the last drop of it was finished, when I had looked into my metal beaker and been forced to acknowledge that there was nothing left in it, I put my two trout in the cool and dripping shade of the miniature cave at the downstream end of my grassy shelf and began to fish my way upstream. A very thin trickle of olives was coming off the river but I saw no response from the trout and thought, in an unbothered sort of way, that I was unlikely to catch any more; the reason this scarcely mattered, of course, was that a brace of trout was already lying there in the shadows of Spout Dub’s tiny cave.

         In the event I did catch more trout. I caught two more of them, another brace in a typically short and profuse flush of 31March browns. This second brace, of course, delighted me and confirmed the brightness of my mood but I say again that it was the first brace that mattered because it had brought me my fisherman’s peace.

         I came, anyway, to Black Keld and saw to my surprise that there were fish rising in the run above the inflow of the beck. I immediately – and unsuccessfully – attacked the lowest of them with a parachute Imperial. And then I saw that the hatching flies were not spring olives, saw that march brown was written all over their large and mottled wings. I should have caught a specimen to look for the femoral blotch that proclaims the true march brown but, to tell the truth, I was far too eager to catch another trout. The brace is enough but more is always welcome. I can never have too much of catching trout.

         I was inclined to think that they were probably false march browns because the Wharfe has never been known as a river that produces the genuine article but, by appearing in a short and – as it turned out – abundant flush they were doing exactly what the genuine article is meant to do and it is true that I had never seen false march browns hatching so thickly of the Wharfe. These thoughts, anyway, occurred to me as I stood there watching the flies and the rising trout, but I was concerned much more with what fly would give me the best chance of adding to the brace in my bag.

         I had no patterns tied with march browns – false or otherwise – in mind. Perhaps I should have looked for a Klinkhåmer of appropriate size and colour but I made no attempt to find a pattern even remotely imitative. For some reason, impatience perhaps or the suspicion that there was nothing in my fly boxes that looked anything like a march brown, for some reason, anyway, I tied a Simple Simon to the end of my line and in the next ten minutes I missed two trout, hooked and lost one and killed two more. And then the hatch failed and my day was more or less over. A better representation of the hatching fly might have 32held on to that lost trout and might have hooked one or other of the missed ones. I did not care. After fishing for perhaps another twenty minutes I finished and drove home in possession of the peace that only comes to me at the end of successful fishing days, deeply in love with fishing and with catching trout, with Spout Dub and the wonderful river Wharfe. The flies, by the way, turned out to be true march browns; I was back a few days later, there was an almost identical hatch, this time I bothered to pick a fly off the water and the clearly visible blotch on his femur immediately told me what I wanted to know.
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