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For Doris and Robin,
who were always with me
when I wasn’t there
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In memory of Peter Lapsley,
my bestest friend,
& Sandy Scarth
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The longer I fish,
the more I long for simplification
and lightness.


Dr Tom Sutcliffe, Reflections on Fishing
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Preface: The Naked Flytyer


In praise of minimal flytying


(or life’s too short to spend tying the wrong flies)
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WHEN MICHELANGELO CARVED a horse out of a block of marble, someone asked him how he managed to create such a beautiful object from such a massive, shapeless lump. ‘It’s simple,’ he said. ‘I cut away everything that isn’t a horse.’


Legs out of feathers, bodies out of fur, wings out of fluff. Flytying is an art, too: the astonishing art of creating something that looks like it’s living, out of lumps of things that are lifeless. (Flytying is more than an art – it’s a miracle!)


Now, there’s a secret to every art. And there’s a secret to the art of tying flies that fish can’t resist clamping their teeth around.


It’s this: Keep it simple.


But not everyone agrees. Too many flytying writers and commentators think flytying has to be difficult to be good. That it has to be complicated to convince the fish.


I’m not convinced. And neither, I believe, are a good many of the fish I chuck flies at; be they trout, bonefish, or dorado. In fact, anything with fins and fussy ways.


For these writers, their approach sells a lot of DVDs giving instructions on how to perform the impossible procedure they prescribe.


The message of this book is different: You don’t have to be fancy- fingered to tie flies with supernatural effectiveness.


So, what is ‘minimal’ flytying?


It’s not fishing with bare hooks. (Although one Florida guide checking out my saltwater fly box said it was like opening up a girlie magazine full of hookers with no clothes on.)


Minimal flytying is identifying the most critical and compelling features of the prey you are imitating. The ‘clinch features’, I call them: the bare essentials that confirm your fake’s authenticity to a fish. No more than that. It’s not about piling on as many features as you can fling on a hook. It’s about stripping things back to the basics and then starting work. But, more crucially, it’s about knowing when to stop. It only takes a hump to turn a horse into a camel.


For this reason, one mantra chimes through the pages you’re about to read: the less you give a fish to question, the more likely you are to get the answer you were hoping for. The fewer tying procedures, materials and turns of thread you slap onto your creation, the fewer fish will find fault with your counterfeit and shout ‘Fraud!’ The result? The more fish you will catch.


This is the miracle of minimalism.
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A flyfisherman once told me that if flyfishing didn’t exist – if every fly-gobbling fish were to disappear off the face of the earth – he’d still tie flies.


This book introduces you to a series of flies that are a joy to tie, not a task. It’s about flies that go for the filtered, rather than the full-strength; the cut-down, rather than the complicated; the clear, rather than the concentrated; the slender, rather than the stout.


None has been invented just to be different, or to demonstrate my digital prowess at the vice (this is non-existent). Instead, they are flies that have been designed to answer a particular brief, perform a particular job and pull off a particular stunt. Designed to be simple. All of them refusing to fall in line with what flyfishermen tend to automatically focus on: pattern, rather than performance.


They are flies that have been given a twist. A twist to their effectiveness – without you getting your fingers in a twist.


Finally, each and every one of them has undergone rigorous trials out in the field, up against the hardest criterion, winning the respect from the piscatorial assassins who have tested them. More than half of the flies have been in constant use for over twenty years; others, for over thirty years; one, for over sixty.


But this book is more than just a catalogue of flies that won’t let you down.


I believe the best flies represent life. To me, they embody the best times of my fishing life.


Artificial fishing flies have accompanied me to Russia after brown trout never fished for before; to lonely beaches in Mexico patrolled by ghosts, the bonefish; to snake-infested waters in Argentina in search of El Dorado. They have accompanied me to Alaska after Arctic char in glacier streams you can only reach by floatplane; stream-born rainbow trout in South Africa among savage baboons; brook trout in Patagonia where locals carry Colt .38s; lake trout in Chile among volcanoes ticking like time bombs; tarpon four hours off the Cuban mainland; sea trout in Iceland, salmon in the Outer Hebrides; snooping on snook in fashionable Floridian shopping malls at midnight.


Flies are treasured memories. Opening up my fly box, I’m reminded of fish caught, fish lost. I see places, and I see faces. Faraway places I have explored with a four-piece fly rod where I have had to cast long lines. Faces of flyfishermen and crazy people I have met on my travels with whom I spent too short a time and exchanged too few words. Flyfishing adventures, unplanned and unexpected – but, above all, stories told.


Recollections of all sorts, wrapped round a hook with fur, feather and fluffy bits that, miraculously, bring these memories back to life.
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Fishing should be the exercise of your skills – and its rewards the places it brings you to.


Negley Farson, Going Fishing
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ONE


Chile



Hotchpotch
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Hook: No. 14–18


Thread: Brown


Body: Cream belly fur


Wing and Thorax: Brown Antron wool


Hackle: Ginger Cree


Circles in the Shadows


IWAS ABOUT TO TELL YOU ABOUT the man who kept thirty crocodiles at the bottom of his garden, in a shed in south London, but I have another jungle incident I need to get off my chest.


While the others were down at the lake pushing out their boats from the sheltered dock, I was still inside pulling on my underpants, sheltered from the weather outside, watching what was going on from my bedroom, bollock-naked.


Waves rolled ashore from an angry sea of grey water. The wind blew fierce and cold straight off the Ventisquero Yelcho Glacier forever gazing down at you, blue in the face.


It was not a morning for fishing.


Gales had woken me many times during the night, howling like wolves, shaking my windows and rattling them like a set of castanets. It was eight in the morning and there was still howling and windows shaking. But this wasn’t all.


I had heard distant rumblings. and at one point, I thought I’d felt the room move. A glass had fallen off the shelf in the bathroom and smashed on the floor. Yes, it had been an earth tremor. But I had been told to expect this.


Chile is the home of two thousand volcanoes, and it was only six months since one of these volcanoes blew open after two thousand years of slumber, six miles from the town of Chaitén, a worrying forty-minute drive from the lodge.


It shot larva and volcano ash two miles up in the sky, depositing a layer of dust a foot deep in Futaleufú, fifty miles away – and an inch on the windowsills of the cabaña where I stay on the banks of the Rio Carrileufú in Argentina, eighty miles away as the ash flies. Cows woke up to toxic snow covering the fields, the children in Cholila spent two weeks wearing face masks and the fishing guides had lean bookings the following season.


Everyone was hoping Chaitén had erupted for the last time, that that was it for another few thousand years. Most of the four and a half thousand residents had been evacuated. The town was now surrounded by burned-out forests, the sides of the roads leading to it piled high with white ash like the approach to a ski resort. A few people remained. They must have felt the tremors, too, and got little sleep, like me.


The night before, one of the guides had been talking to a member of the security team monitoring the situation in Chaitén and the surrounding area. They had observed an increase in the size of a column of ash and smoke from the volcano. That same evening, the Deputy Interior Minister, Patricio Rosende, warned that one of the cones was about to collapse. ‘This is more proof of the imminent risk in the area. It is a time bomb,’ he announced.


