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Wiley Nautical—sharing your passion.


At Wiley Nautical we’re passionate about anything that happens in, on or around the water.


Wiley Nautical used to be called Fernhurst Books and was founded by a national and European sailing champion. Our authors are the leading names in their fields with Olympic gold medals around their necks and thousands of sea miles in their wake. Wiley Nautical is still run by people with a love of sailing, motorboating, surfing, diving, kitesurfing, canal boating and all things aquatic.


Visit us online at www.wileynautical.com for offers, videos, podcasts and more.
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INTRODUCTION


Ever since the whale swallowed Jonah, there have been stories about massive fish and the people who hunt them. And just as the whale ultimately lost Jonah, so the tales of those that got away evoke delicious mystery, and give rise to fishing legends.


No one captured this more deeply than Ernest Hemingway in the The Old Man and the Sea. Anyone who has ever set out to catch a monster can empathise with the old fisherman, Santiago, in his tiny boat. He hooked and fought a gigantic marlin for days, finally defeating the fish but having to leave it in the water, lashed to the gunwale, because it was too big to come aboard the skiff. Victory turned into despair as one shark after another took bites out of the fish, so that only a skeleton remained by the time Santiago reached port. All the local fishermen could do was to measure what was left, 18 feet of head, bones and tail, while the old man slept away his exhaustion in his house.


We only have memories of the fish we lose, so fact easily turns to myth. I was just 8 years old when I was fishing one day on Brighton's Palace Pier, down on the landing stage among the girders. I had an ancient cane rod of my father's and I was float fishing, I remember, with a hook dangling a few yards beneath the surface, on which was impaled a large chunk of herring. I think I must have seen some mullet cruising around and, not realising that they sipped seaweed and maggots but seldom herring, thought I might catch one like this.


I didn't see the float go under, because I wasn't looking. I just have this vivid recollection of a truly violent pull on the rod, the like of which I had never felt before and seldom since. I didn't see the fish, didn't even hook it, which was just as well, because I think the rod would have immediately collapsed in sympathy. I was left with a feeling of profound shock, which rolls down the years to me still. I stood stunned, wondering what the hell this fishing lark was all about. My father, a clergyman, believed me when I stammered out the tale, but only because, he told me years later, I was sheet white and shaking, and he realised from his experiences as an army chaplain during the war that I was in deep shock over something. I think now that my fish was probably a bass, and I would be well into my teens before I eventually caught one that would, in my mind at least, come even remotely close to my lost leviathan. But that is the beauty of the myth; my mystery fish could, indeed, have been a record catch, and no one can ever prove otherwise.


The attraction is not all about lost monsters, of course. My first fish, the smallest of whiting off Lowestoft Pier, is a treasured memory, although what I remember most of that event was my mother complaining that the fish should really have been returned to its mother, not given a premature rap over the head, however proud I was of myself. My first trout, caught in the brook near my home, was a defining moment in my life, although that, too, was difficult to locate in the frying pan. My first salmon – ah, now, that was something else: a pull almost as savage as my mythical bass, and played as though my life depended on landing it. The pleasure of catching that fish was only surpassed when I watched my 11-year-old son take his first salmon from the Lower Tweed. He played his fish much better than his father had done all those years before him, and the closest he came to losing it was when I panicked and tried to grab it far too early.


So, some of the stories in this book are my own, but most have been gleaned from others. They range right across the world, from the UK to Australia and New Zealand, taking in Russia, Alaska, the wild waters of the North West Atlantic, the Caribbean, Florida Keys, and the Indian Ocean, and they touch on the mysteries of India, the Himalayas and Africa. There are brown trout, Atlantic and Pacific salmon, sea trout, eels, pike, mahseer, tiger fish, black marlin, tuna, bonefish, permit, tarpon and many other species. Some are tales of extraordinary events happening to ordinary people seeking nothing more than a few hours of solitude with a fishing rod. Others involve great characters and big personalities, to whom standout happenings are probably commonplace. They all embrace one central facet, though: a love of fish and fishing, and the truly wonderful places across the globe to which the species and the sport draw us, and the people we meet when we get there. And then, of course, there is the wildlife, often extremely mischievous, which adds terrific spice to some of these tales.


I hope you enjoy this anthology. All the stories are based on actual events, although I trust you will forgive my own embellishments here and there. There are a few ghost stories as well, and some of you will, I am sure, scoff that these couldn't possibly be based on fact. All I can say is that the people concerned obviously thought that their experiences were real enough, and I'm certainly not going to suggest otherwise.


