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				“This book is exactly what I hoped it would be; full of fishing anecdotes as well as Mike’s angling story. What’s more it’s written in such a way that I can actually hear Mike telling the tales as I read the words.

				Unless you are an angler it is difficult sometimes to appreciate what we have and how lucky we are to have it. Mike’s seminal work will without doubt be able to bring the definition of why we fish to everyone, whether they have ever held a fishing rod or not.”

				Keith Arthur, Sky Sports’ Tight Lines

				 				

				“Mike Thrussell’s Addicted to Angling gets to the heart of the sport – a personal contest between man and fish, a pursuit with remarkable highs and its fair share of lows.

				As a leading angling journalist, Mike has woven an engaging tale of his pursuit of a multitude of species at home and abroad. But it’s more than a personal journey, being packed with all those must-have nuggets of advice that have made Mike such a highly regarded angling writer.”

				Cliff Brown, Editor, Sea Angler Magazine

				  

				“Mike Thrussell is a rare bird: an angler’s angler and a writer’s writer, and in Addicted To Angling he has shown us the best of both. Addicted To Angling is a book of stories, of rigs, and of fish catching tips, delivered in Mike’s deceptively easy style. In more ways than one, this is, the angling book of a lifetime.”

				Paul Dennis, Editor, Total Sea Fishing Magazine

				  

				“I’ve known and fished with Mike for nearly twenty years. This book reflects some of the great stories and achievements from that time, and beyond. A great read from one of the UK’s most experienced and respected sea anglers.”

				Dave Barham, Editor, Boat Fishing Monthly Magazine
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				Without someone still unknown to me, I may never have written this book. A suggestion, based on the books I wrote over 25-years ago, by that anonymous person, led to an email asking if I may be interested in writing another book. Since those original books, all those years ago, I’ve spent my working life writing articles and features about fishing, mainly sea fishing, for monthly magazines. I’ve also been heavily involved in tackle product development for major tackle companies, as well as other forms of work allied to sea angling. With these day to day commitments, finding the time to write a lengthy work again, was difficult, and for the most part impossible. The idea always seemingly pushed to the back burner. It was something I had considered many times, in fact hoped, and even wanted to do, but as so often in life, something unexpected needs to occur that opens the door and encourages you to take the decisive step and finally commit to a new opportunity.

				The word ‘unexpected’ is apt, for it is what this book is about. It’s about some of my experiences, the amazing people, and more so the adventures I’ve been lucky enough to live, on what has proved a winding road that’s taken me round many hidden bends. The words and stories in this book will not just be drawn from memories. Since my early teens I’ve religiously kept a written diary of every fishing trip I’ve ever made, always written within a few hours of my return. The diary serves many purposes, recording vital information that, over time, comes together to improve your chances of catching fish. More importantly, once written, the pages never lie, unlike an ageing mind that can sometimes reflect a difference of opinion. As I write this book, story by story, chapter by chapter, I will turn the relevant pages of my diaries to recount, and re-live, those adventures exactly as they unfolded. 

				I don’t want this book to be about all the successes that have occurred either. I also want to tell you about some of the mishaps, the mistakes I’ve made, and the big fish lost, though to be fair Lady Luck has more often been with me more than against me. Only a handful of fish have been lost that I really look back on with real regret, and you’ll learn of these in the pages to come. Sometimes we learn more from a fish lost, than one caught. 

				This book, as the title says, is initially about a boy, then a man, with an insatiable addiction to angling. Though inevitably the book will be read by the reader through my eyes and words, my hope is that my passion, for what in my opinion is the king of all sports, is to give you the desire to go out and fish and experience some of the pleasures sea angling, and angling in general, has given me. Ultimately, my aim is to pass on that addiction!

				

				Mike Thrussell 

				June, 2015
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				When I was planning to buy a new fishing boat and didn’t know which brand to get, I called Mike Thrussell. When I was starting a fishing series on BBC 5 Live and needed a sea fishing consultant, I called Mike Thrussell. When I was researching a shark fishing segment for my angling TV series Screaming Reels and needed to know where and when we could film a shark sequence, I called Mike Thrussell.

				I have to confess I have picked Mike’s brains about all things sea-angling, from holiday destinations to beach casting rigs. When I wrote The River Cottage Book of Sea Fishing, there was only one set of eyes I’d trust to check it for howling mistakes and schoolboy errors…

				Mike’s sea fishing knowledge is not only encyclopaedic; it’s beautifully instinctive. Mike knows things about fish and fishing, locations and techniques, but he also feels things too. His knowledge is not just cerebral, it’s also instinctual in a way that can’t be taught or even learned. Salt water flows through Mike Thrussell’s veins. There are, I believe significant traces of sea fish apparent in his DNA. 