But today, it was time to get the rod out. Once again, fishing had a certain frisson, one could say.


Adrian, my guide, said he’d be in reception waiting for me at nine. If, that is, el lago was fishable. At nine, he was there: on the button.


‘Not a bit too rough out there this morning?’ I said, shaking, and probably howling a bit internally, too.


No, a toss of Adrian’s head told me, as he unhooked my rod from a rack in a corner of the rod room, which I had all to myself as I was the only fisherman with a room in the main building of the Yelcho en la Patagonia Lodge.


This room was simple enough, on the corner of the building, with a bench built in under two windows, allowing me to sit and look over the lake, and across to the cordilleras, way in the distance. The other fishermen, a party of eight from Santiago, were somewhere at the back of the lodge in little cabins dotted about.


They were very keen.


If Adrian hadn’t showed, I’d planned spending the morning at the Termas de Amarillo. Located twenty miles east of Chaitén on the Carretera Austral, this is where you go to soak in abject bliss, in natural hot springs heated by that very volcano that had blown open – and could blow again at any moment.


Instead of all this, I was shortly being blown across waves topped with cream, hood up, back to wind, hands gripping the side of the boat, watching virgin forests flash by. If Adrian’s little rower turned over, it was reassuring to know that the entire shoreline of Lago Yelcho in the Rio Futaleufú system is uninhabited. In only two places does a road touch the rim of this twenty-seven-mile-long blue eye, with depths in places close to two thousand feet, making it the deepest – and probably the coldest – lake in Chile. An ocean as deep as God’s voice.


But then it also has some of the largest, meanest and most aerobatic rainbow trout in Chile. And this, I thought, would have to be compensation enough.


I had arrived at the Yelcho the day before, a primordial sense of adventure on slow build the moment I crossed the border at Trevelin. Thoughts of giant trout rolling for dry flies kept my mind from drifting off the road.


There had only been one car in front of me at the Argentine frontier post. I had planned a picnic sitting on a roadside rock looking down the Rio Futaleufú, but my cheese, ham and salami were confiscated by the Chilean border guards. When it came to smuggling forbidden food items into their country, I was Le Grand Fromage – el Queso Grande.


There is no paved road after the small border town of Futaleufú all the way to Chaitén, almost the entire width of Chile. And from now on there would be no telephones, no mobile signal and I saw no postboxes. But they had empanadas to refill my picnic basket.


The four-hour drive along skinny, dusty dirt roads, with cambers inviting you to roll off into the turquoise rivers rushing only yards away, was hazardous. But tunnelling through huge yellow gorse bushes and shoulder-high lupins, and bumping past fields manicured by grazing farm animals to golf tournament standard, made it a picturesque journey. A flock of vultures picking at a shattered hare in the centre of the road refused to get out of the way. Stopping the car, I climbed out and they only moved when I threatened them with a rod tube.


I longed to see another human being.


To forewarn of an approaching bend, every kilometre or so a road sign told me to REDUZCA VELOCIDAD. By the time I arrived at the lodge I was as chilled as I could ever hope to be. Speed reduced.


At the lodge, Juan Paulo, the manager, greeted me with a glass of Chilean Carménère and told me a guide had been arranged for me. That night, he roasted a freshly killed spring lamb, dripping hot chunks spiked on a long stake.


It would have been a wonderful evening to fish, but I didn’t. I sat on the terrace until late, enjoying a gentle wind as soft as darkness, and a sky scattered with stars. Coming from inside through an open door I could hear the red roble logs crackling. They stood upright, stacked to attention in the fireplace. I could also hear the other fishermen sipping wine, sighing at the tales of the monster trout they’d lost, cheering the ones they hadn’t.


My first day was a half day. In the morning there was no wind. Temperatures hit 28°C. The sun hung long and high in the sky as Adrian slid us across a glassy, flat surface to Cuba half an hour from the dock. Cuba, the name I gave this lonely area, looked more like a bonefish flat in mangrove country than a lagoon on an inland water. Here, the colour of the lake bottom shifted from amber to yellow to gold and back to amber again, suddenly shelving off into great ultramarine-blue depths. Ultramarine, coincidentally, being a blue pigment consisting primarily of aluminium, sodium and sulphates, all of which are to be found in abundance in the surrounding mountainsides.


After breakfast, I set up two rods on a table on the terrace outside the bar overlooking the lake: a 5-weight with a floating line and a 7-weight with a 300-grain sink tip.


‘No,’ a shake of Adrian’s head told me, as he stored away the 7-weight: 300 grains was a might too Herculean for the delicate work we had ahead of us. He preferred the 5-weight, which he lifted carefully from the racks on the side of the boat, handing it to me with the reverence of a priest at communion. A ‘yes’ nod indicated my Damsel Fly Nymph would do the trick – but not all the various versions of them that I had tipped into the palm of his hand for inspection and his opinion; just the one with the ten-ton head. Let the fly do the sinking.


Not all bits of trout food give you carte blanche to keep your imitation nice and sweet and simple. But the Damsel Fly does. When I’m tying one up, I don’t think about how complicated I can make the pattern. I just imagine I’m creating a character out of a Jules Verne adventure. It’s that simple.


Whatever else I might think necessary for my artificial fly to take with it on its descent to the bottom of the lake, I never forget that the most important thing is weight. Nothing should conceal the plummeting side of your Damsel’s personality. Bags of fluffy, woolly, feathery materials, frilly extras and unnecessary turns of silk that will impede its progress downwards should be left back up there on dry land, on your work bench. Better still, tucked away out of reach in a drawer.
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To ensure my pattern dives deep and fast, when it comes to prioritizing tying procedures, top of the list is the thing that’s going to get my fly to the bottom. I start by sliding a gold-faceted tungsten bead to behind the eye of a #10 long-shank hook. Behind this, to hold it in position, I tie in a slip of an olive hen hackle with primrose yellow thread (two turns of thread only, please). Hen because cock hackles repel the water, but hen hackles appear to suck it in. (What other reason could there be for wet flyfishermen through the ages to prefer them?) Behind the bead, I tie in a small length of light green Supreme Plastic Hair, looped. This loop extends the barb slightly, preventing the small bunch of medium olive marabou tail – which I am just about to tie in – winding round the hook bend. I top this with a meagre bunch of golden olive marabou. At the bend, I tie in a length of hefty wire and a length of thin light green chenille which I wind to behind the bead. Finally, I palmer the hackle down to the bend (three turns only) and wind the wire back through the hackle back to behind the bead. I whip-finish with a length of lime green Glo-Brite thread. And here you have the fly that caught the guide – his approval, at least – long before it hit the lake and sank out of sight.


Adrian told me that in the summer it was all dry flyfishing. Dragonflies crowd the skies and the fishing gets impossibly hard. The water is so crystal-clear it’s like air and the trout have the highest FlyQ of any you’ll ever fish for. They see everything, miss nothing.


