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Preface


He who binds himself to a joy
 

Does the winged life destroy;


But he who kisses the joy as it flies
 

Lives in eternity’s sun rise.





William Blake, Eternity





I am floating, along with the first spent, ochre foliage of autumn – as stealthy and noiseless as a puckered kiss on a sleeping baby’s cheek – somewhere along the Helford river in west Cornwall. My precise location I cannot tell you. Primarily because my precise location is nearly as much of a mystery to me as the impulse that brought me here in the first place, and secondly because these grounds are guarded fiercely and jealously by those who have spent many long days in their discovery. All I know, and all I am prepared to divulge, is that I am somewhere between the imaginary line connecting Mawnan Shear with The Gew to the east and the upper, silted and brackish reaches of Bishop’s Quay in the west. A glance at the Ordnance Survey Explorer map of the area will reveal that this does not narrow things down an awful lot, but broadly speaking I would rather be accused of ambiguity than come back to my car after a day’s fishing to find four flat tyres.




All that lies between me and this most tranquil and benign of estuaries is around twenty-five kilograms of hollow plastic kayak – flat-bottomed, open-topped and hollow. Some use these craft for exploring, some for accessing places not available by any other means. Others use them simply to escape the land – to, in a physical as well as a practical sense, leave behind all that which pins them down on shore. I am sat atop this vessel – so clumsy on land, so poised on water – for all three of these reasons. And to engage some fish in a little dialogue. In front of me are two watertight hatches designed for storing the equipment required for a day’s peaceful leisure but, apart from the necessary safety equipment, they are empty. All I need is either strapped securely in front of me in the form of a 9-foot long, sub-4-ounce single-handed fly rod and accompanying silent-retrieve large-arbour reel, or in the chest pocket of my waders in the form of a waterproof wallet snap-sealing a collection of my home-wrought, feather-bodied lures – Deceivers, Clouser Minnows, Whistlers, mackerel and shrimp patterns along with some more ‘off-piste’ concoctions of my own. Along with a flask, some food, 2 litres of water and a pair of clippers on a retractable leash for switching flies, this is all I need for a day of engagement in probably the least well-known, but possibly the most rapidly developing branch of angling – I am fly fishing in salt water.


This stretch of water, with its Huckleberry Finn panorama of spent, abandoned boats and hand-painted oyster-bed signs atop crooked poles, is one of thirty-seven protected bass nursery areas around the country. This vital measure, along with restrictions on mesh sizes for commercial fishermen and the implementation of a still shockingly small minimum landing size, has gone some way to restoring the population of this remarkable fish to its pre-trawler heyday. Here it is forbidden to target bass from any vessel, 

   

so instead I am on the prowl for mullet – canny, flirtatious, soft-lipped and indignantly hard fighting when hooked. I may also bump into the odd mackerel – vastly underrated in the fight on this gossamer gear and hugely undervalued when it comes to a meal. There is also the possibility (although not the probability) of a gilthead bream or two. I’ve heard tell of fifteen-pounders, but I’m not holding my breath – it is pretty much all I can hear, and without it the quiet would be too eerie.


The silty dregs and massive concentration of fish stocks of low tide are two hours away, and paddling against the ebb has sapped me, making my arms feel pumped with mercury, not blood. I decide to weigh anchor and sit for a while in a place where, if only for safety’s sake, just one other person on this shrunken planet knows me to be, and fish. I free my 6/7-weight rod from its retaining bungee, pull the tapered leader through its twisted snake rings and fasten a size 2 Deceiver to the 6-pound, 3-foot tippet. A breeze as light as the day, barely a Force 2, swirls in plumey gusts across the surface of the water. Just enough to break the surface tension – glass-flat is no use as the fish will spook too easily. Sometimes the only time you know you’ve found a fish when paddling one of these vessels is just as you slide over the top of it and you recognize each other’s presence in the same moment, each as startled as the other. In a breath like this, whatever is on the surface of the water is broken up. I am as good as invisible.


I tie my Deceiver – six white saddle-hackle feathers, white bucktail, peacock Angel Hair, hot pink Fluoro Fibre and a pair of stick-on holographic dome eyes – to the tippet using a knot invented by the same guy who came up with this pattern. The Lefty Kreh’s Loop is similar to the usual blood knot, but allows the fly to move more naturally during the retrieve. It is also stronger. Before I tighten, I dab a small blob of saliva onto it in 

   

order to reduce the risk of friction burn and subsequent reduction in strength. The worst thing that can fail when you hook a fish is your knots. Finding an excuse for everything else is easy. As I tie and prepare for casting I notice how the boat, prey to the current, – has been swinging itself lazily around the anchor, which has found purchase in the black, viscous, oily bed. I am fixed around what I have decided is to be, for a few moments at least, the centre of my world.