So most of what you read in these pages is based on the truth. Although you never quite know with fisherman, but that just makes listening to their stories all the more fun…









PART ONE


Captured Monsters









SALMON ON THE FLOOD


The North Esk can be a dangerous place for a wading angler, because heavy rain can raise water levels alarmingly quickly. That is exactly what happened during an extraordinary fight that required courage, friendship and no little luck.


The North Esk is one of Scotland's more prolific salmon and sea trout rivers. The proprietor of this middle-beat fishery, Hughie, and a friend, Simon, were on the river early one morning, having seen a weather forecast the previous evening that promised rain by midday. The river was already at a good height for fly fishing, but it wouldn't need much of a deluge to make it unfishable, which would be a pity, because there were plenty of fresh salmon about.


It was September and some stale sea trout were being a nuisance. Both men had caught and returned a couple of fish in the lower pools, but Hughie was now back at the top of the beat in the Junction Pool, a classic taking spot at this river height. It had started to drizzle and some weeds, leaves and twigs were now floating past, a sure sign that it was already raining in the hills and the river was beginning to rise. Time was running out but the water still felt ‘right’, as far as Hughie was concerned, so he kept rolling out a stoat's tail and mending the line so that it fished as slowly as possible across the rising flow.


He was halfway down the pool when Simon appeared.


‘Any luck?’ asked Hughie.


‘Another dark sea trout, but no salmon. I've seen plenty, but they just won't take.’


‘The fish are getting twitchy with this rise in water; they're head and tailing all over the place up here, so I reckon one's got to take in a minute. Fish down behind me.’


No sooner had he said it than Hughie had a good draw on the line as the fly reached mid-channel. He lifted the rod and was into a fish, at which point, about 15 yards below, a very stale sea trout of 4 or 5 pounds leapt clear of the water.


‘Another kipper,’ said Simon and turned to walk to the head of the pool.


The head shaking and solid weight on the line didn't feel like a sea trout. ‘That wasn't my fish!’ Hughie called out. ‘Honestly, Simon, this feels a bit more serious!’


Simon came back as the line started to leave the reel at a steady speed against a tightened brake and a full bend in the 15-foot rod. Just then, at the bottom of the pool, where it runs into a glide, a tail appeared out of the water.


‘Bloody hell, Hughie!’


‘Told you! That's the biggest tail I've seen in this river for years!’


He managed to stop the fish on that first run and recover some line, but then it was off downstream again, far more energetically this time, as though it had just woken up to the fact that something was wrong. It ran into the shallower water below, which was quickly being turned into a foaming rapid by the rising river.


‘You'll have to follow it,’ said Simon. ‘You've got no chance of bringing it back against that volume of water.’


‘Okay, but stay with me; this looks hairy.’


Hughie followed the fish, trying to keep some sort of contact and only giving line when he had to. He didn't want too much fly line on the water: it would create impossible drag in those conditions and could easily pull the hook free from what he was now convinced was the fish of the season. He was getting soaking wet from shipping water over his chest waders, plus the drizzle that had now evolved into a monsoon, but he was oblivious to that for the moment as he concentrated completely on his line cutting through the water.


The fish bore remorselessly downstream and all he could do was follow; the maximum side strain he dared use wasn't making the slightest impression on its progress. They went through the rapids and into the next pool, where the fish at least slowed a little in the deeper water, giving Hughie and Simon a chance to catch up. They were still wading, because there was too much vegetation on the bank to play it safely from up there.


‘Er, Hughie, I reckon that water's up by a foot since I was here half an hour ago. This is getting crazy.’


‘Look, get back to dry land. I'll give it some stick for five minutes and see if I can bully it out. I'm not letting this go without one more effort.’


‘I'm staying here: you need someone with a bit of sense around this situation.’


The fight went on much longer than five minutes. The rain kept pouring down and Hughie could see the river rising in front of his eyes. The flow was appreciably stronger now, and not only was the water perilously close to the top of his chest waders, he was finding it increasingly difficult to stay upright. Fish of the season or not, the situation was getting stupid.


‘Come on, Hughie, just give the bloody thing some welly! You've only got two chances anyway, and we'll die if we stay out here much longer.’