I quickly learned that it takes great skill and frustration to get a Yelcho rainbow to come anywhere near your fly before the game’s up – in particular, your best-tied nymph imitation, as there is very little surface activity this early in the season. Racing towards it from what seems like fifty yards away and discovering it’s a sham, rather than head for the aluminium-laden Andes, Yelcho trout fin-tap half-open mouths and yawn. The only fish I know that snore when they’re awake.


Plonked at the other end of the boat from Adrian, who was sitting quietly picking at his nails, I leaned over the side watching trout react to my fly, as if looking into a goldfish bowl. It got me back to basics.


We all know why trout take our flies. They look worthy of being eaten. Progressive anglers know something else: the way a fly progresses can provoke the same reaction. Movement certainly rouses curiosity. Enough for a trout to want to investigate further – with their mouths. (You would, too, if you didn’t have hands.)


Sometimes it’s not the design of a fly, but what you do with the design, that matters. Inching my Damsel along the bottom at the same speed – and imitating the same movements of the ones I once kept in a tank – I got the reaction I was after: interest. But not what I was really after: the take. At least, not until I changed my Damsel’s behaviour and started lifting up my rod tip and lowering it again in jerky movements. A sink and draw movement, making my Damsel not so much swim as stutter.


It looked crazy, but I could see my Damsel was driving the trout crazy, too – with more than curiosity. This unorthodox motion made the fly look injured, helpless and just asking to be pounced on. Stuttering along in fits and bounds, my Damsel was in distress – and, irresistibly, bound to be easy prey.


The key to this behaviour was in the design of the fly. It incorporated not just any bead head, but a tungsten bead head, the heaviest one I could get my hands on (or a crane to lift). I was happy to place an order at the Harland and Wolff shipyard, Belfast, if need be. Every cast I made, I feared for the brave few still in Chaitén, lest they read the arrival of my Damsel on the lake bed as another earth tremor.


‘Look at these fish following my fly!’ I yelled at Adrian as a five-pound Yelcho snapped at a two-pounder who had joined in the chase. Adrian just laughed and shook his head.


I was inching my Damsel along the ledge of an ochre drop-off that plunged into midnight blue. Raising my rod tip and letting the fly dive back down, I gave it a series of almighty stutters. Like some crazed aquatic Ceilidh dancer, the trout swirled and spun round a couple of times at the tail of the fly, before grabbing it, one-two-three, and gobbling it up.


‘Mosca tartamedeo!’ – ‘Stutter fly’, Adrian named it.


My Damsel in distress wasn’t the only stutterer. Moses stuttered. So did Darwin, Churchill, John Lee Hooker, B. B. King, Tiger Woods and Bruce Willis. Not forgetting Marilyn Monroe and Nicole Kidman.


A famous line-up, but when did Nicole Kidman ever catch anybody a five-pound trout?


When bead heads first arrived on the market so many years ago (but not that many), the American publisher Nick Lyons said to me, ‘Neil, jigging has now become an art form.’


Like Nick, I’m not Mr Bead Head’s greatest fan. They flash, and truly wild trout see the ruse. With small nymphs, I usually rely on lead strips concealed in the dressing.


But that day on Lago Yelcho, when I watched how a strategically placed lump of deadweight could create such a beguilingly attractive stutter movement, I must confess, I was left speechless.


Back again to that storm-filled second day.


Adrian was all wrapped up, too. He was getting the spray flying up from the front of the boat, over my shoulders, straight in his face. His hood was pulled low over his forehead, joining up with his collar pulled high over his nose. His deep-sea eyes peering through a slit as thin as string told me that in his mind he was somewhere else.


He gave two boats anchored in the lee of the mountains a wide berth and kept on going. The wind was still in the tops of the colehues we passed.


Scrunched up inside my fishing jacket like a tortoise in a shell, I was able neither to see nor to know where we were going. All I could do was sit back and trust that it would be somewhere worth all the banging and slapping of the boat and the rearranging of my vertebrae. It was a good time for thinking and being still and alone. The noise of the outboard made conversation an impossibility.


Tucked up in the warm darkness of your fishing jacket, you can reflect on the life you’re powering away from: the adventures, the agonies, the pleasures and the prices you pay to go fishing, now all gone, taken by the currents of a stream, sucked down and away in the slow, cold yawn of the waves turning over all around.


To get to this point in time, this place on a compass, I had had to work hard to earn the cash and find the time to be here. And now, with hands screwed up in tight fists shoved deep down in pockets, mouth tucked away behind the high flap of a breath-warmed collar, I raised an imaginary glass high up into the chilly Chilean air, closed my eyes, counted my blessings and drank to my incredible good fortune.


The fishing writer Roderick Haig-Brown tells us:




We search in many ways and many places, each of us, I suspect, with some secret inward vision, subconscious as often as not, of what trout fishing really is. We settle for less, often much less, and we may even find other, unexpected experiences more brilliant than the one we seek. I have many friends who never stop travelling in search of trout.





I could have been one of Haig-Brown’s friends. Right now my unexpected experience was discovering just how cold it was on this lake, as opposed to the brilliant sun the day before, on my first day.


Now I could feel the pace slowing, the bow lowering, and see Adrian’s windblown face glowing as we pulled out of the rough air and slipped, in creep mode, into a quiet water creased only by our boat.


At last I could pull back my hood and look around.


We were in grassland behind an island, with tall dried rushes to one side, a jungle on the other; an impenetrable woodland sending out shoots of willow and arrayanes in an attempt to claim new ground, stretching out to join hands with the water lilies and gain access to the shallow reed beds opposite.
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The further we crept into this curious new land hidden away at the end of the lake, the narrower grew the distance between the reeds and the island, the shallower the water. Eventually, Adrian stopped the engine and started poling us silently towards the first of three pools that punctuated what, to all intents and purposes, was developing into something more like a stream than a mid-lake pond. A stream that joined the two sides of the lake. A stream with no current. If you have seen the film The African Queen, starring Humphrey Bogart and Katharine Hepburn, you’ll recognize the scene I found myself in.


‘Take off that fly,’ Adrian said, shaking a finger at my Damsel. He was preparing me for something.


A fish moved. I didn’t see it, but Adrian did. A circle in the shadows.


It was time for me to forget that I was fishing a lake. I was now in an overgrown creek demanding I pitch clever casts as close into the bank as possible between overhanging branches and fallen trees; places where a trout might be lying waiting for something to either fall off a branch, climb in or out of the water, or where minnows shelter in the tangle of underwater roots and decaying branches.


‘Do you take all your clients here?’ I asked Adrian, realizing that fishing was no longer a matter of slinging a fly out into open water, leaning over the bow of the boat and watching trout react to it. The bottom was as black as a motorway. Under the trees it was dark, full of lost whispers. It was impossible to see anything move unless it swam just under the skin of the water and tickled the surface.


‘No, nunca,’ Adrian replied, his eyes never leaving the water. I was privileged, it seemed. Or rather honoured, for none of his clients could handle it. It was too unfamiliar. I was beginning to wonder if I would be able to do any better.