				I trust Mike’s opinion and views because I know he doesn’t formulate or proffer them lightly; his opinions are born of much thought, sound research and years of first-hand, coal-face experience. Mike has served his time. Done his ten thousand hours and more, to earn the mantle of ‘expert’. And yet, it’s not a label he would use easily of himself. For all his knowledge he remains unerringly modest. 

				It’s what makes him such a fertile font of wisdom. Some men make you feel small when you ask them for advice. They like to spout and proclaim in a manner that can make you sorry you ever asked. Not Mike. His experience and advice are always offered with a self-effacing wit.

				What this book proves beyond all shadow of doubt is that Mike’s knowledge is his own. Not borrowed or bastardised, not book-learned, or plagiarised, but divined from devoting an enormous part of his life, to not just fishing – all over the world – but recording every single day spent rod-in-hand, with forensic accuracy.

				I’ve been lucky enough to have fished in a few of the locations Mike mentions (Iceland, Florida, Norway, Gambia) but I only have a tiny collection of blurred photos and even more blurred memories. Because to do what Mike does – record, photograph, make detailed diary entries – is very hard work. It doesn’t happen by accident. His discipline as a photo-journalist and writer is testament to his dedication. Me, I fish, I eat and I forget. Not Mike. He creates a record from which others can learn.

				That’s why I could never write a book as true and exact as this one, and can only marvel and admire the breadth and depth of its meaty detail.

				What Mike’s book also does is give me inspiration of places I long to fish. Thanks to Mike’s meticulous work I can identify places for my bucket-list of angling destinations.

				So, if you want ideas of where in the world to wet a line, they’re in here. If you want to know how to cobble together a rig to catch a marlin with a spinning rod – it’s here. But what this book can’t teach you, or me, is how to develop the instinct, the sixth sense, the nose for fish that Mike Thrussell posesses. That is not something that can be explained. 

				‘Addiction’ is a strong and often negative term. When we’re addicted, we’re out of control of something that ultimately does us harm. Eats away at us. Lessens us. Although Mike has described his love of fishing as an addiction, it is far from being a negative attribute, more of a creative one. His addiction is our gain. His obsession conveyed so enthusiastically is not a cautionary tale from which we recoil, but a beautifully crafted catalyst to make us want to get up, get out and go forth to investigate new horizons and new species.

				The fact that Mike releases nearly every fish he catches means that his book is not a document of greed and victory: he has no desire to kill - he is not some great white hunter of great whites - but a man who loves his fishing most when the fish survives. 

				Mike’s book is not about the struggle of man over Nature – instead it’s about moments of connection between man and fish, in a variety of wonderful wild locations.

				Between these pages lies a gripping confession, not so much of an addiction but of a passion that Mike has enthusiastically pursued his entire life and which has shaped him into the man he is today.

				The man I call whenever I need to know anything about the sea and the things that swim.

				

				Nick Fisher 2015
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				There is a memorable quote, attributed to Francis Xavier, a 16th century Basque Roman Catholic Missionary, “Show me the boy at seven, and I’ll show you the man”. It seems the actual wording of this phrase has been lost over the years, but no matter. It eludes that the character, interests, and future path of the man already lay within the boy by the age of seven. In my case, this seems to have been true. 

				There were no anglers in my immediate family to fire my passion for fishing as a child. I remember my father, a skilled engineer, professionally building race and rally cars at the time, these cars taking part in the RAC Rally, Monte Carlo and Tulip rallies, and winning awards, was given by a customer a fishing book and, bizarrely, an Australian Alvey side cast reel. The customer said, “Give these to your son. He might be interested”. That book was Mr Crabtree Goes Fishing, initially written by Bernard Venables as a comic strip in the Mirror newspaper in the 1940s, then as a book, which is now a classic work. I was not yet school age, but remember being fascinated by the illustrations, repeatedly flipping through the pages. This book, as it did for so many, lit a spark that smouldered in my head waiting to fully ignite.

				We lived near the steel city of Sheffield on the Derbyshire border. Both my parents worked hard, but at every opportunity we visited the coast, often camping near Barmouth in North Wales. I remember, after weeks of pestering the old man, walking in with him, to what was then a corner shop called All Sports And Hobbies near the railway station in Barmouth, to buy my first rod and reel. That first rod was some seven feet long and a grey, solid glass spinning type rod. The owner, John (unfortunately I can’t remember his surname), was a good retailer and he selected an appropriate reel that matched the rod for size and balance, chose some 10lb monofilament line, picked out a few lead weights, swivels, hooks and a few beads, put the terminal tackle in a brown paper bag, wished us well, and I walked out of the door pleased as punch. I spent a fair bit of pocket money with John over the next few years.