Hughie lent back and bent the rod as far as it would go, and the salmon started to come. For the first time, he felt he had some sort of control over the fish, and he looked behind him to see where on the bank he could land it. The water was now so high that there was hardly any bank left. If he did this right, he could practically float the salmon onto dry land.


Then it all went wrong again. The fish suddenly woke up, turned around and shot straight out of the second pool into the one below. The two pools were separated by a stone croy, on which was growing a substantial sycamore bush, which in normal water wasn't a problem. As though the salmon knew all this, it turned left and took the line behind the croy.


‘That's enough,’ Hughie called out. ‘I can't get past the tree and the river's getting too dangerous. Time to break off and get the hell out of here!’


‘No way!’ Simon took the huge salmon net off his back and drove himself through the water towards the croy. ‘I've had a change of heart. It's got personal now and I'm not letting this bugger get the better of us. Just hold him there if you can.’


‘Careful! It's a bloody sight deeper on the other side of the…’


His warning came too late. Simon had already clambered over the croy and was now actually swimming. He disappeared behind the bush and Hughie was operating completely blind, hands above his head and clamped on the reel so that the salmon was kept at least somewhere close to Simon.


‘Can you reach it?’


‘I can see it! Four more yards my way and I can get it!’


Hughie wound down the rod tip, the line now seemingly running through the middle of the bush, then hauled back and shipped two boots full of water over the back of his waders. His arm muscles were screaming and he had no idea what was happening the other end. Then the fish started bouncing the rod around and he had to start playing it all over again.


‘For god's sake, Hughie, give me some line! Slacken off completely!’


Bewildered by the command, Hughie let the line go and waited for further instruction from his invisible friend. Then, from behind the bush, Simon appeared, seemingly treading water in his waders and pulling a bulging net along with him.


‘You flaming hero!’ Hughie cried, and waded over to haul a bedraggled and half-drowned Simon back across the croy. Between them, they dragged the net over to the bank, somehow managed to crawl out and then collapsed onto soggy wet land, coughing up water and completely exhausted.


‘Look at the size of it!’ Simon cried.


‘Bloody hell, it must go 30 pounds. And look, the hook's fallen out. That's lucky.’


Simon slapped him on the shoulder. ‘You don't know the half of it!’


It transpired that Simon had been hanging onto the bush with one hand while making a desperate netting lunge with the other. The fish had moved its head at the wrong moment and the net had actually knocked the fly out of its jaws, whereupon the treble hook had become caught in the net as the freed fish disappeared from sight. So, for a good half minute, Hughie had been playing the net in Simon's hands, not the fish.


‘I was trying to decide how the hell I was going to tell you I'd lost your fish,’ Simon explained. ‘Then this dark shape appeared below me, and gradually rose up and became more and more silvery. That's when I screamed at you to give me line so that I could free the net and scoop the ruddy fish into it! It was obviously just as knackered by the fight as you look right now.’


The fish weighed 32 pounds, Hughie's biggest ever salmon. The story did the rounds, of course, and a couple of weeks later the Chairman of the Esk Fishery Board called him.


After hearing about the fight at first hand, he laughed down the phone. ‘I'm not sure that fish was strictly legal. I've been looking through the old records, and your family gave up its salmon-netting rights in 1872…’









WORLD RECORD IN A ROWING BOAT


Catching huge sea fish from big motorboats, with powerful engines to help with the fight, is one thing, but how about taking on a marine leviathan from an open skiff with nothing more than a set of oars for propulsion?


In the early years of sea fishing, with only primitive tackle available, no one seriously considered trying to catch a blue-fin tuna on rod and line. That was until 1911, when a Canadian millionaire racehorse breeder, JKL Ross, first realised that blue fins migrated to the waters off Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, every year. He was managing director of his father's British Empire Steel Company at the time, and often took his boat over to St Ann's Bay for Sunday lunches. It was here that he saw blue fins beating up bait shoals on the surface and, being a sportsman, decided he would try to catch one. He succeeded on 28 August by landing a fish of 680 pounds, the world's first blue fin caught on rod and line and, hence, the inaugural world record for the species. And just to add some spice to the capture, he didn't fish from a powered boat, but from an 18-foot double-ended rowing skiff!


The idea of catching tuna from small boats not only caught other fishermen's imagination, it became the accepted way of tackling blue fins, especially during the heyday of the North East English coast fishery, which was based at Scarborough. Back in Nova Scotia, many big specimens were landed on Cape Breton Island and the record was regularly bettered, although the runs of tuna were beginning to dwindle by 1950. One of the most avid fishermen at this time was Jack Ross's son-in-law, Duncan Hodgson.