There was a huge splash under the bank at the end of the pool, in a trickle that fed it; a tight area overhung with dead branches, book-ended with a large root on one side, a fallen tree on the other. A fish was feeding under this canopy.


Adrian poled past it. He wasn’t going to stop. The hole where the trout had leapt was no bigger than a handkerchief. We decided that, rather than feeding on something, a cruising trout had suddenly found itself lost in a jungle of underwater debris, and panicked. Either get the hell out, or die of claustrophobia. We were looking for excuses to avoid having to perform a truly impossible cast to get a fly to it.


Then the fish rose again. It turned on something small on the surface in exactly the same place, in that same handkerchief area.


Adrian kept on poling. But I just had to have a shot. Any shot. A wild shot, with no style would do. I had nothing to lose, only a fly up on a branch.


I ended up casting one of those casts you could never have executed (or wanted to, necessarily) had you not been feeling a bit wild and, as I say, had nothing to lose. Technique didn’t come into it.


I had waxed up and tied on a small sedge, the Hotchpotch, my all-round, jack-of-all-trades sedge pattern that does just what I want a fly to do when I really don’t know what I want it to do and when I really have no idea what fly to put on.


Soundlessly (and miraculously), the Hotchpotch morphed through a myriad of mid-air obstacles and landed in the handkerchief, an inch from the side of the stitching. It cocked beautifully, its body lying flat under the wing in the surface film. Adrian had stopped poling, so I let it float a while.


I was just about to pick up my line and cast again, this time a little closer to the bank, when it occurred to me that I would never be able to repeat that first cast with the same precision and get my fly to where I managed to get it in my wild days. So I let it be and went back to feeling like an Indian stalking a fish, the ambush set.


Suddenly, the handkerchief exploded and the Hotchpotch was lost in a cloud of crystals, shadows, darkness, lightning and tarmac. The trout didn’t leap, it burrowed.


Sometimes the successful playing of a fish isn’t so much to do with calculating the size and strength of what you have at the end of your line, it’s calculating the size and strength of the line before you attach yourself to anything. It’s about knowing your tackle is up to it.


With trout patrolling between lily pads and logs, I had upped the strain of my tippet to eight pounds. For this reason I began the fight with an advantage. I knew that I could probably land a tarpon if I wanted to with my set-up. I gave whatever was on the end of my line no slack. Whichever way my fish might have wanted to proceed, it could proceed either up or down but not across or to either side. I had my fish wrapped up in that handkerchief neater than Dick Whittington’s belongings when he set off for London to seek his fortune.


My fish went down. I could feel him brooding beneath a ledge, wiping his nose in the mud somewhere in the handkerchief, planning his next move. The occasional tap confirmed he hadn’t died on me, at least not totally.


Adrian poled the boat across the top of some lily pads that stood between the trout and us, parking in a narrow strip of clear water the shape and size of a trouser leg. Handkerchiefs, trousers: I was fishing in the men’s department of a high street store.


Adrian had smoked a whole cigarette in the time it took me to decide that some lifting needed to be done. I put the pressure on. My trout co-operated – at least, to begin with. It started to surface. But seeing the lily pads up top, he decided that the stalks were much more interesting and started playing out my greatest fears. He dived into them.


Adrian wasn’t having any of it. He poled the boat straight at the offending vegetation, mowing down lilies, trout and anything else that got in his way, without fear – or favour, for that matter.


The snowplough scam worked. The trout surfaced and flapped onto the top of the lilies, which started to sink under its weight, on contact. It was a brown trout. A big old marron with barely a mark on its body. A black-backed, yellow-bellied specimen of spotlessness. Six pounds, at least.


Adrian wet his hands, lifted him up, bent over, groaned under the weight and slid the grand old fish back between the lilies. Before it disappeared under the tarmac, I’m sure I heard the old soldier groan, too. How undignified this must have been for him.


An interview, without coffee.


At the dock, I let Adrian tie up the boat and walked straight up to the Yelcho lodge, taking up residence at the bar, stocking-foot waders and all. Gonzalo the barman’s Bloody Marys were something to die for and I knew that he only had half a carton of tomato juice left until Friday, when the supply man arrived. I was the first man back.


‘Mind if I smoke my pipe?’ I asked Gonzalo.


‘I think we’ve had enough ash around here for while,’ he said, pointing at some books that had slipped over on a shelf and handing me my toxic measure. ‘Do you feel tremors out on a lake in a boat?’


I told him we didn’t feel anything. Just the tugging of an angry trout.


Earthquakes and volcanoes notwithstanding, I was thinking how great it is to be sitting here at the bar in my chest waders – with a big fish in my mind and nothing else. What could be better?


I told Gonzalo about my fly that had fooled the monster marron, the big bad brown. Now, I don’t know if he was interested in this fly or not, but that’s what barmen in fishing lodges are paid for: to pour drinks and look interested. At least the best ones are.


Gonzalo asked me if Adrian had been a good guide. I told him that he had been the very best, but that guides are called ‘ghillies’ in the UK – a Scottish word. Gonzalo seemed to understand me better than Adrian. Anyway, if he didn’t, he did a first-class job pretending he did. I decided to tell him a ghillie, or rather a boatman, story. This was something I had wanted to tell Adrian during those silent moments, what with him being my boatman, or ghillie. Gonzalo’s English was good, a lot better than Adrian’s. But how good was his Irish?


I told him I’d never really fished in Ireland. I pootled about in a leaky boat on some still water down south near Skibbereen, County Cork. But only the once, and this was the extent of my Irish fishing ventures.


If I were to go there now, I don’t think it would be for the fishing. My reason for this is very simple. When my friends come back from a fishing trip in Ireland, they spend five minutes talking about the fishing and an hour howling with laughter about all the mad things that happened to them.


One of my favourite stories comes from a ghillie called Villy. Villy the ghillie. That’s funny before we start. Gonzalo flashed a knowing smile.


Villy was a boatman on Loch Conn – a great name for a lough that charges you a fortune to hire a boatman, only to come back at the end of the day not having caught or touched a fish. The Irish are funny even when they’re being serious.


Villy tells a story, not about the fantastic trout fishing, but about the huge pike that haunt the lough.


‘They be eating up all the lovely trout,’ Villy tells you. But at certain times of the year, the lough has something else in abundance. ‘It’s the frags. There be frags everywhere. You go out wadin’ and you wade through frags and even more frags.’


A lack of frogs doesn’t seem to be much of a problem in the margins of the lough in the summer. ‘And there’s nothing them pikes like better than the nice frag.’


Villy and the other ghillies make good use of this period of plenty. They go down to the reeds at the side of the lough with buckets and collect as many of those frogs as they can. ‘Y’see, them pikes will take a frag if you give it to ’em. They love the frags. And night time is when the big pikes come out looking for a frag for dinner.’


Villy tells you it’s very important that you know how to mount the frog on the hook properly. ‘You don’t be going and pushing hooks into the frags, now. They be dying if you do that. What y’do is ye get a nice elastic band and wind it round the frag and the hook so it’s nice and tight, like. Not so tight that the frag can’t breathe, now. And not so slack. Them frags slips out.’