I haul myself ninety degrees anticlockwise so that my wading boots are dangling over the side of the boat and pull out sufficient line against the reel’s ratcheting drag. Just as there is nothing like casting a fly at sea to remind you how small most trout waters are, so there is no sound as deafening as a reel ratchet in a deserted, flat Force 1½. And nothing like a small amount of noise to raise a smile at just how peaceful your surroundings are. And how well you fit within them. A few more jet-roars of the rod tip swishing back and forth, whipping the throttled fly twenty yards or so in front of me, and the lure is sinking, beckoning, enticing. Deceiving? I pull the line in a steady figure-of-eight retrieve, but not this time. Not on the first cast of the day. I finish the retrieve, allowing the thick line to fall in lazy bright-green loops on the creased, glinting water until there is ten feet or so of it between the rod tip and the leader knot, then pull the fly violently from the water towards my backcast. Sometimes this sudden flash will fool a fish into snatching, but the lure hurtles empty past my emptying head and I repeat the cycle.


And a few more times. Each time to a different place – a fresh angle, a new hour around the clock-face. A few adjustments with the paddle or with the pulley system my anchor is attached to in order to allow me to cast to the early-evening big hand. At about seven o’clock, there is a nudge, followed immediately by a pull and 

   

a twitch. This is only a small fish, maybe not even a pound, but on equipment like this, size really is irrelevant. As it struggles, I breathe a sigh of relief that it isn’t a bass. Not a mullet, either. Mullet are more tentative in the take, but fight harder when they know they’ve been had. They don’t scrap like this though, swimming about in excited little circles like a demented puppy chasing its tail, darting here and there so quickly that it seems there is nowhere in between the two, away from you like a torpedo, then towards you as if torpidly resigning itself. But it’s just trying to loosen the hook. Mackerel will do virtually everything bar say ‘please’ to get away. Eventually, I bring it alongside. It is still writhing the odds when it comes to hand. In a way I don’t want it to end, but it is my responsibility to stay well behind the thick and immovable line between sport and cruelty. Just below the anus, the mackerel has a short, sharp spike. I have found out the painful way that this is best avoided – the salt for that cut is already waiting to be let in. With the rod tip high to retain tension and to take the pressure of the leader and spider-silk tippet, I grasp the fish by means of a finger in each gill. Placing my thumb on its ‘neck’ and pushing hard while at the same time drawing my two gill fingers towards me I snap its backbone mercifully before it has had a chance to realize it is in the thin air. I scoop some water into a recess in the boat and place this stiff missile in it to keep it fresh. Less than a pound he may be, but he is legal and enough for tomorrow’s breakfast.


The thought of food has its usual effect, and I lug up the four collapsible spikes of the anchor and head for a nearby low-tide bay. I toy with the idea of mackerel sushi, but instead opt for the more substantial sandwiches I had prepared earlier, washed down with a couple of mugs of tea. As I prepare to paddle further upstream to the low-water flats, thick with thin-lipped mullet, I notice that 

   

the breeze has stiffened slightly, and backed a few degrees south-east. It is an hour or so before slack water, and the ebb has revealed the beginnings of a gravel bar protruding into the estuary. The combination of tide and wind has ensured that the seaward side of the bar is churned up nicely. Bass, skulking, predatory creatures, can be lazy in nature (especially the bigger ones) and will often lie in the refuge of just such a feature, waiting for any morsel that is swept their way by the tide. Wading along that bar, casting a lure and allowing it to drift over the drop before the retrieve will surely entice a take or two. Besides, I’d had enough of paddling against the tide before I’d even got onto the water. Sometimes the next step is to take no steps at all.


I snip the tippet just above the hook eye and replace my Deceiver with a small mackerel pattern that I made a couple of evenings ago. Blue bucktail, white bucktail, two matching grizzle hackles, some blue Krystal Flash, a couple of strands of peacock-eye herl and a pair of sinking dumb-bell eyes. Blue thread. If I may be allowed the immodesty, it’s a beauty – the fish may not really give a damn whether or not the hackles are perfectly symmetrical, but I sure do. While I make flies, I try to imagine whether, if I were a fish, I would want to try to eat what I am tying. I think that this one is a bit tasty.


I walk out stiffly, carefully, feeling the ground for larger rocks or sudden drops. The water is compressing my waders into vacuum-packed folds around my legs and groin area. Cast one does not amount to much – either I am a little nervous or I am not hungry enough. I try to relax, before I realize that I am about as relaxed as I get, and simply excited – happy – at being where I am and doing what I am doing. I then remind myself that what I have to do is stop trying. Stop trying to cast. Stop trying to relax.