Duncan, a Commander in the Canadian Navy, was a hunter with an experimental streak. He loved fishing for tuna, especially in the same challenging way as Jack had done. So, with his retained boatman, Percy MacRitchie, who had also been on the oars for Jack Ross's 1911 fish, he set about building a similar double-ended 18-footer. The only luxury he afforded himself was a shallow hole in the midsection seat where he could anchor the rod butt. The rest would be a straight fight between him and the blue fins: man to fish, so to speak, with more than a passing nod to Ernest Hemingway.


The technique was simple. A motor tender would tow them out into St Ann's Bay, an area about 4 miles long by a mile wide, and then Percy would take over on the oars once they sighted tuna. The tuna herded baitfish into the bay, gorging themselves on the shoals of herring, mackerel and squid, and the idea was to try to head them off with the boat, often trolling the bait right through the middle of a feeding frenzy, and hope that a tuna would hook up.


Duncan began to catch plenty of blue fins this way, and locals watching from boats or the shore would tell of the most incredible spectacles, with the rowing boat being towed like an express train across the Bay, faster than the motor-boat tenders could keep up, Duncan hanging onto the rod while Percy tried desperately to control the boat and stop it from capsizing. The fights would often last for hours before Percy could use the gaff. Once the fish was taken ashore and weighed, Duncan would celebrate the capture with as much alcoholic alacrity as his physical endeavour during the battle.


During the 1950 season, Duncan and Percy had seen a few small shoals of tuna containing fish in the 400–500-pound bracket. However, they had also periodically spotted the odd larger fish, which tended to remain solitary hunters. One of these was very large indeed, quite the biggest fish they had ever seen, and Duncan set his heart on catching the monster before the season was out.


Day after day they trolled St Ann's Bay in the hope that the tuna would grab the bunch of mackerel impaled on the huge hook, but they only caught the occasional standard-sized ‘school’ fish, as Duncan referred to anything under 500 pounds. Then, on 4 September, with Percy looking weary on the oars and not a sniff of a fish all afternoon, Duncan hailed the tender, Sea Pigeon, to tow them back to harbour. As Percy eased off the rowing, the boat lost its way and the mackerel bait sank deeper into the bay, although Duncan, standing up now with the rod crooked under his arm, was not conscious of the fact, and was certainly under the impression that his fishing was over for the day. However, as the tender drew near, the rod tip was suddenly pulled violently downwards, and Duncan only just reacted quickly enough to keep hold of the butt.


The tuna bore away deeper, pulling line off the huge multiplier reel. ‘Bloody lucky, Percy!’ Duncan shouted. ‘Feels a good fish, too.’


‘Must be a big solitary one,’ drawled Percy, ‘as we ain't seen any school fish today. Perhaps it's the big one.’


After the first run, the fight settled down into dogged attrition, with the tuna trying to stay deep and circling the boat, always to the left, and Duncan hanging on desperately, allowing the fish to tire itself by towing the boat round St Ann's Bay. Whenever the fish stopped and tried to sulk under the boat, Percy would row away and change the line angle, which encouraged the fish to take off on another run and, hopefully, hasten its exhaustion. In this way, Duncan gradually gained the upper hand and he finally brought the tuna to the surface after a relatively short, 80-minute struggle.


Duncan then realised why the fish had been circling more than running straight. The line was lying diagonally across its back and had been pulling against the opposite side of its tail. At this point the line sprung free, and the fish set off on one last, 200-metre dash, coming completely out of the water as it did and showing off its colossal size. Duncan then managed to turn the fish towards him, and was able to pump it back to the boat. Percy eased them into the shore, then jumped out and gaffed the fish up onto the beach. They roped it through the gills and round the tail, and then called in the Sea Pigeon to haul it back into harbour.


In the boathouse, a pair of old scales, weighing up to 1000 pounds, hung from a wooden rafter. Duncan and Percy dragged the fish into the shed, stuck a steel hook into its gills and hauled it up onto the scales. As soon as its tail was clear of the floor, the needle shot round to the 1000-pound marker, there was a loud metallic twang and the ancient spring mechanism collapsed.


‘Right, Percy, plan B. Ring for a truck and we'll take it into town.’