Clearly a great amount goes into this mount. But there was more.


‘To stop ’em swimming away, y’ave a bung. You gotta have a bung. A nice big bung to keep ’em swimming around. Then we goes home and come back in the morning.’


This should be the end of the story, but when you ask Villy why he is no longer seen going to the reeds with his bucket to collect frogs, he’ll tell you he doesn’t use frogs as bait any more.


‘No, I be putting out a live bait. Y’see, them big pikes like nothing more than a nice roach.’


Better than a frog?


‘Oh, no. Not really.’


So why doesn’t Villy use frogs any longer?


‘Well, y’see, them frags are clever little dee-veals. That next morning, when we went down to see how many pikes we’d caught on the rods, not a pike had we taken on them lines.’


And why was that?


‘Well, for sure, them frags don’t like being eaten up by the pikes, and they knows that if they goes in the water for a swim, they’d soon be eaten up. So when we went looking for the frags and couldn’t find them, we found them sitting up on the bungs, just as pretty as can be.’


Gonzalo laughed, and asked me if I wanted a magazine to read. In case I was going to tell him another story, in Welsh. I thanked him for the offer, but told him that I wasn’t a great reader. Most of what I learned about riding bikes, blowing bubbles with gum, whistling with two fingers and flyfishing, someone showed me how to do it.


I picked up the idea of the Hotchpotch from something I saw in somebody’s box, the simplicity of which overwhelmed me, and named it after John Hotchkiss, one of England’s finest guides, whose guiding abilities also overwhelmed me. I was given one to try. And, more importantly, take home to my laboratory for closer examination.
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The sedge was tied on a #14 barbless hook. Armed with a scalpel, I picked away at it like some demented ophthalmic surgeon to reveal the tying procedures. Light brown thread had been tied in two-thirds of the way down the hook and wound to the bend. A deliciously creamy material from the flytyer’s dubbing larder had been used to form a body that started at the bend and ended back at the starting position where the thread had been secured. Here a short length of light brown, camel-coloured Antron floss had been tied in directly behind the hook eye so that, once secure, it flopped over the top of the eye. The thread was then returned to the starting position. On the way, a light brown cree hackle was tied in, the tip lying shiny side up so that it also flopped over the Antron and the hook eye. The hackle was then wound back to the thread starting position and secured. The fibres on top had been trimmed. Finally, the Antron was folded back over the hackle and secured with a whip-finish where the hackle had been secured, at the starting position. The wing was trimmed so that it extended the hook bend.


The design answered one of the trickiest questions. Put simply – and I like to keep things simple when I have a Bloody Mary in my hand – can there be such a thing as The Perfect Sedge Pattern? The answer is, yes, there is such a thing.


So, what is a perfect sedge pattern?


If Mr Ephemeroptera, the upwing fly, is the Francis Drake of the aquatic fly world, Mr Trichoptera – or Señor Sedge – is the Buzz Lightyear. Maximum motion. Bags of action. Sacks of buzz. No wonder that, when you hear a splash on an evening, it can only be a trout, sedge-bound. ‘To infinity – and beyond!’


In the past, a palmered body hackle has been light years ahead of any other method in imitating this ‘buzz’ a sedge displays when it finds itself hatched out, far from home, far from secure, too nervous, far too vulnerable – and freaks! For me, the body-palmered style of sedge hackling has design faults. It cleverly, but not too cleverly, lifts one of the most important parts of the sedge clean out of the menu-gazing vision of a hungry trout diner. The beef; the body.


A big, fat, juicy sedge body should be presented to the trout – in full view. After this, legs, wings, antennae and all the rest is just soup stock. So, if there’s not going to be any pre-supplied, palmered ‘buzz’ in this design, where is the attraction in this serve-all sedge pattern?


With the Hotchpotch, the ‘buzz’ is where – and when – you want it. If, indeed, you need it at all, for I have found the body gets all the buzz I want, from a trout. Could this be the first super-seductive static sedge?


If you want buzz – or ‘movement’ – you can control it. It’s at your beck and call. Static, the pattern is designed to keep the seductive body in full view of the trout, just like a fast-escaping sedge wishes it wasn’t. The design sits this body on a soft mattress of hackle – rather, a platter. Not held high on a spiky bed of hackle nails. Out of sight, out of stomach. Twitch the rod tip to impart movement. The motion is more representative of the natural.


With the ‘palmer’ style, the fly pushes a wave out in front of the fly, like a bow wave of a rowing boat. With the Hotchpotch, lift the rod and the wing keeps low and trails a gentle wake behind it, like an outboard motor, forming an irresistible ‘V’, identical to that of a natural.


The sideways positioning of the hackles of the Hotchpotch makes it plane the water, lifting it up on its tail. It’s here – at the tail, not the head or along the body – where the action really is.


Anything more to say about the design? Yes. Latter-day patterns miss out on important features displayed by the natural. One of these unmissable features, from a trout’s vantage point, is the thorax. Look at a sedge from below, from the trout’s view, and you will see the front part of the sedge (not along the sides) is all thorax and legs. These are perfectly imitated in the design of this pattern.


Finally, the design supports a theory I have had for many years now, that it’s not always best to tie off your fly at the head. With the Hotchpotch, you whip-finish mid-fly, behind the thorax where there’s less room to make mistakes – and risk being banned by your local Fly Dresser’s Guild for having an untidy head.


I hate trout. Eating them, that is. So I’m a catch-and-release fanatic. For my riverside neighbours, who watch me going down the track to the river from my home, catch and release means coming back from fishing with nothing to show for it. In a way, they’re right. The cupboard (rather, their cupboard) is bare, but then the river isn’t.


I like to keep score of trout I’ve caught or released (or neither) on a day. So, I bought a ‘clicker’, a little contraption with a knob you press that keeps count of every trout.


Foolproof? But, more importantly, lie-proof?


Well, no. Not if you sit up against a tree, or rub up against something, with this clicker in your pocket. At the end of the day, when you’d swear you’d only caught four trout, the clicker tells you that, in actual fact, you’ve caught four hundred. Well, what a surprise! And what an impressive entry in your record book!


So, nowadays, every time I release a trout (in other words, poke out a barbless hook with my rod tip), I snap off a twig or pluck a leaf and put it in my pocket. And when I get back up the track, and the neighbours ask me how many trout I’ve caught, I say, ‘One twig, three daisy heads, a reed and a duck feather.’ They say, ‘Sounds like you’ve had a good day.’


In ancient times – in old angling literature, at least – the top-catching fly in a fly box, the fly that has caught the most fish, in the most locations, with consistency, is referred to as a ‘sheet anchor’.