				Duly kitted out and bursting with enthusiasm, my Dad picked some mussel for bait off the rocks in front of the caravan and I made my first ever tentative cast in to the mysterious waters of the Mawddach Estuary. The cast could not have gone far, yet, after what probably seemed like an age to me, the rod tip trembled then pulled round, and I reeled in a flounder. This on my very first ever cast and at the tender age of about four. My dad, as a non-fisher person, was as surprised as I was. That fish, probably no more than a pound in weight, looked huge to me at the time. Although there was no way to know it, this flounder was to be the key that unleashed an unquenchable thirst to fish. I remember catching little from there on for quite a few holidays, if truth be known, yet never did I get bored or despondent. I’m told I would sit on the rocks, casting, re-baiting, watching the rod tip, eyes never flinching, enduring wind, rain and cold, such was my obsession and preoccupation. Most kids quickly lose patience under similar circumstances, their minds quick to wander and investigate something more animate. Not me! I was transfixed for the duration, intent solely on catching fish, whatever that may require, and whatever physical or mental pain I had to endure to do it. 

				The only opportunity I had to actually go fishing during those initial years were on vacations taken during the national holidays. For me the gap between New Year and Easter, with no chance of fishing, was unbearable. The time span from Easter to Whitsuntide less so, usually being only a few weeks. The two weeks holiday we took in July or August was the crock of gold at the end of the rainbow. Except for brief excursions with the family I would fish every day in to dark, and was often up at the crack of dawn, quietly getting dressed, easing the caravan door open, then gently shutting it, fearful of waking the ‘oldies’. Retrieving the already made-up rod from under the caravan and making off to the estuary channel and a land of wonder and excitement. 

				Once at school, and with improving reading ability, I started to read the fishing magazines. Reading is not the right word, I devoured them, cover to cover, word for word. I remember spending pocket money on Creel, also Angling Times and Anglers Mail, these being the first. I loved reading the catch reports and marvelled at some of the monsters caught. Then, a little later, I discovered Angling Magazine. Its pages shed light on a world where anglers didn’t just go fishing, they learnt about the habits and habitat of the fish they sought, their feeding preferences, seasonal migrations, then designed tackle specifically to target that individual species. It was a mine of how-to-catch information which I willingly soaked up and stored. Books came next, and my collection, either bought by myself, or gained as Christmas and birthday presents, grew at a pace.

				When I wasn’t fishing, I was sorting and tidying tackle, attempted my first tentative rig making, and commandeered the old man’s shed to make various items of tackle, some successful, some not so. I also started to buy bare blanks and build my own rods. Skills that at the time were hard for a young fella to learn, but again, without knowing it, once mastered, I was building for the future.

				I caught my first whiting, dabs, eels, rockling and dogfish. My Dad and I booked one of the Barmouth Ferry boats after ferry hours and the skipper took us fishing just outside the mouth of the estuary…and I loved it. I also ventured off to sample freshwater fishing. Worming for trout, but also perch fishing in Gwernan Lake below Cader Idris, then Llyn Cynwch near the market town of Dolgellau. One day, again on the Mawddach Estuary, I struck in to a fish that fought way better than any of the others I’d caught previously. The rod tip whipped round, the rod nearly sliding off my tackle bag it was leant against. I grabbed the rod, the fish already hooked, and I took a deep breath as the fish pulled hard for its freedom, the reel clutch actually giving line and me in a self-admitted state of panic, not quite sure what to do. The fish was fighting close in to the rock I was standing on, its grey blue flanks and silver white belly flashing as it twisted and turned. I’d never seen a bass prior to this, but instantly recognised what I had on the end of my line. I remember feeling my way to the edge of the water, reaching down to grab the line above the fish, and lifting it, all in one movement, up on to a rock ledge and safety. It probably weighed a couple of pounds or so, but at the time it was the biggest fish I’d caught. I felt like a Stone Age hunter walking back to the cave, my fish proudly dangling from my left hand, but already thinking about the next one. This first bass was a catalyst that pushed me on to more targeted fishing.

				In time we left the Derbyshire moors and moved, lock, stock and barrel, to Machynlleth, not far from the coast in mid Wales, and soon moved again to a little village right on the coast near Tywyn. Now the sea was accessible daily and I got to fish much more regularly. In to my teens, and still a devotee of the angling magazines, I got to favour the work of the late John Darling. John was a bass angler, a skilled writer and photographer, but also an observer. His writing on bass excited me. It was fluent, detailed, articulate, but, as I found out later, deadly accurate in its fact. His early writing saw him speak in detail about bass from the rough ground on the Sussex coast where he lived. Some of what he described I recognised on my own coast. I spent all available time looking at and analysing the beaches, studying their changing character. I started to catch bass too, decent bass of four and five pounds sometimes, yet never the big fish that John seemed to catch. It was at this time that I started to learn the pendulum cast. At the time a new concept casting style designed to bring in to play the more powerful muscles of the body to increase casting range. With no one to ask or show me how to do it, I remember endlessly casting, and snapping numerous leads off in a field, after reading an article by Dennis Darkin in, yes, you guessed it, Angling Magazine. It was a slow, painful, and all too frequently line-costly learning curve, but eventually I got there. Again it was a skill that would be put to good use later on.