Percy made the phone call, then announced that the lorry wouldn't arrive for a couple of hours. Not requiring any further excuse, Duncan produced a bottle of whisky and the celebrations began, as did the discussion about whether this was the fish they had been stalking all season, and if there had ever been a bigger blue fin landed into Cape Breton Island; or, indeed, anywhere else.


As the whisky flowed, so did the banter and the idea of a possible record became more and more of an issue for Duncan. In particular, he became increasingly concerned with the loss of blood from the mighty fish, both from the hole in its flank from Percy's gaff and the wound in the gills where the scales’ hook had lodged. The floor was swimming in blood.


‘Look, Percy, it isn't fair that we're losing all this weight. We need to compensate.’


‘Okay, boss, how?’


‘Stones: get some rocks from the beach!’


Duncan lowered the tuna and forced open its cavernous mouth, whereupon Percy stuffed miniature boulders down its gullet. They estimated the weight of rock required to replace the blood loss, then added a few more for good measure.


The truck duly arrived and drove them round to St Ann's Harbour, where they found a reliable set of scales that would provide an authentic weight for the record books. The fish was hauled up by the tail… whereupon the rocks promptly fell out from the mouth, to the hilarity of the assembled crowd.


Once Duncan had charmed his way out of the embarrassment, and they were sure no boulders were left in the fish, the weight was officially set at 977 pounds, a new world record for blue-fin tuna by more than 20 pounds. The fish measured 9 feet, 9 inches in length.


Over more celebratory whisky, the discussions went on, especially about the true weight of the fish as it would have been when it first came out of the water.


‘Blood loss and six hours’ dehydration,’ Duncan mused, ‘must have taken a few pounds off. How many d’you reckon, Percy?’


‘Thirty, boss.’


‘Easily that. The records can say what they like, but we caught a 1000-pounder today, Percy, I'm convinced of it.’


As a postscript, Duncan lost another massive tuna, visibly bigger than his record fish, after it towed the boat for 16 miles and he actually had it on the surface ready to gaff. Then, freakishly, the swivel at the top of the trace touched the boat's gunwale and sprang the quick-release locking mechanism, and the fish was gone.


However, his record stood for a further 20 years, when it was beaten by just a few pounds. And then, in 1979, a colossal fish was taken off the coast of Nova Scotia that weighed a smidgeon under 1500 pounds. That would have seemed an impossible dream to Jack Ross back in 1911, but he and Duncan Hodgson would surely be proud that their pioneering legacy lives on. Now the challenge for the future is to ensure that unsustainable commercial pressure on the fantastic blue-fin tuna does not condemn the species merely to distant memories and record books.









ATTRITION AND SLIME


Playing and landing a fish is sometimes only half the battle – especially if it's a big conger eel with a bad attitude.


As Ernest Hemingway's Old Man found out the hard way, playing a big fish is only half the story. Having battled your quarry to the surface, you have to land it, despatch it and then decide what to do with it afterwards, all of which can sometimes prove spectacularly difficult. The Old Man, of course, failed in his bid to transport his giant marlin back to port intact. A couple of decades after The Old Man and the Sea was published, during a sea-fishing trip and its aftermath, Barry Smithard had very nearly as exhaustive an all-round battle on his hands as Hemingway's famous character.


Barry was with a group of friends on a boat trip out of Dover. Fishing had only just started in the morning and a few pollock and some small ling had already come aboard. The portents for a reasonable catch were good, although Barry was after bigger quarry, for which he was using tackle that was, to say the least, unconventional. At the end of his line was a large, spoon-type spinner made from half of a pair of old Vincent motorcycle handlebars, to which were attached, via swivels, a wire trace and a large single hook, onto which was speared a side of mackerel as bait. The half handlebar had been hammered flat and then twisted to make it spin in the current. The total length of this somewhat unconventional ‘Vincent and mackerel’ set-up was 15 inches.


Barry had a tentative bite and initially thought that he had snagged the wreck over which they were fishing. Then the wreck moved, and he realised that something live and rather heavy was on the other end. He leaned into the fish and felt the first head shake transmit itself up the line.


‘Conger,’ said the skipper confidently.


Barry nodded, trying hard to pump the fish away from the wreck. ‘Good one too by the feel of it.’


As is often the case with big conger, it became a dour fight, with Barry winning back line, only to lose it again as the fish bored back towards the wreck. A war of attrition ensued for a good 20 minutes before the eel finally broke surface.


‘Blimey!’ cried the skipper. ‘We ain't had one that big for years!’