The dictionary defines a sheet anchor as ‘a large strong anchor for use in emergency’, suggesting that if things get desperate, you could do worse than trawl the depths with something huge and leaded. Surprising, then, to discover that my ‘sheet anchor’ fly of the year isn’t weighted. Indeed, it’s very dry. A fly design that, at the final tote, has caught me more twigs, daisy heads, reeds and duck feathers than any others. It’s my Hotchpotch. And a variation of the Hotchpotch I call my Hyper Hotchpotch, which I’ve just got to tell you about, because this tinkering means the Hotchpotch now sports an even more interesting difference than the tying style. How much of a difference is hard to judge.
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Hyper Hotchpotch


For progressive flytyers, the most successful flies are those that are a tad unorthodox, with ‘attractor’ elements designed into the fly to market them better to the trout, giving them an extra something that renders them more irresistible than the naturals sitting next to them. That makes them stand out in a crowd. Sometimes even when there’s no crowd at all.


Newness creates interest, I say, for man, and trout alike. And there are no end of flashy new materials in the catalogues that can give your fly the Hollywood treatment. Synthetic materials that have imitations sparkling and twinkling as they Tinsel-Town their way down a river or across a lake with more gleam, glitter and glistening glory than Lady Gaga, dressed as Tinker Bell, on a Christmas tree.


Exaggerating a feature of the fly, or highlighting it with one of these new materials, helps your fly achieve the first thing any fly has to do: get noticed. ‘Helps’, I say. Over-use results in an adverse effect and has trout heading for the hills, which is why I’m no fan of gold bead heads. (Although I do use them, sparingly.)


For this reason, with the Hotchpotch style, I prefer to mount flashy materials under the wing, not on top of it. This way, the effect of ‘flashy materials’ is diffused, but not diminished. Here’s why.
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Under the wing, it is light that is reflected up off the water, not from directly above, that animates the materials. When light coming from the air strikes water, part is reflected and part is refracted but, more importantly, a large chunk is absorbed, giving your fly just the right amount of muted pizzazz to impart a true shiny, lifelike look. Enough to drive her Ladyship, the hungry trout, gaga.


So, why not the same for those flat-winged terrestrials, the reed smuts that parade down a river in the summer sun, wings reflecting light like crusader shields in the desert sun? Tied in the Hotchpotch style, except with a black body, white polypropylene wing and a strip of silver Holographic Tinsel as underwing.


So, here’s today’s flytying advice: Hide your flashy materials under a bushel. Even better, a wing.
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TWO


Russia



Banana Fly
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Hook: No. 14 (up-eyed)


Thread: Primrose Yellow


Thorax: Fluff from a yellow Cul de Canard plume (tied behind the eye)


Hackle and Wing: Yellow Cul de Canard plume (funnelled forward with two turns of thread tied over roots. Trim small ‘V’ on top side)


Body: Fluff from a yellow Cul de Canard plume


Tail: Small bunch of cul de Canard fibres (tied slightly round bend)


Where Reindeer Dare to Tread


IT WAS AT A TIME WHEN I had an office with a receptionist sitting out there taking my calls.


‘There’s a Peter Power on the line,’ she said.


Now, when you’re in advertising, you get lots of calls from people with crazy names. Ziggy Stardust? Peter Power? Sounded like a photographer to me. Another photographer wanting to come in and show me his book.


I asked if she could find out who he was and I put the phone down. It rang again, almost immediately.


‘He told me to tell you that he owns two and a half million acres of Russia.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Put him through.’


Peter Power was phoning to invite me to his estate near Eynsham in Oxfordshire. He’d heard that I was a serious trout-fishing buff and he had plans for me. He wanted me to explore the upper regions of three of his rivers on the Kola Peninsula that drain north into the Barents Sea: the Kharlovka, the Rynda and the Eastern Litza above the waterfalls, where the salmon can go no further. In July, the first week of the first season, to explore the wild brown trout fishing. I would have to pay my fare to Murmansk, he told me. After that, he’d provide everything else I needed so that I could scout around, assess the trout fishing possibilities and report back to him with a recommendation of what he should do with it all.


After an in-depth introduction to his fishings on video, we had lunch. Then he walked me round his goose park. He told me he had the largest and most comprehensive collection of goose breeds in Europe. I looked around, wondering who was eyeing up who: the geese, me; or me, the geese. Or Peter, studying my reaction to it all.


After his presentation, the stories of his battles with the Russian mafia, his success in outsmarting them, I was spellbound and filled with admiration – and my mind was on the Kharlovka. I was already there. I mumbled something about his geese shuffling all around me, but I wasn’t aware of exactly what I had said, but it was complimentary, for sure.


‘What I like about you advertising people’, Peter said as we walked back to the house, ‘is that you know exactly the right thing to say.’


The next month, arrangements were made through Roxtons in Hungerford.


It was 1,843 miles from London to Helsinki and my overnight stop. Finnair flight AY834 was a spanking new Airbus, just launched. The toilet flushed automatically when you finished. How it knew this, I just don’t know. Most of the time, I don’t know myself.


More impressive, back at your seat, overhead screens flipped down and a camera mounted in the nose of the plane showed you what the pilot could see. After a while, this got a bit dull. How about what the pilot was thinking?


I looked out of the window, wondering what he could be thinking. Looking back at the camera, I was given a clearer view. On the screen was the pilot, a ginger-haired man wearing thick glasses – with a girl on his lap. Then I snapped out of it. The nasal camera had switched off and the in-flight entertainment had started.


Viewed from the window of the plane, Helsinki looks like a string of Christmas tree lights dropped on top of an estuary. There’s a two-hour time difference between London and Helsinki and the light does funny things. At midnight, it’s still midday – and it was bedtime. With no time for sightseeing, I went straight to the hotel, checked in and hit the pillows. I had to be up at five o’clock the next morning to catch a 7.45 flight to Murmansk. In the rush, I left my hairbrush at the hotel.


Was this a sign?


On this hour-and-a-half flight, I sat next to a salmon fisherman on his first trip to Russia. He demonstrated that this wasn’t the first time he’d flown by telling me that the landing at Murmansk was ‘better than landing on Barra beach’ in the Outer Hebrides, where you think you’re going to land on the sea.


On the Road to Trout, you meet people you least expect to meet, in places you least expect to find yourself. Inside a saucepan, for example.


As bald as a stainless steel coot, the arrivals hall at Murmansk airport, twanging at the frosty 69-degree line north of the Arctic Circle, is a symphony of echoes. Like waiting for the hatch, they say that waiting for immigration to process the incoming Friday Flyfishing Finnair Flight from Helsinki is all part of that special Russian fishing experience. People were talking about records. Not salmon or trout records: waiting-time records.


‘I waited four hours,’ boasted one salmon fisherman in pink corduroys.


‘That’s nothing,’ said Dick, an ex-advertising agency owner I had once worked with (never knowing that he was a flyfisherman). ‘I waited four days.’


Classic comparative advertising, I remember thinking. Once an adman, always an adman. But Dick had sold up and now had his own lodge somewhere out in the tundra, on the Kanga.


‘My lodge has just arrived from the US. The hillside is strewn with containers,’ he told me in the same tone of voice I’d heard from people who had just bought furniture at IKEA.


We swapped addresses. His was somewhere in Monte Carlo.