				Though still fishing, on passing my driving test, I also got in to rallying and to some surprise found out I was pretty quick. Somehow I also had the ability to keep the car on the road and not bend it too often. I loved rallying. It was exciting coupled with an element of danger. It required some skill at the wheel to be consistently fast, anticipation, smoothness, and was incredible fun. But it was very expensive and, though working now, my wallet did not have the depth to fund it long term. Sadly it had to go.

				Life was about to throw me her first real shock. Work was not easy to find during the early 1970s in North Wales. I worked for myself mostly, but early on also had a series of jobs without finding anything that really suited me. At a loss as to what to do with my future, in the mid 1970s, out of the blue, I had the chance to go to Australia to work. It was an opportunity I grabbed with both hands, even though, at the time still shy of 20 years-of-age, leaving the UK for somewhere new and unknown frightened me to the core. 

				I was based in Rockingham initially, to the south of the West Australian capital, Perth. I was about to get married too, so work became a real priority. The Australians, God bless them, who were incredibly kind and generous in their friendship to me, love their weekends and free time, and while working alongside a couple of Aussies they asked me what I did for fun. I mentioned that I fished and as we all know, fishing is a friend-maker the world over. I was instantly invited out fishing with them. My first forays took me after bluefish and many varieties of saltwater bream on the sandy beaches at Safety Bay, also for flathead in the estuary at Mandurah, then snapper from the rock marks and jetties. As time went on my horizons expanded and I targeted bronze whaler sharks off the shore, hitting sharks that would have been well over 100lbs and losing much bigger ones, some never even seen after a long, dogged fight, before the line gave, or they cut through the wire traces. This flirtation with big fish was another seed that would lay dormant for some years within me, then flower and grow to magic beanstalk proportions.

				Though Australia was great for me, eventually I had to return to the UK. I was sad to leave such a wonderfully free and open country. I chose to come back to my fishing roots in North Wales. It was 1980. Having mostly been self-employed so far, I chose the same route again, and once a work life was established my thoughts quickly turned to the beaches I’d fished before I went abroad. Even in Australia my thoughts would sometimes wander to the bass beaches of my youth. I would mindlessly drift away, feel the sharp salt wind on my face, hear the surf crash and rumble out in the dark, feel the surge of the flood tide against my legs, sense the cold, slim butt of the rod cradled in my hands, then feel the smash-and-grab bite of a hungry bass. My mind was made up. I was going to concentrate on bass…
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				To specifically target bass, I needed a strategy. What I’d learned in the past was that the simple act of fishing was not enough. It made sense to pick out three or four venues, then fish them hard through every conceivable weather and tide variance throughout the year. I would make detailed observations and notes, these to include wind direction and speed, tide height and size, the time and state of the tide, water clarity, cloud cover or lack of, sea state rough or calm, the surf pattern, and anything else that came to mind at the time as being important. I did not put a defined season in place for bass either. My mind was open. I would fish throughout the year and see what occurred, then formulate the best time by results alone.

				I initially picked out four venues. One a sandy surf beach, two rough ground beaches, and a small estuary. Three different ground features, but a mix that would deduce where my best opportunities lay. I spent a lot of time the first winter just walking the beaches over low water during the bigger tides when the ground was fully visible, studying the ground feature as I had in the past. It was clear that the ground, and some individual feature, would change with every storm. This especially applied to the sandy surf beaches. The gutters and gullies were constantly shifting. A southwest storm would flatten out the gullies. A northwest storm would move them in or out, or change their direction along the beach. It struck me that if I was struggling to comprehend what was happening on a daily basis, so too might the fish. I never believed for one moment that fish are simple minded. They are intelligent to a degree that helps them survive in a harsh environment where ‘kill or be killed’ is the simple rule. No mean feat! I could see, in certain conditions, that bass certainly would feed on the surf beach. More than likely after storms when food had been washed from the sand. Walking the beach, what concerned me was the lack of obvious food during average surf and weather conditions. Being a west-facing storm beach there were a few worm casts at the end of the beach where some shelter was found from the prevailing wind next to cliffs, the odd sand clam or Tellin could be picked up. At low water on a big spring tide the jets of water made by razorfish burrowing as they felt the pressure of your weight confirmed they were present, but it was pretty much all I saw. To my eyes, a sandy beach was where bass were mainly in transit, picking off any food items they came across, but purposefully heading to pastures new where the feeding was richer. 