The conger kept shaking its head and body like a snake, trying to move backwards across the surface away from the boat. Another few minutes of brute force wrestling went by until Barry eventually brought the conger close enough for the skipper to reach. The gaff was plunged in behind the eel's head and it was hauled, writhing and viciously shaking its head, over the gunwale and onto the deck.


A farcical dance then took place. The conger, still attached to Barry's line, proceeded to chase the anglers round the boat, while the skipper dived into the wheelhouse for the weapon he kept there for just this sort of event. He came out brandishing a lead-weighted baseball bat and joined in the impromptu conga line of wary fishermen and angry eel.


Some order was restored when the skipper managed to grab the wire trace with his gloved hand, but he then made the mistake of placing his left boot too close to the conger's head as he prepared to thump it. Before he could land a decent blow, the conger's teeth latched on to his boot.


‘Sod it! Make it let go!’ he yelled.


A tug-of-war ensued, with Barry on the gaff and the boatman grimly pulling at his boot. This impasse continued until the conger's vice-like mouth-hold tore the front off the boatman's boot and Barry went flying sternwards, ending up prostrate on the deck with the eel in his lap. It didn't bite him because its teeth were already set on mangling the ripped-off toe-end of the skipper's rubber footwear.


Barry managed to push the eel away and scramble clear. At last, the skipper, toes poking through the hole in his boot, landed a blow on the conger's head with the baseball bat, momentarily stunning the fish. Making good use of his temporary advantage, he grabbed a long-handled bait-cutting blade and cut through the monofilament just above the trace. He then attempted to kick the eel with his one good boot towards the open hatch into the fish hold.


Unfortunately, the kick only succeeded in waking up the conger, which, now completely free from the line, started thrashing around again and snapping at anything vaguely human that came into its line of sight. It took the skipper, Barry and two others another couple of minutes before they were able to master the situation and finally topple the eel over the edge of the hatch into the void below. All four then sat on the deck gasping for breath, thankful that one toeless rubber boot was the only lasting damage inflicted on them or the boat.


‘Good fun this sea fishing, isn't it?’ Barry suggested.


The skipper nodded. ‘Yeah, but keep to bloody pouting and mackerel for the rest of the day, if you wouldn't mind.’


They steamed back to Dover harbour in the late afternoon. Having taken all the tackle and other fishing paraphernalia off the boat onto the quayside, they couldn't stave off the moment any longer.


‘D’you think it's dead?’ Barry asked warily.


‘Bloody well better be, otherwise it can stay where it is till morning,’ said the skipper.


Down in the fish room they gingerly prodded the eel, but there was no reaction, and the gleam of battle seemed to have gone from its eyes. Barry very carefully placed a rubbish bag over its head, but it only reached so far down the body. Another bag was drawn up from the tail end, and they eventually managed to encompass the whole eel in black plastic. They hauled it first onto the deck and then onto the quay, where they plonked it on the scales. It went a scintilla over 60 pounds.


‘That's the biggest ever from my boat,’ said the skipper. ‘What are you going to do with it now?’


‘Take it home and eat it. My father's rather partial to eel.’


It was after midnight when Barry arrived at his house. His immediate problem was that, after six hours in a fish hold and a similar time in the boot of the car while supper was eaten, a couple of pints drunk and he had driven home, it was probably advisable to take some conservation measures, otherwise the fish might not be edible by morning. He took a large box of sea salt from the kitchen, grabbed the plastic-covered eel in both arms and staggered up the stairs as quietly as he could, mindful that the rest of the household was fast asleep. He eased the eel into the bath, covered it with cold water and added a plentiful dollop of salt to help the preservation process. He then showered off the smell of eel and retired to bed.


In the morning, the conger was still lying in the bath, but Barry now discovered that a fish, especially an eel, becomes very slimy indeed if left in salted water for any length of time. So the challenge was how to get a heavy, wet and exceptionally slippery fish from the bathroom down to the kitchen without covering the newly fitted carpet on the landing, staircase and hall in conger slime.


Barry's instinct told him that he had more chance of success if he abandoned the direct, internal route and went instead for an exterior strategy. He opened the bathroom window and carefully plotted a suitable course, taking into account that the gravitational force on a 60-pound conger eel could very easily create havoc below if everything went pear shaped. He picked up the fish and, with extreme care, slipped it out through the window.