At 3 p.m. we were still fogbound. As the hours slipped by, seasoned visitors remarked how much quicker things were getting. I used the time to try and identify the three other members of the two parties of flyfishermen fortunate enough to have been invited by Peter to the upper regions of his northern rivers.


One was a Czech called Frank, a member of the Czech flyfishing team. The other, a German called Nils. It had me wondering who I would be sharing a tent with. Unfortunately, we were not staying in one of the plush pinewood chalets at the base camp Kharlovka lodge, with bouncy beds, a sizzling sauna and hot and cold running Atlantic salmon. Once we were paired up, a helicopter was to fly me and my mystery partner out into the naked tundra to be dropped off in an area that had never been visited before, let alone fished; to live under canvas with Vasiljev Kiselev, a Russian guide who had just been on a crash course at Berlitz. (Not the same one as the helicopter pilot, I hoped.) As our guide and cook, I hoped Vasiljev had also attended the Roux brothers’ summer school at the Waterside Inn.


No, our lot was to be the basest of base camps.


Right now, stranded in Murmansk, trout lepers in a colony of salmon fishermen shoaled in a sea of rod tubes, waiting to be dispatched up one or other of the Kola Peninsula’s sixty-odd rivers, you’d imagine finding the other members of our discreet group would be a hard task. In fact, it wasn’t: you go blazer and Alice band-spotting. This eliminates nearly all salmon fisherpersons instantly, leaving three unclassified: Nils, the German, wearing a hat with a bunch of feathers sticking out of it; Frank, with big brown, match-the-hatch eyes that stared out into the middle distance, at rivers we were yet to see; and only one other person, the hippy sitting on the haversack, busy taking air temperatures, barometer readings and checking his position on his GPS. This was my tent-mate.


Peter Wulff is a Swede who has trout-fished the Kola more times than any other man. Certainly for long enough to know that you don’t get anywhere fishing in Russia unless you know how to sit around – and wait.


What I didn’t know then was that my journey with Peter the Wulff man was to be an expedition that would redefine what the brochures claim to be the ultimate in adventure fishing, in the last of one of the world’s true wildernesses; cocking a snook at wild brown fishing on the over-idealized New Zealand streams and the well-trampled Alaskan plains that I had turned my back on ten years earlier.


At 4.30 p.m. they told us the helicopter was ready for lift-off. But Peter had been here before. Lifting his head, he told us that it couldn’t be ready as he hadn’t heard one return from the Rynda.


‘I don’t trust the Russians,’ he said, returning to his barometer and other techie things; things that don’t lie. ‘Visibility is 340. It has to be 350 to fly.’


Peter was right. At 9 p.m., after ten hours of waiting, we were still there, waiting. My techie things (my eyes) told me it was still light. I had camped out in a shop stall. Peter had spent the last hour feeding the sparrows flying around the airport. At least at Murmansk airport something could take off.


It was Justin Staal, the Roxtons tour guide, who finally informed us that our luggage had been taken off a helicopter. He had made arrangements for us to bed down at the Polarnie Zori in Murmansk, a hotel forty-five minutes away.


A grumpy prop forward with a square jaw made of sandpaper, who was wearing a camouflage jacket and camouflage trousers, broke cover and pushed his way through us, growling like a bear.


‘I’m glad we’ve seen the back of him,’ I said to Peter as we gathered up our stuff.


In fact, we were to see the back of him again the next day. He was the helicopter pilot.


The streets of Murmansk are poorly lit and dripping with depression. We went to a bar. Girls wearing long cloaks and home-made clothes and leftovers from the sixties were sitting in groups round tables. They were laughing and joking. I looked around and wondered what they could find to laugh about. But even in the cold fluorescent lighting, you couldn’t deny the fact that whatever they were wearing they would still look elegant. Fashion wasn’t the word, it was pride: pride in what little they had; pride in their appearance.
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Built in 1973 and reconstructed in 1997, the Polarnie Zori is considered to be one of the best hotels of the city with ‘a wonderful view of the Kola Bay’. Clearly my room faced the other way. As I closed the curtains, in the city half-light I could see the back of a derelict building across from the hotel. When I switched off my light, the darkness was absolute.


You can tell how happy a country is by its breakfast cereals. The next morning, the only cereal on offer was a bowl of what looked like brightly coloured earplugs. On the hi-fi Boney M. were singing: ‘Man will live for evermore because of Christmas Day.’ It was July.


Nils and Frank were sitting at a table tying flies. The Wulff man was nowhere to be seen. As I waited for the scrambled eggs that I had ordered an hour earlier, I made the ultimate enquiry: ‘Anyone got a mouth organ?’


Back in my room, I looked out of the window and studied the bombed building opposite, in the cold light of day. There were curtains at the windows. Clothes were hanging out to dry. People lived there; people who had no electricity, otherwise I would have seen lights in those windows the night before.


I pulled the curtains shut again and remembered something that my good friend David Profumo had told me about when he’d done a similar trip the year before, on his way to the Ponoi River. ‘Neil,’ he’d said to me, ‘Murmansk isn’t exactly twinned with anywhere; rather it has a suicide pact with Grimsby.’


At 1 p.m. we had clearance. We piled aboard a helicopter fresh from the killing fields of Afghanistan, an Mi-8 medium twin-turbine transport helicopter that can also act as a gunship. It takes fourteen people and travels at about 10 mph. You have to look out of the window to check you’re moving. Birds overtook us.


We arrived at the Rynda camp at 2 p.m. with just enough time for Peter Power to say a few words to us and for a mosquito to bite me on the nose. Nils and Frank were dropped off on a small island in the middle of the Rynda. I was all ready to get off, too, but the helicopter took off before I could get my ear protection muffs off, heading upriver to a spot Wulff man seemed to know, but Vasiljev didn’t, which meant we had to circle for five minutes. Once again, our camouflaged helicopter pilot couldn’t hide his grumpiness.


Eventually, we landed in the middle of nowhere, right on the middle of nothing. Our pilot decided that the best way to cure his crabbiness was to throw, rather than pass, our gear down to us. He was glad to see the back of us.


As the Mi-8 lifted off the tundra, the Wulff man and I lay on top of a heap of tents, sleeping bags, knapsacks, rod tubes, food containers, gas canisters, a cooking hob, a paraffin stove, an inflatable dinghy, a GPS and a satellite telephone (that was never going to work from the moment we landed until the moment we set off again), to stop everything being blown away by the downthrust.


Here, camped on the side of a track tattooed into the sphagnum moss by a thousand years’ worth of relentless reindeer ploddings, was where we were going to stay.


Clearly, the tent I’d been given in which to brave the elements simply wasn’t up to it. It was pure lingerie; Agent Provocateur’s best. Peter put his lighter to it and it curled up and disappeared in seconds. He said I could bunk down in his High Sierra 4000, which would sleep three, secure in the knowledge that they would survive the night and, quite possibly, nuclear fallout.


From the foyer of the Kharlovka Hilton – Wulff man’s canvas abode – you could see the river bow into a lake and narrow, before careering down through boulders, broadening out half a mile downstream to become a lake again.