   

It may never happen on the first cast, but sometimes it does on the second. I let the ‘mackerel’ drop further this time before beginning the retrieve. This time a jerky ‘injured fish’ approach. On the fourth pull there is a definite ‘hit’. No nudging, tickling or nuzzling – just a slam and a furious, screaming run. I allow the line to run through my fingers until all the slack is taken, then let the clickety drag on the reel take over. If this bass – for this is what it surely is – wants to swim, then swim it shall. This is a good fish for an estuary – probably around three pounds, and although the weakest part of my gear has a breaking strain of six pounds, if I try to pull against this kind of force something will, undoubtedly, give out. This is not about ‘fighting’, and concepts of ‘winning’ or ‘losing’ have become outmoded. By the nature of my tackle, and out of respect for this animal, I only desire to play. After taking about ten yards of line, my quarry decides to change tactics and swim back towards me. I am fishing with barbless hooks, which not only makes unhooking them far easier and less traumatizing (for the fish), but also makes it infinitely easier for the fish to throw the hook. Fishermen do not use ‘tight lines’ as a valediction for nothing, so I strip in line at a rate that I hope will ensure just that. Luckily, it does, and the fish is virtually at my feet in as much time as it has taken for me to regret not having brought my camera. Its initial run has tired this creature, so I stoop to bring it to hand. But as soon as it sees what I have in mind, it is off once more – upstream this time, then in an arc wide enough to strip sufficient line off my reel to partially expose the rarely seen backing. It weaves and jerks, sometimes seeming to reverse away from me, tugging and waggling from side to side. Eventually, though, I bring it in. It is one thing to allow a fish to have its say, but quite another to let it exhaust itself beyond the point of recovery. I cradle its belly as I slip the hook from its huge jaws, carefully 

   

avoiding its razor-edged and bony gill plates and monstrously sharp dorsal spines. It is easily a legal fish. Current legislation has increased the minimum landing size for bass from 36 to 40 centimetres. This is still too small. Bass do not spawn until they are at least 42 centimetres, and many people, myself included, do not feel comfortable killing a bass until 45 centimetres, if at all. This one seemed to look down at my lure before I unhooked it with an awareness that I had never seen before in a fish. I then realize that I do not need my camera. What has happened between me and that fish - what happens between any fisherman and his catch – is, or should be, essentially, private.


I hold this titanium-silver ingot with its head towards the current until I feel it is squirming strongly enough to be released. As it makes its first convulsions towards freedom, I gently run my fingertips against its scaly shank, and smile as it swims off, warier than it had been five minutes before, but still healthy. I watch it shimmer and flash, before disappearing back into a medium below the surface of which my barbless hooks have only just begun to sink.










 


Introduction


For most of us it’s a question of priorities. Do we want to feed our family with real fresh food, including meat of traceable provenance and genuine quality? Everyone’s instinct must surely be to answer ‘yes’ to this question. Yet we seem all too ready to save pennies on food so we can spend pounds on cars, clothes and computer games. This tendency has to be worth a rethink.





Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, The River Cottage Meat Book





Five thousand and forty.


This figure, I am fairly reliably informed by maths teacher and fellow allotment-holder Dennis, is the number of recipes it is possible to concoct using equal quantities of just seven vegetables. Just how accurate this information is I have not troubled myself to find out, as by the time we got to what felt like at least number seventy-three (carrot, onion and potato soup with peas as croutons) the boys and I had become of the same mind as the eponymous hero of Withnail and I. We wanted something’s flesh.


There are two main methods of getting flesh: buying it from somebody else, or catching and/or killing it yourself. One of the benefits of growing my own vegetables was that it had instilled in me an increased awareness of certain quality and safety issues regarding the food I was eating. Because of this, there also developed a suspicion that if we did want something’s flesh, then the animal that has sacrificed itself (an expression that perhaps suggests a level of volition with which the beast in question may take issue) should have been allowed a natural, unrestricted life and a dignified, rapid and painless death.


This heightened and more holistic awareness of welfare issues – both of consumer and consumed – made me look at these two methods of obtaining meat in somewhat different ways. Previously, my only real criteria for the meat that I bought were that I could afford it, that it wasn’t riddled with maggots and that it wasn’t still moving. Issues of animal welfare, of exactly what it was that I was eating and indeed of how it actually tasted (usually, and suspiciously, of whatever it was being cooked with) didn’t really come into it.


Most supermarkets have a reasonable range of free-range and/or organic meat products on offer, as do many butchers, even if sometimes you have to ask for it specifically. One of the most successful (and often enjoyable) means of tracking down really good-quality fish, game and other meat, though, is a trip to a local farmers’ market. I am very lucky in that the twice-monthly event in Winchester is one of the country’s very best, with a huge range of produce, from cakes to calves’ liver, on offer. It is usually possible to chat with the people who either reared or killed the animals, to see photographs of them gambolling and frolicking happily with not a care in the worl— Hang on – I can feel a pang of vegetarianism coming on.


Just a pang. The problem, however, with buying any kind of welfare-conscious meat is the often prohibitive cost. Whether or not it is possible to place a value on tucking into a roast chicken 

   

knowing that it it did not spend its criminally short life in a space no brighter or larger than a shoebox and being injected with hormone and antibiotic cocktails is open to question. Suffice to say that compassion is not without its financial price – sometimes this is more than many people, myself included, can afford.