				Walking the rough ground beaches proved my thoughts. My wanderings over the shallow, rocky reef and boulder-strewn ground revealed numbers of small fish such as shannies, small wrasse and gobies, sometimes mottled brown and gold butterfish in the shallow pools left by the outgoing tide. The rocks housed colonies of mussel, and their shells, as well as razorfish shells, littered the beach, especially after a good storm when they had been torn free and smashed against the rocks. But one food source really stood out. Crab…and lots of them. These were mainly common shore crab, but you would also find velvet swimming crab, edible crab, and various other small swimming crab towards the low water mark. Just as I’d read and briefly experienced previously, my best chance was on the rough ground, with crab likely to be the most effective bait. Crab was also the most common food item for much of the year found in the stomach contents of caught bass. The evidence was all-conclusive!

				The small narrow-channelled estuary I had in mind, I wanted to fish for a different reason. My thinking was that the bass ran the estuary pretty much every tide to feed on the weedy edges where crab were hiding, as well as other food items such as sandeel, small fish, shellfish, worm and anything else that was flushed out by the pushing tide. If I could find the perfect points and ambush the bass as they passed by, I was confident that my baits would be eaten by my intended quarry. What’s more, the main channels being relatively narrow, the majority of bass would have to pass by me within casting range, dramatically increasing my chances.

				Having established that shore crab were an important food item for bass, I bought scientific papers on the life cycle of the common crab, Carcinus maenus. I learnt that to grow, the crab has to dissolve its shell by extracting chemicals from the shell’s composition until it becomes brittle. The crabs then take in seawater to swell the new soft body inside and gradually, literally like a big man struggling out of a tight overcoat, when the top back shell becomes brittle enough to crack away, they struggle out of the old shell and leave it behind. The crab, now having a totally soft shell, must hide somewhere safe, half buried in mud, under stones or weed, while the new soft shell re hardens. The process varies on weather and water temperature, but takes a few days in all, though it can take longer in cool weather. Though bass take hard-back crabs naturally, for many reasons they do not work as a bass bait. In contrast, a just-popping peeled peeler crab oozing scent, or a fresh juicy soft crab, will have a bass come homing in on it from 30 yards away. 

				Due to the time and information gathering I’d put in prior to fishing, when I did wet a line I did not have to wait too long to make some encouraging catches off the rough ground. My first few trips in the April and May of 1982 produced bass to 4lbs. I was averaging a fish of size, every two or three trips. Then in June I caught fish of 5lb 7ozs and 6lb 2ozs amongst numerous smaller ones. I was heading in the right direction. I always fished alone at this time, so had no one else to compare with, but over the next few seasons I learnt a lot from my careful and detailed diary. 

				The bass came on the rough round in small numbers about the middle of April. Their numbers built through May, with June giving a high likelihood of a number of fish. July through to mid August the bass would be offshore working the sandeel and mackerel shoals. However the occasional fish would turn up in bizarre circumstances on the rough ground, such as a hot, calm, bright sunny evening with no surf and a flat calm sea. By late August the fish would come back. Fat now, full bodied and healthy. They moved back on to the rough ground in September, and some would stay until mid November, before they move out on to the open beaches and leave the smaller sub-3lb bass to forage the stone. What I had come to realise was that the bass had set routes they travelled over the rough ground and boulders, and specific set times of tide they visited certain areas. Their predictability proved my gain, and I came to know exactly where and how to give myself the best chance of success.

				AN EVENING TO REMEMBER

				Glancing at the tide table, I saw low water was at 18.40. It was a good tide, a 28-footer based on Liverpool data, and rising towards bigger spring tides. The wind was a steady force 3 and forecast to go force 4 after low water. Looking out of the window the cloud was lowering, cloaking the mountain in a grey obscuring haze, a sign of rain to come. Being June the wind, though damp, was warm as I walked across the shingle, then down across the broken ground, a mix of some sand, but mostly rock, to the low water line. The tide was still just ebbing away, but I positioned myself at the head of a little gutter that ran slightly deeper than the surrounding ground in front of me. No point fishing yet. I had to wait until the tide actually turned. 