Nothing here grows higher than a reindeer’s antlers. It doesn’t have the time to. The landscape is an icebox nine months of the year: spruce, mountain birch, sphagnum have only three months of summer to stretch up to a sun that never sets.


That night I slipped into my sleeping bag fully clothed and lay on my back, gazing up, mesmerized by canvas.
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‘It’s starting to rain, Peter.’


‘No, it’s the mosquitoes trying to get in.’


I asked Wulff man if he’d ever fished anywhere else in Russia.


‘Only the Varzuga,’ he told me.


I asked if he’d ever bumped into a very good friend of mine, Steve Edge, because things had a habit of bumping into him.


The time Steve fished the Varzuga River, winter water was still coming down, along with huge blocks of ice which you had to avoid. But when Steve hooked up to a double-figure-weight salmon almost the same size as him, the only thing on his mind was avoiding losing it. And that’s when he struck the iceberg. Or, rather, a block of ice the size of a small car struck him.


‘I got the fish,’ Steve told me on his return. ‘I also got three broken ribs and a cracked jaw.’


Back home in Shoreditch, he visited his doctor for a check-up. The waiting area was crowded, but he signed in and made his way to the back of the queue where there was standing room only. He’d hardly got there when his name was called out. The doctor would see him now.


In the surgery, the doctor was studying his notes.


‘Thanks for seeing me so quickly,’ Steve said. ‘Are all those people waiting to see you?’


‘Sit down, Mr Edge. I had to see you straight away.’


Now Steve was anxious. Had his doctor spotted something nasty that the medical team at the Varzuga camp had missed?


‘Your case is quite unique.’


Steve was really worried now.


‘You see, I retire in two weeks, and in all my forty years as a doctor here, I’ve never treated someone hit by an iceberg in London.’


On our way to the river the next day, I considered death. I thought of this small ‘window of survival’ I had encapsulized myself into, so to speak.


Imagine a single day that lasts for months. If life here has only these few months in which to feed, blossom, grow and procreate before freezing over, surely sedges, stoneflies and ephemerids would all be in the same frenzied mood? And (my fly box began to rattle in my pocket) would not the rumbling-tummied trout be also?


I also felt I was going to a dinner party rather than going fishing. Every trout for themself.


I sat on a boulder overlooking the inlet where a river slid into a small, clear, beef consommé lake. My watch read eleven at night. The sky read eleven in the morning. I ought to have been feeling like going to bed, but I wasn’t tired. If I hadn’t already been up, I’d have felt like getting up.


The loneliness of the tundra was getting to me.


I was beginning to imagine things. A motor launch was coming at me across the water. It was heading for the rocks. I was about to stand up and wave it away when it exploded, sinking without a trace beneath a thick-rimmed circle the diameter of a Frisbee.


‘It’s TK time,’ said Wulff man, who had crept up behind me. ‘Huge, aren’t they?’


Was he referring to the sedge that had so narrowly missed me? Or the trout that was chasing after it?


Wulff man tied something to my line. It was bushy, black and buzzy, with a woven pink fluorescent butt woven on at the end of the hook. A simple black gnat, with attitude. A pattern invented by Torill Kolb of Elverum, the legendary female Norwegian flytyer.


‘I just love TK’s woven bottom.’


[image: Illustration]


TK’s Woven Bottom


Clearly, Wulff man and I had lots to talk about when we got back to the tent.


I kicked TK’s sexy backside out in the direction of the rock, landing it just above where the last of the Frisbee circles were fast fading. A large dark shape lifted horizontally, back out of the water, like a slice of bread popping out of a toaster. A trout, in its head-to-tail entirety.


This was the last I was to see of it for fifteen minutes. The piece of toast burnt the full length of line from my reel – in a downward direction, head-butting the rocks.


When it lifted, it surfaced tail-first, at my feet. It was a gorgeous liquorice colour made up of a cluster of burnt sienna and umber spots with a sprinkling of scarlet specks. Its flat, coal-scuttle-shaped tail was disproportionally large for its size. It was fat. A little over four pounds.


‘Lucky to catch one that size my first throw,’ I said. Wulff man smiled back and made imaginary temperature-measuring gestures in the air. What he knew, but wasn’t going to tell me, was that the tricky part is catching a trout under this size.


The trout in the Kharlovka grow big on a diet of snails and miniatures of themselves. The former, they chew off the rocks, like we do corn off the cob. The latter, they chase around until they corner them. This ferocity is something that they have learned from the many large pike that I was to meet on more than one occasion; on my dinner plate, as we ran out of food on our third day.


The light flattened, temperatures dropped, the wind shifted. My watch said 4 a.m.; the sun said 4 p.m. Vasiljev, who had just finished erecting the Hot House – a kitchen-cum-dining-room-cum-airing cupboard – knocked on the canvas door of the Kharlovka Hilton with a velvety paw.


‘Lunch,’ he said, forking imaginary juicy things into his mouth.


By now, if not geographically, I was in a time warp. Lost, in all sorts of tundra-like ways.


We fished on for twenty-four hours, the sun forever skipping along the skyline, which had the same effect on us as artificial daylight has on battery hens; except that we never laid down our rods. Every trout was over four pounds.
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We collapsed at ten o’clock the next morning – not before dinner of pike and onions, in the Hot House.


The next day I didn’t return to the pool where I had left a hundred trout rising. I had come to find unknown trout waters. There had to be more. We headed down rivers through mountain beech that grew horizontal rather than vertical, plaiting together to form basketwork fences that gave a gentle bankside stroll a new meaning. I passed evidence of a campfire. Had someone been here at the end of last season? Vasiljev put me right. It was scorched yagel moss that takes forty years to grow back.


‘Thirty years ago, perhaps,’ Vasiljev reassured me. ‘Not even I have been here before.’


As he was the local guide, I didn’t know whether I felt reassured or not. I was flushed with loneliness, with a guide who didn’t know the area he was guiding. And with no satellite phone.


We broke through the jungle to get to a rock, the only place where you could cast a fly on a pool the size of a football pitch. The water here was deep, the colour of black coffee, fed by foaming cappuccino. We all squeezed on the rock. Sedge the size of small floatplanes took off and landed like a busy day at Anchorage airport. A gang of trout were feeding where the water flattened between two runs, sucking sedge pupae from the surface underskin, lifting it with their black skulls; flicking their shovel-shaped tails in the air, beckoning us to cast impossible casts in their direction.


Wulff man had one of those casts. He shot out his cul de canard pattern. One of the trout was so pleased to see it, it gave the fly a kiss, the couple disappearing in a tiny siphon of water. A trout well over five pounds.


After tea, which we shared with three million mosquitoes stabbing at our head nets with ever-increasing frustration, we continued our exploration. Undergrowth got deeper, thicker. The air got darker as the mosquitoes collected on our face nets, blocking the sun. We cut off through glacier crowfoot and cotton grass to a distant braid that sounded like a busy highway in the distance. On arrival, it was thunder. Foaming and boiling, it was white with movement. Stoneflies flung themselves out of the spray.
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