Before considering method number two of getting flesh, I could, of course, have toyed with the idea of going vegetarian. No chance. Not on your nelly. Now here I could drone on about how we’re designed to be carnivores blah-de-blah because if we weren’t we wouldn’t have incisors in our array of teeth, and blather about how our glorious countryside, so beloved of all dietary persuasions tum-te-tum, would not actually look like it does, la-di-da, if we didn’t eat meat (drystone walls and hedges aren’t there to keep the crops from roaming about). I could witter on about the health of my children bingy-bangy-bong-bong and how their oh so rapidly growing frames might not be quite so robust were it not for the meat-exclusive vitamins and minerals they are getting. However, I’m not going to do any of that because it would be downright hypocritical because, compared with my primary reason for eating meat, I couldn’t give a nut loaf about any of that. The real reason I do not wish to be a vegetarian is that I REALLY BLOODY LIKE MEAT! Sizzling, salty bacon; a thick, iron-rich slab of bloody, pink and blue steak; a delicate, fatty and sweet enough without the apples thank you little grilled pork chop and, of course, rosemary-roast, garlic-infused, heady, nostril-flaring and pungent lamb. Yep, little baby baa-lambs, Porky the pig, Ermintrude the cow and, of course, the eminently less cute and anthropomorphized but, to me, stomach-rumblingly, mouth-wateringly diverse array of seafood we have at our disposal. Love ’em all, and, to be frank, the bloodier the better.


I actually did forgo meat for just over four years in my early 



twenties in a misguided attempt at being healthy. This would have been just fine, and I may still be a carrot-cruncher now, if I actually enjoyed eating vegetables as opposed to tolerating them. As it transpired, though, a diet of peanut-butter sandwiches and a limited variety of recipes involving tomato and pasta is no way to put hairs on your chest, so a few years before she married me, Alex (now my ex-wife) cooked up a greasy, squelchy, juicy, melting and tender coq au vin. I was cured, and, in an attempt to catch up, the amount of dead things I have cooked on a regular basis since then is immense. The trouble is that, at farmers’ market, butcher’s or even supermarket prices, eating only free-range, organic arms and legs was going to cost, well, an arm and a leg. I came to the ineluctable conclusion that if we were going to get an environmentally friendly, guilt-free and tasty protein fix, I was going to have to get my hands dirty. Or, more precisely, bloody.


My initial intention was to tackle two ways of rendering animals ready for the oven: namely, shooting and fishing. However, in order to own a gun with sufficient power to kill an animal humanely (i.e. instantly and predictably) it is first necessary to obtain a licence that allows you to do so. Now, if this had simply been a question of popping down to the post office with a picture of the gun that I fancied and asking for a licence please, then I would have done it years ago and shot all the local cats. However, having done my research, it seemed that there was a little more to it than that. For a start, you need a proper gun safe bolted to at least five concrete surfaces, a six-month police surveillance operation to ensure your suitability and stability, a statement confirming your identity, written in blood, from your local MP vicar and chosen patron saint (St Jude, in this case, would seem most appropriate) and finally, two 5,000-word eulogies written as testament to your moral fibre and upstanding character from a 

   

brace of people who have known you for at least five years longer than you have been alive. I may have exaggerated a little here and there, but I’m afraid that when I got to the bit about allowing a policeman to poke his nose around my house I switched off. It seemed to me to be a tedious if understandable ball-ache of a process to go through in order for me to legally own something that would probably end up quite literally costing me that arm and/or leg. Besides, I have a diagnosed history of relatively mild but nonetheless unpredictable mental illness behind me. Quite honestly, if I was a copper, I wouldn’t let me get within a country mile of a shotgun. As my allotment buddy Stevie will testify to, I can even be a liability with a spade if I’m in the wrong mood.


It’s true that I, along with anyone else over seventeen who is capable of operating a wax crayon without dribbling, am permitted to own an air rifle of not more than 12 foot-pounds of power. Indeed, I have two of them. The snag was that preliminary research with these devices had demonstrated that I could not hit the broad side of a barn with a blunderbuss at ten paces. The likelihood of me rapidly and painlessly curtailing the life of anything furry or feathery with any air rifle without being close enough to club it with the blunt end seemed remote indeed.


The coup de grâce, as far as the idea of shooting was concerned, was dealt by a passage in a book entitled The Sporting Gun by the splendidly bearded James Douglas. I picked this up in the Oxfam Books and Music shop in Winchester for what I thought was a fairly hefty £6.99. Hefty, until I remembered that the money was very likely to be going to help someone who perhaps didn’t have the means, time or opportunity to consider the gathering of food in the same recreational light as I was. The passage in question described the wonderfully onomatopoeic process called ‘the gralloch’. This, apparently, is the huntsman’s term for what 

   

everyone else would call ‘dragging the still-warm, shiny and pulsating guts out of a deer you’ve just shot in the head’. The word seems so appositely visceral somehow – perhaps sonically descriptive of the noise you might hear as an animal’s insides fall onto the dry, shifting carpet of needles in a conifer forest. Or maybe (and perhaps even more likely in my case) ‘gralloch’ is representative of the noise made by the contents of my stomach being ejected shortly after the intestines of the deer. I reckoned it was probably a safer bet to get the mammals and birds from the farmers’ market after all.