The eel's progress was slowed slightly by sliding it down the roof tiles of the kitchen extension until it reached the sloping roof of the conservatory a few feet below. Here, aided by the lubricating properties of the salt-enhanced slime, it gathered pace so that, on reaching the edge of the roof, it was catapulted into mid-air at a velocity that saw it clear the patio and shoot into the back garden. It finally came to rest in a rigour-held, semi-circular, water-feature-style heap in the middle of the lawn. It lay there, gazing back at the house with lifeless eyes, suggesting that this was no way for a proud conger to end its days.


After breakfast, Barry armed himself with a large kitchen knife and a hacksaw. He proceeded to cut up the eel, still on the lawn, into meal-sized cutlets, which he wrapped up and placed in the freezer. The eel kept the family in fish suppers for the rest of the year and everyone agreed that it was excellent, particularly in fish pie.


‘Mind you, we had to be innovative with the recipes,’ Barry declared, ‘just so we didn't get fed up with eating ruddy conger eel for the umpteenth time. I tend to stick to fly-fishing these days: it isn't too demanding and the eating is good, but perhaps the sense of adventure isn't quite the same!’









BROWNIE OF A LIFETIME


Fishing for brown trout in the rivers of New Zealand is considered by many to be the ultimate test for game anglers. And if you're lucky enough to hook one, especially an outlandishly big one, they fight like no other brown trout on earth.


There tend to be a few large, territorial fish in each New Zealand river location, which can be hard to spot and fiendishly difficult to approach. And, once in position, you have to be deadly accurate with the cast so as not to disturb the famously spooky fish. The slightest error, and they melt away like ghosts.


John Hotchkiss had fished all over the world and produced a successful television series, The Take, which featured game-fishing venues from many different countries. This trip to New Zealand was in advance of the crew arriving to film one of the episodes, and was to be on a private river in the Buller District on the west side of the South Island, as a guest of the Western Rivers Lodge. All he knew was that he would be stalking fish with an experienced local guide, and that he should expect quality rather than quantity.


The bumpy 4x4 trip out to the Buller system showed up the stunning variety of the island's landscape, a rich tapestry of rainforest, rivers, lakes and towering, snow-capped mountains and glaciers. It was the most fantastic backdrop to a fishing trip that John could imagine and he was already looking at the place from a producer's eye. Even before he wet a line, he knew this would make a fantastic episode for The Take.


At the lodge, he was introduced to his guide, John Gendall, who looked at him and then his tackle.


‘Your camouflage clothing's fine, but forget the white fly line; the fish will see it a mile off in this water. You can use one of my green lines.’


He was right: the water was brilliantly clear and flowing translucent green from the snow melt in the mountain streams. But unlike the English chalkstreams, there was no profusion of life, no shoals of fish darting in and out of weed-choked channels. Rather, the river was deep, with a gravel bed and a profusion of boulders that should be providing the perfect habitat for wild brown trout. Except that, initially at least, John couldn't see any fish.


Gendall walked him slowly up the bank, inspecting the water through his Polaroids with the intensity that only a professional guide can produce. He suddenly stopped, then took John's shoulder and pointed at a spot about three-quarters of the way across the river. John searched frantically through the water column and gradually a fish-like shape emerged into his vision, blurred by the movement of 4 feet of water over its back and the fact that it was lying beside a rock, making it look like just another part of the general riverscape. He would have walked straight past it had he been on his own, and yet he usually prided himself on being able to spot fish as well as anyone. This was a completely different dimension to the sort of fishing he was used to.


He put on a weighted pheasant tail and cast above the fish, so as to give the fly time to sink somewhere near the right level. The fly line went a fraction too far, however, and the fish must have seen the shadow, because it disappeared.


‘Bad luck,’ muttered Gendall.


‘Heck, they don't give you much of a chance, do they?’


Gendall grinned. ‘Not much, no.’


The afternoon ended without a fish and John feeling rather chastened by the experience. He had cast at four beautiful trout, all over 3 pounds, but not one had been tempted to give the fly even a cursory glance. And they had spooked all too easily.


‘Right,’ said Gendall over a beer in the lodge, ‘that's the introduction bit over. Tomorrow we'll go after some proper fish, but you've got to forget your chalkstream fishing from home; I've done that and it's kid's stuff compared to this. Here you have to spot your fish and think completely natural. These are truly wild trout and they don't get to their size by being stupid: they're far cuter than anything you'll find back in the UK. So keep low, eyes open and dead accurate casting in the morning, okay?’
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