				I was fishing a light 2-4oz, 11ft rod matched to a well used ABU 6500 multiplier reel loaded with 20lb mono. The 20lb line was to combat the rocks and barnacles should it get abraded, either while fishing, or when fighting a fish. The rod I’d built myself. It was light to hold, had no reel seat to minimise weight, just reel clamps to retain the reel in place. The rig was a simple sliding paternoster designed so that the hook trace was attached directly to the main line to maximise bite detection through to the rod tip. At just nine inches long, the 20lb hook trace would register even the lightest of bites. The 1.5oz weight was attached via a length of 15lb mono to a swivel sliding freely on the main line that jammed up against the swivel tied to the hook trace. The lighter 15lb line would intentionally break before the main line if the lead weight got snagged. I found that the lighter lead weights had several advantages. They were less likely to snag in amongst the rocks, and would often bounce around as the surf tables washed over them giving the bait more natural presentation.
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				Taking a fresh but dead peeler crab, I peeled off all the brittle shell. Cut the body lengthways in two, slid one half up over the hook on to the shank, and hid the hook point with three peeled crab legs leaving the ends of these hanging free to make it look as natural as possible. I watched the white turning surf tables. The tide was now just pushing making its first searching runs of the new flood. I lobbed the bait in to the little gully just 25 yards out. I held the rod low across my stomach, rod tip pointing downwards and away from me at a slight angle, the line just taut against the weight. This mark would give me a chance of just two casts before a shallow gully behind me started to flood and I would have to move.

				I fished the first cast for 15 minutes, then re-baited. Crab can wash out quickly in the surf tables and a fresh bait full of juice doubles your chances. The second cast fell in exactly the same place, right in the middle of the little gully. Time always passes quickly when I’m fishing. My mind would concentrate so hard, time was of little consequence. The tide was rising quickly now, pushed in by the increasing wind. A light drizzle began to fall. A glance to both sides confirmed I was totally alone on the shore, just an occasional gull cried an equally lonely lament.

				I sensed the bass before I actually felt it. Gut instinct, a sixth sense, call it what you will, but I was aware the bass was there. I felt the line tighten a fraction, then the rod tip slid forward. I responded with an uplift of the rod and felt the tip curl over to a real alive weight. The bass had nowhere to go, except to turn round and power down the gully for freedom. In doing so, it made the drag on the reel purr as it gave a little line, and I noticed little jets of water spit up off the line as it left the spool. When you hit a good fish, things seem to play out in slow motion, your senses heightened, your eyes taking more in than normal. It doubled back coming towards the shore, me frantically winding the reel handle to keep the line tight. I could see the fish, lunging, turning, trying to make short runs back out to sea. Its head came up and I knew it was beaten. It looked about 6lbs as I slid the fish in to my feet.

				The gutter behind me was already awash with water. I travel light when bassing: just the rod and reel, a few spare rigs and leads in a coat pocket, and a bucket of crab, the bucket with a sealable lid in case the surf should ever wash it over, for as you see, you need to be mobile. I grabbed the bucket and waded thigh deep through the gutter. I’d got 10 minutes to quickly walk a couple of hundred yards up the length of the beach to reach another gutter, re-bait and cast. This mark could produce two or three bites in a 25 minute period before again I would have to move.

				I baited with a big juicy soft crab this time, just lobbed out no more than 20 yards in to a deep bowl at the head of the gutter. I settled in, head down against the driving drizzle, rod low to the water and the line tight. The rod inert and lifeless in my hand bar for the slight pull on the line as the surf tables washed over it. Suddenly the tight line was gone, dropping back in a slack bow towards me. Lifting the rod and winding the reel to gain line at the same time, the rod again bent to a good fish. I had to hold this fish hard as if it got back in to the deeper gutter, there was a sharp rock shelf that would snip my line like scissors. It was stalemate for a minute or so, the bass battling it out in front of me, trying to turn for the open sea, me letting the rod dip as opposed to allowing line to peel off the drag so as not to over-pressure the line or the hook hold. The fish was smaller, maybe 4lbs. Baiting with another big soft crab, the bait went back out in to the bowl. Instantly the rod hammered over and another fish, bigger this one, steamed out back in to the gutter dragging line with it. Heavy pressure turned the fish before it reached the shelf. It wallowed, head went down, and it bored off again. This fish had weight and it was hard to control it. Dropping the rod to both sides to confuse the fish worked and it came back in to the deeper bowl in front of me. I allowed it to tire itself out then, lifting the rod, I slid my forefinger and thumb either side of the lower jaw to grip the fish and lifted it in. I figured a shade better than 7lbs, a short bodied, stocky fish, heavy behind the head. The last cast here produced nothing, and I had to cross open water to get to my last spot, some 300 yards away.