Fishing was different, however. I was an old hand. It was in my blood. I had been fishing for over thirty years. I first fished at the age of four, alongside my father perched awkwardly on a hot jetty while on holiday, blunting our penknives chopping bait on the concrete. Impressive statements indeed; if only they were all wholly true. They might imply that I had accrued over three decades’ worth of know-how, guile, lore, local knowledge and enough stories of the Ones That Got Away to, erm, to fill a book, but I hadn’t. A more truthful statement might read, ‘I first went crab fishing off a jetty in south-west Scotland when I was four, since when I have, on the odd occasion, dangled a bit of bait in various bodies of water around the country. Even more infrequently I have pulled something edible out of them.’


‘Crabbing’, from that holiday jetty with my family, was an activity that at once both fascinated and repelled me. I was held transfixed by the delicacy and subtlety with which it was necessary to haul the catch, hand over smooth and rhythmic hand, from the water. I also remember being awed by the sheer determination displayed by the crabs as they clung and spun, sometimes single-pincered, to the bait, the other claw waving and snapping at the air. I could never understand, as a child, why they held on so desperately

   

to the bait and to their fate. Why didn’t they simply let go once they were removed from their safe saline security and brought into the sparse, unfamiliar and thin air? Maybe it takes an adult mind to grasp such things.


I think that my sense of repulsion also had its root in this transition. Quite apart from the horrifying resemblance that crabs bear to large, robotic, aquatic spiders (my only true phobia), I could not help feeling a sense of guilt – even if I did not vocalize it or even recognize it as such then – at the imposition of discomfort (sometimes, accidentally, even death) on these gurgling, bubbling, stiletto-legged animals purely for the sake of my own entertainment or amusement.


A natural development, then, morally speaking, was for me to progress on to fishing proper. To fishing for the sake of eating. Somehow, to my young mind, this was infinitely more justifiable than distressing or killing animals for the sake of sport. My now slightly older mind cannot help but concur. At least, having plucked this creature rudely and mercilessly from its home, I could pay it some perverse kind of respect by looking it in the eye before killing it. This progression from ‘crabbing’ to fishing really was, with the benefit of hindsight, only a development in a moral sense. In terms of technique, I didn’t really move on at all for, well, let’s think now – just over thirty years, I suppose. I had never made it beyond ‘put bait on hook, which is attached to line, reel and rod. Throw bait in water. Wait. Jiggle bait about a bit. Wait. Wait a bit longer. Get bored of waiting and pull bait and/or fish from water.’ When I began my journeys towards becoming a born-again angler, one of my purposes was to find out whether there was, in fact, any more to fishing than that anyway, and which form of fishing might convince me that this was indeed true.


   

Between these shimmering childhood holidays, I would attempt to get a fishing fix by trying my hand in fresh water. For all the success I had, I may as well have dispensed with the tackle and done just that and tickled trout. What’s more, I just didn’t have the enthusiasm for it – it was the smell, the taste, the sound of the sea that drew me. I spent fifty weeks of the year about as far from any salt water as it is possible to get in Britain, and my angling attempts there were nothing more than me trying, through muscle, memory and association, to recapture those clipped fortnights in August, when the smell of warm salt would permeate the cavity behind my nostrils and when everything dazzled with the scrape of scaled skin on concrete under mackerel skies.


Some thirty or so years later, the day after the longest of the year, I found myself sitting in my doctor’s consulting room. The seasons had begun their steady but inexorable slide towards autumn and darkness, and the notion of tackling up and heading to some distant but familiar coastal spots to get into a spot of fishing as a means of providing food had been trickling into my psyche since just before the spring equinox. In addition to this impulse, I had reckoned that, if we really do get ‘three score years and ten’, my life had just turned a similar corner to the year – just past the half-way mark, and I felt an urge to take stock. After those Scottish holidays, most of my adult life has been spent within a few long casts of the sea, and in all of these places I have fished at least a little. I thought that it might be interesting to revisit them – perhaps also to get a glimpse of my previous selves in varying guises.


The room was warm enough to raise a bead of sweat merely by walking into it, and all the swivelling desktop fan could achieve was to rhythmically blow warm air back towards me, then let it 

   

hang around my body like a thick cloak while it completed its oscillation. I had just had a routine check-up, and everything, I was assured, was where it should have been and doing roughly what it was supposed to be doing. Out of surprise combined with a pang of schoolboy guilt that I felt that I’d got away with something, I asked a little too quickly and eagerly whether there was anything else I could do in terms of my lifestyle that might increase my chances of making sure it stayed that way. I told Dr Roberts that I was eating reasonably well and that I exercised daily. Scratching a sudden and mysterious itch on my nose, I asked him whether there was anything I should be including more of in my diet, perhaps, other than the obvious fruit, vegetables, lager, etc. He scrolled down my seemingly interminable medical records on his computer screen.


‘You’ve got a history of mental health problems, yes?’


‘That’s right. Manic depression.’


‘Uh-huh.’ Dr Roberts turned his swivel chair towards me, tilted it back and laced his fingers. ‘Omega-3 fatty acids.’


‘Oh, right, er – what can I eat that’s got plenty of those in it?’


‘Well, you can buy tablets or capsules from health food shops, but a really good natural source of it is fish, especially oily ones like mackerel.’


I needed no further incentive. All I was lacking was some gear.










 








1   Gear, Gadgets, Gizmos and Geeks


The fisherman loves his tackle. It is an obsessive love and, like most obsessions, irrational. Golfers do not, after all, talk fondly about their three irons; footballers don’t hurry home after a game to polish up the ball. Yet anglers will spend hours debating the relative merits of rods, reels, lines, bits of metal, plastic, fur and feather which to any impartial passer-by look nearly identical.





Jeremy Paxman, Fish, Fishing and the Meaning of Life





Most men, if pushed, would grudgingly (or in my case quite enthusiastically) acknowledge that they are gear freaks. What is perhaps less well understood is that, by some strangely apposite spooneristic quirk, the admission of this trait automatically confirms us as much freer geeks. I wish to inspect some of the reasons for this predominantly masculine characteristic (the acquisition and categorization of gadgets often seemingly for its own sake) later on; however, I should like to pause for a moment here to consider the notion of the ‘geek’, with particular reference to its largely derogatory overtones.


I don’t think that a great deal of new ground is being broken when I suggest that the post-feminist male has become confused, emasculated and, well, a bit screwed up. Rightly or wrongly (over-whelmingly the latter – I am all for equality), until the mid twentieth century, men generally ‘controlled’ women and, since the advent of feminism, women have, rightly or wrongly (over-whelmingly the latter – I am all for equality) increasingly taken an upper hand. A friend of mine has a lovely phrase to follow. ‘As much use as a . . .’ (‘chocolate teapot’, ‘one-legged man in an arse-kicking contest’, etc.). His is ‘a man in an advert’. At times I think this is funny, but at others it makes me want to weep. At least it would do if I felt entirely comfortable about weeping. It strikes me that men have been shovelled into a corner where we are implored to show our feelings, but when we do we often get branded as weak, lily-livered and oversenstive. We get the sense that we should be ‘real men’, but haven’t got any idea exactly what that is any more. We have, rightly, lost our previous ‘control’ over women; however, instead of the two sexes achieving some kind of mutually beneficial equilibrium, the pendulum seems to have swung the other way. When I was a teenager, it was deemed perfectly acceptable to bandy the phrase ‘A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle’ around like some kind of whimsical charm. This sort of glibness may well have spelled liberation for a generation of women. For my generation of men it has spelled redundancy. Besides, it is a phrase that seems to desert women’s mouths when they can’t get the U-bend back on underneath the kitchen sink. So, men have not only – rightly – in one sense lost control, but have also – wrongly – been made to feel in some ways outcast, superfluous and belittled. If one more person remarks to Jackie, my girlfriend, on seeing me cooking, washing up or doing the laundry that she’s got me ‘well trained’ I swear on my father’s grave I shall clout them. Ladies, you wanted out of the kitchen. Well, that’s fine, but who did you think was going to fill the space – a fish on a bicycle?


Spleen vented, my point is this: there are precious few activities that a lot of men feel justified in being involved in right now without having a snort and a ‘Huh – typical man!’ fired at them. Drinking until they fall over, brawling, meaningless sex, swearing and having farting competitions spring to mind, but women are even catching up in these departments, it seems. Is it even a small wonder, then, that us blokes have an unquenchable urge to scuttle off to our sheds (literal or metaphorical) and fiddle with stuff – organize it, clean it, play with it, practise using it, talk about it with our similarly disenfranchised mates? And what do we get labelled as by women as well as by less enlightened men (those with the thumbprints on their foreheads) when we do? Geeks. Anoraks. Saddos. Losers. Not very well-trained ones at that.


So, to prove my manliness once and for all, I needed to do something dirty; something atavistically motivated; something primal – I was going to be needing some porn. Okay, so in the context of fishing I naturally don’t mean the various mags that are usually ranked over the top shelves of newsagents, furtively hiding behind each other like the giggling, pointing schoolboys who are too timid to buy them, and that contain usually tawdry photographs of bored-looking women clutching and staring at a breast as if vaguely surprised at having just found it. No – when I say ‘porn’, I mean in the sense conjured up by my dear friend Jeremy: ‘geek porn’. Jeremy should know. He’s got mountains of it, and what he doesn’t know about railways isn’t worth a hump-shunter.