				A big boulder the size of a car, stood like a lone sentinel amongst much smaller boulders. The sea had washed out the boulders around its base leaving finer shingle in its place. At low tide a pool of water was always present around the big boulder. It was a natural food trap. Anything pushed along by the tide would be deposited in the depression at the boulder’s base. Bass will always work round the base of big boulders. The tide was already flooding the boulder and I just had time to bait up, this time with a half of a big peeler crab. Standing back from the boulder maybe 30 yards, I dropped the bait almost hard up against the rock. Using the light leads, if they moved, you needed to just retighten the line occasionally. If the lead weight skidded across the shingle, you struck, as it might be a fish. The tide was pushing hard now, sending searching waves forward, filling in all the holes, depressions and deeper areas. Two feet of water now washed the boulders base. The line went slack against the rod. I felt the weight drag across the shingle and the line tighten as I struck. Sometimes the fish would bore down and try and get behind the boulder. This one, against the grain, went away from the boulder in an uptide direction. It thumped the rod tip as it shook its head, screamed off taking line off the reel, turned, and went back out to sea. It swung downtide this time and I needed side pressure to turn it. It went back uptide and I saw its tail and back briefly break surface. Again it turned towards me, head up on the surface, and I slid it in to my waiting hand. Another fish about 6lbs and as fat as butter. The last cast here produced another smaller fish about 4lbs. 
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				I’d fished a little over two hours, caught five bass, two 4lbers, two 6lb fish, and one over 7lbs. What’s more it was by design. Gone was the chuck and chance it approach of my youth. All those days of fishing hard, making mistakes, learning from them, making notes, learning the weather patterns, getting the tides right, and coming to know exactly where the fish would be at certain times all came together to produce quite a few nights and mornings like the one described. It had been a massive learning curve, gleaning information from others, but mainly by trial and error on my own part. I think back now and during this time I was probably more at one with the sea and saltwater environment than at any time since. 

				AN HOUR AT THE BAR, JUST TIME FOR A BASS

				The rough ground fishing was only half the story. At the same time I was learning the ways of the estuary bass too. This was equally fascinating, and with some similarities to the rough ground fishing. What I came to realise was that, for the most part, April and May were not good months in the estuary. The smaller school bass would be there, sub-3lb fish mostly, but the bigger fish were mainly on the rough ground beaches elsewhere. 

				What brings the bigger bass in to the estuaries is the main explosion of peeler crab over the big tides that occur towards the end of May, and again in the middle and towards the end of June. Due to the warming sea temperatures, and to some extent air temperature, the crabs peel en masse. No bass will ignore this bountiful food supply. Towards the end of May bass stocks inside the estuaries suddenly take a huge turn for the better, and with them come the big fish. However my best fishing was always in the autumnal months of September and October. Although the crab peel is well past its best by then, small explosions still occur around the big tides, and the bass know it too. 

				I’d also come to understand that these smaller estuaries tend to have a bar of sand evident, this being the demarcation line between the open sea and the beginning of the main estuary channel. The bass group up on the outside of the bar, then run the main channel as soon as the flood tide turns. They use the tide to push as far up the estuary as they can, before using the outgoing ebb tide to bring them back out to sea, feeding as they go, but without expending much energy. 

				It was early October. I’d been watching the TV weather forecast closely. The wind had been light southerly for several days, but was due to swing southwest and pick up to near gale force. Low tide was 2.40 am. It was a 30.2-foot tide. Perfect for a big bass. I had my gear ready to go, and got a little broken sleep until 1.30am. I rose, gulped down some hot coffee, and was heading for the estuary before 2am. Walking the sand towards the bar of the channel, the tide was still ebbing. The wind had risen and was blowing maybe 30mph. It was a chill wind, not bitter, but damp, the type that makes your cheeks glow after time spent outdoors. I could hear the surf out in the distance, a dull rhythmic, almost tired rumble. 

				I checked back at the town lights and took a mental bearing where the higher sand was using the streetlight as a beacon. These outer bar areas are scattered with deeper channels, gutters and washed out holes. Making sure you know the way off is vital when wading back through a shallow flooding tide in the pitch black with just a headlight to guide you. I reached the main channel and decided to fish on a high bank of sand some 100 yards in from the bar. On this size of tide, it was as near as I could get. Glancing at my watch it was 2.25am.

				I readied my gear, the same rod and reel I used on the rough ground. This time though, the lead weight would be 3ozs as I need to cast to range, a 70 yard cast usually necessary to reach the main run of fish. I prepared six halves of crab, the reason being the fish can come through fast over a short period of time, and time lost by peeling crabs after a fish has been caught means fewer casts made and less fish hooked.