Geek porn is the paraphernalia – magazines, books, videos, DVDs and now, of course, the unfathomable depths of the Internet – that surrounds any given activity. It is the stuff with 

   

 which the geek cossets himself (or, more rarely, herself) with in the absence of the real thing. It represents access to a vicarious experience of an unavailable activity. The similarities in format between the top-shelf flesh-fetish mags and those of less corporeal interest are staggering. Alongside graphic, well-lit studio shots of models, there appear less professional, but equally well-intentioned, grainy photographs of the readers’ loved ones. In the text are to be found ‘real-life stories’, swapping opportunities and small-print advertisements intended only for the most hardcore and hard-to-satiate reader. However, enough of Model Railway Journal, or indeed the singling out of any one discipline or publication. For virtually any pastime, hobby or occupation there is a periodical that underpins and informs it. Teddy bears? Yup. Cross stitch? You bet. Investment banking? I’m afraid so. All these publications feature, in full detail and often in lurid colour, the techniques, tackle and terminology associated with the activity in question.


Fishing is no exception. I found myself one day browsing the shelves of WHSmith’s in Winchester (it’s more anonymous than the local shop), and found the array of publications devoted to fishing in general to be quite overwhelming. After considering buying Total Carp merely for the sheer genius of its title, and perhaps to ascertain whether there might be a market for a sister, sea-based journal entitled Utter Pollacks, I reminded myself that I was, at that time, interestedly solely (however much I try to avoid fish- and fishing-based puns, some are inevitable) in sea angling. Happily, this reduced the choice from approximately the twenty mark to exactly the two mark. There was a brace of mags that were dedicated to sea fishing, and I was tempted to snap them both up right there, but I remained daunted somehow. A glance at their covers suggested that their intended readership 

 have had a little more knowledge at their disposal than knowing what mackerel look like. I had a basic grasp of fishing techniques from boyhood, but felt that I may be wasting my time and money by buying a publication whose cover kindly promised to help me ‘Understand Magnetic Brakes’ when I didn’t know what they were. Besides, I just didn’t feel I was ready to have ‘Pro Worm Digging Secrets’ revealed to me. I left Smith’s feeling horribly inadequate and uninformed – as if I was missing something that everyone else took for granted. I needed to have someone point out the very basics to me before I could buy with any degree of confidence a magazine that reviewed ‘six stunning reels’ without assuming that they would be discussing the relative merits of half a dozen devices that you throw at fish in an attempt to knock them out.


Bearing this in mind, one sunny, chilly and breezy half-term day, I told my two sons that we were going to trawl the charity shops for ‘whatever we fancied’. I gave them a fiver each and proceeded to lay out the rest of the ground rules in an attempt to disguise the fact that this trip was, in fact, a way of bribing them into accompanying me on a hunt for fishing books. I explained that, with the exception of real porn and hard drugs (not likely finds in the average Cancer Relief shop), they could spend their money on pretty much anything they liked. The pay-off for this fiscal autonomy was that as soon as they had spent it they would then have to lurch from one famine/cancer/poverty/injustice-of-some-kind-or-another relief shop to another while watching their old man looking for books about fishing and reminiscing about his happy boyhood holidays and his two-piece fibreglass rod with a cork handle. If there is a better way of teaching your children the value and benefit of being cautious about how – and how quickly – you should spend your money, I should love to hear 

   

 about it. I’ve found that it works even more effectively if you have previously spent a good deal of time with them standing ankle deep in mud on your allotment and spouting misty-eyed twaddle about your dead dad. Scares them stupid.


Gabriel, then eleven years old and teetering over an ever-lowering cusp between boyish enthusiasm and adult maturity, chose a rather fetching dark-grey and red hooded jacket that I had a suspicion Dylan was also eyeing up for future use after Gabriel had outgrown it. Gabe also found himself a ‘so achingly dull we are giving them away with a magazine’ edition of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. He also bought, in a gesture that made my nose tingle and my eyes swell with proud tears, a mug for Dylan glazed with a cartoon of two aliens and the words ‘Best Brother on the Planet’. Finally, I think he cheated and spent a pound on sweets but what the hell – I made sure that they were chewy ones, which would at least keep him quiet for a bit while I made grumbling noises about the lack of fishing books.


Dylan was also faring a lot better than me, largely because his criteria were as broad as the open ocean. Whereas I was targeting a definite species – fishing books and only fishing books – he was casting a great big net with tiny small holes in it with the sole intention of bagging himself some ‘stuff’, and when you are seven, a fiver can get you an awful lot of it. The stuff he got himself, like Gabriel’s practical, educational and altruistic purchases, perhaps spoke more about him than some clunky words ever will. He bought himself a toy similar to a Rubik’s Cube but with about twenty-three sides, much more fluorescently coloured stickers and, it turned out, far less stamina than its original inspiration. He then found himself a pair of hand-knitted red and light-grey fingerless gloves for 79p (I have a feeling that he was bearing Gabe’s coat in mind as he did so – they’ll go nicely together). Next was a 

   

 ‘100’-piece dinosaur jigsaw puzzle, which actually turned out to contain 96. I toyed with the idea of taking it back under trade description and fitness for purpose legislation, until I remembered that it had come from a shop that funds a children’s hospice. I don’t know, it just seemed kind of mean and churlish somehow. He also desperately wanted to find something for Gabriel in return for his mug. I tried to help him, but we couldn’t really find anything that we thought he would really like. I reassured Dylan that there was no need to reciprocate immediately. I also put a gentle, paternal arm round him and whispered that you should only buy something for someone when you really feel the urge to do so, if you are sure they will like it and if there really is absolutely nothing else that you fancy for yourself. Superdad was on form that day.


I became distracted by, and more than a little tight-lipped about, the fact that, in Winchester, there is apparently no such thing as fishing. In the past I have stumbled across, and occasionally bought, some wonderfully arcane and unusual titles in charity shops – Famous People and Their Illnesses, Sewerage Apparatus or, a personal favourite, Fangs – The Life of a Gardening Dentist  and that day I could have added a couple of blinders. I was sorely tempted by the dropped-stitch logic of Ferro-concrete Boat Building, and could easily have been distracted by trying to find out whether the rhetorically entitled What is my Horse Thinking? really needed any more involved an answer than ‘Please get off my back and stop whacking my arse.’ However, I held out. We were in the second to last shop of the day, and I had still not found any books on fishing. There were, I guessed, two explanations for this dearth. The first was that, in this corner of Hampshire at least, fishing was a marginal, minority pursuit and therefore the demand for any related literature was negligible. I mentioned this possibility to Dylan, to which he retorted that this was a specious, almost 

   

 certainly erroneous and fallacious assumption that demonstrated scant regard of the statistical trends concerning the per capita distribution of individuals locally involved in the procuration of foodstuffs or sport by atavistic, if relatively sophisticated, means. Not bad for a seven-year-old.


What he actually said was, ‘Whatever. D’you like me gloves?’ while waving his hands in the air, but I did reckon that it was a whole lot more likely that killing (or at least catching) scaly things either for sport or for the table was actually going to be pretty high on the agenda of quite few people in this part of the country, and the real reason why there weren’t any books on this subject in the charity shops was that they wanted to hang on to them. Miserable bastards. I bet they’re the sort who’d take a 96-piece jigsaw puzzle to a children’s hospice shop as well.


I had an ace down my waders though. The Oxfam Books and Music shop in Parchment Street is largely staffed by aspiring First Gulf War poets and faded First World War muses. It does tend to charge a little more for its books than the average charity shop, but again, it does seem churlish to complain about this. I know it does – I’ve tried. This shop also has a huge plus point going for it in that its books are arranged by category, and some sections have even been alphabetized. In fact, when you have trudged in and out of the doors of all eight of the other charity shops in your town and all you’ve got is cold, empty, gloveless hands, tired feet and kids with no money left, this is more than a plus point. It is a joyous relief from having to scan shabbily-spined titles on sugar-craft, the politically correct use of a fondue or how to knit your own wheelbarrow only to find that there are no bloody books on fishing. In Oxfam Books and Music in Parchment Street, all I had to do to find out that they had no bloody books on fishing was to go and look in the ‘fishing’ section. This is actually something of 

   

 an exaggeration. There was one book, The Compleat Angler, by Izaak Walton. Now, there are some interesting and, to me, pertinent things to know about this man. The short biography at the beginning of the Penguin Classics edition of this book tells us that Walton (1593–1683) was an ‘ironmonger, biographer and writer’. It goes on to say that he was ‘born at Stafford, lived much of his life in London (where he was a parishioner of John Donne) but spent the last twenty years of his life at Winchester where he is buried in the cathedral.’


This passage interested me for a number of reasons. Firstly, and most pressingly, what the bloody hell does an ironmonger know about fishing? He couldn’t even spell ‘complete’. Numpty. Secondly, Stafford was where I grew up, which, combined with the fact that, thirdly, I now live near Winchester, should have made me feel some kind of new-agey, ‘some-things-are-meant-to-be’ kind of connection but didn’t. It merely made me raise an eyebrow and a half-mouthed smile at what is a mere coincidence. Fourthly, why was he at Stafford and Winchester, but in London? From what I could gather The Compleat Angler is about being a trout called Piscator or something like that. The point is that I simply cannot read it. I tried a paragraph or two that day in Oxfam, but even the imagined imploring eyes of some really hungry children who might find relief if only I bought that book could not stop my mind from wandering, as I tried to scan its pages, to more interesting subjects such as the colour of porridge or how long it would take to collect enough belly-button fluff to fill the shop. This was actually a bit of a shame, because for a moment I had hoped that a copy of this book might perhaps inspire my own travels with rod and reel. Having read only a brief snippet, however, I felt that I would far rather sully these trips (which I was otherwise looking forward to wholeheartedly) with 

   

 the ordeal of eating my own belly-button fluff. Or even porridge if things were going really well.*1
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