				Much like on the rough ground, I’d got to know the mannerisms and character changes of the estuary. I always fished at night in the dark. When doing so, your senses are heightened and you become aware of the unseen around you. It must be a faint link back to when we hunted for a living with spears, but it remains, buried deep in our being. I got so used to fishing the bars of the small estuaries that I could truly hear the tide turn. Many do not believe this, but some experience the same, and it is a fact. The ebb tide surf has a low, subdued rumble to it. When the tide turns it increases in activity, the surf becomes a louder, energetic crash, its mood almost like an excited child at Christmas. This increase in energy is perceptible to the ear if you experience it enough to learn it. 

				Standing alone in the dark, I heard the note of the surf tables change. I glanced at my watch: it was 02.37. The wind had turned the tide early. I made a long cast in to the main channel, felt the lead hit the seabed, tightened to it, and fell back in to my preferred rod-across-the-lower-chest stance to feel for bites. Almost instantly a bite came. The fish was hooked, but carried no weight. It was a school bass about 2lbs. The next cast produced another. This also told me that while the little fish ran, you are unlikely to hit a big one. The big ones like more water depth over the bar before they run, but also will not compete with the little fish, which get the bulk of the food first when in direct competition. If you watch and note, there is always a pause inbetween the school bass running through, and when a big fish hits. At least it is in my experience.

				A third school bass took the crab bait and was released. I cast again, half expecting an instant rattle as another little bass made off with the bait. Nothing happened! Perhaps ten minutes went by. I was holding the rod, still concentrating, when the rod tip, without warning, crashed down as a massive weight engulfed the crab, turned back in to the tide flow, and swam away. I struck, but in truth the hook was already home and solid in the jaw of the bass. Its weight was obvious, the rod bent hard over and line grudgingly ticking off the reel as the drag surrendered. The bass, slow but powerful in its movement, heading down tide and out in to the deeper channel. Rod pressure made it turn and it now headed uptide for maybe 20 yards, then turned back downtide again. I started to gain line, slowly at first using small upward pumps of the rod and gaining just inches of line. The bass resisted, turned, and headed back out in to the deeper water. It shook its head, me conscious that the hook might simply fall out as it did so. I was gaining line now, but a shallow bank in front of me was an obstacle I had to steer the fish around. In my headlight I saw the fish wallowing on the surface. A giant tail beating side to side and churning the water white. I walked to my right a few feet and with a little side pressure steered the fish away from the bank in front. Its head was briefly out of the water and I could see it was big. It made two short bursts seawards, but that sapped its strength and it turned on its flank and I slid it on to the sand. Though I rarely take a fish now, any fish in fact, in those far off days things were different, and I kept the odd fish for the pot, as I did this one. It weighed 9lb 8ozs exactly. It was the last fish of the session, there would be no more as the fish had run through and were well gone.

				NEVER TO BE FORGOTTEN

				It didn’t always go to plan mind. There was one night on the estuary that is etched in my mind forever. It was early October. Glancing at my watch as I topped the sand dunes it was just past 3am, 25 minutes before low water. The wind was in the west and nearly gale force. It was raining hard too, the driving rain that hammers on your coat and hood. The surf, over the bar, was big, heavy and crashing. I could see the white rollers turn over even in the near pitch black. Reaching the channel, the tide, a big spring tide over 32-feet, had not pushed back as far as I’d expected, held back by the strong wind. 

				I’d tackled up back at the car. I’d rigged with a newly released hook from a well known UK company. A fine wire type with a mini barb. I figured the lighter hook and small barb would get a better grip when striking in to fish at long range. 

				Just before low water I baited up with a big peeler crab, cut in half and bound lightly with bait elastic to release lots of scent. Casting out maybe 60 yards in to the edge of the deeper water, just above a series of small sand banks arranged like the fingers of man’s hand with shallow water in between, I felt the lead touch down and grip. The first two casts produced nothing. The tide had turned now. I heard it turn as I so often did, but also could see the first push at the waters edge when I turned my headlight on. The third bait I cast a little further in to the deeper water beyond the channel edge. 

				Standing on the sand banks, there was a hint of cold in the wind. The cheeks on my face tingled with both the cold and the incessant rain. My hands, holding the rod across and slightly upwards off my chest were also numbing and cold due to the elements. My mind, educated to it over the previous years, was concentrating on the rod tip, the line and the bait, feeling for any perceptible change in pressure, but also for the heart-stopping savage lunge of a taking bass. That’s exactly what I got. One second the rod was inert, lifeless and disinterested. The next the tip slammed over. I instantly struck sweeping the rod backwards and upwards. The rod took on a serious curve that I felt deep down in the butt section as the weight of the fish came to bear. The fish powered off downtide as it felt the hook. This was a big fish. I just knew straight away from the feel of it. It shook its head, tore off taking more line, then doubled back uptide and almost gave slack line, which I just managed to recover. A series of savage head shakes now, then serious weight thumping way out in the darkness. 
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