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‘If fishing interferes with your business, give up your business… The trout do not rise in Green Wood cemetery.’


Sparse Grey Hackle (Alfred W. Miller), Fishless Days, Angling Nights (1954)













1 WITTGENSTEIN’S CORNFLAKES
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‘I dream every single night that I am fishing.’


Ted Hughes, Letter (24 February 1957, to brother Gerald and wife Joan, in Australia)





Towards the end of his life, the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein subsisted largely on a diet of cornflakes, reasoning that once you have found something which truly agrees with you it makes sense to stick with it.


For the last six decades, fishing has been my cornflakes. But, despite the fact that it has informed and watermarked much of my adult life, oddly enough I have never really thought of it as an obsession.


The origins of fishing for fun – as opposed to food – are inevitably opaque, but it seems to be a practice at least four thousand years old. In seeking out the wellsprings of this idiosyncratic pastime, one must acknowledge that it is a peculiarly individualistic pursuit: Homo piscatorius is hard to classify, as everyone fishes in their own different way, and the experience can be as intricate or straightforward as you care to make it. Fishing is such a subjective and protean business that it resists formal definition; once asked by an admirer to explain jazz, Louis Armstrong replied, ‘Lady, if ya gotta ask, ya’ll never know.’


Even today, when the blandishments of the Great Indoors have never been stronger, angling enjoys a worldwide following and remains a potentially democratic pastime that can be pursued from youth until extreme old age, and it appeals to all types and estates of people who might otherwise appear quite dissimilar. The historical spectrum includes Bing Crosby, Billy Connolly, Robert Redford, Darwin, Eric Clapton, Landseer, Johnny Cash, Oscar Wilde, W. G. Grace and Babe Ruth. Charlie Chaplin was a member of the Catalina Island Tuna Club. George Melly once sold a Magritte to finance his Welsh fishing retreat. After the civil wars, Augustus Caesar took up his rod animi laxandi causa (to soothe his spirit) as did Charles II following our own Great Rebellion.


Where fish were concerned, Cleopatra, Nell Gwynne, Coco Chanel and the late Queen Mother were all enthusiastic femmes fatales; in 1922, the record British salmon was landed by Miss Georgina Ballantine (it weighed 64 pounds). One of the first ever best-selling works in English, A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle (1496), was supposedly written by a mysterious mediaeval prioress, Dame Juliana Berners. (Although the majority of sportfishers are still chaps, hereinafter please let it be understood that terms such as ‘angler’ and ‘fisherman’ are intended to embrace all feasible genders.)


There are plenty of other reliable ways of getting hold of fish – poison, spears, explosives, nets, traps, dams, jigs, bow and arrow, snares, trained cormorants and your simple bare hands – but angling properly involves a hook (Old English angul, which probably derives from the Sanskrit word for ‘bend’, Anka). The earliest examples of these date back some twenty thousand years, and their invention is arguably as significant to civilisation as the development of the wheel or stirrup. Piscatorial history is a running index of human ingenuity, abounding as it does in abstruse items of tackle, bait and methods, reflecting our devices and desires across a vast geographical range. The artist Turner possessed a rod-cum-umbrella contraption, and once happily spent two days in the rain beside a vicarage pond without a single bite. On Russia’s Ponoi river I met a Frenchman – he was sharing his rod with his paramour Elaine, an African American chanteuse, something of a rara avis in the Arctic Circle – whose idea of extreme sport was to fish for alligators in the bayous of Louisiana, using as bait a live chicken.





How to catch more fish? Well, wouldn’t that be nice to know. This is a devotional rather than an instructional book, so you won’t find many practical tips. There is a modern tendency towards specialisation, but I am more of a generalist, intrigued by the soft side of the fishing experience, as opposed to its technical dimension. My personal preference is for fly-casting, where practicable, as I find there is something elegant, harmonious and pleasing about it when properly done (for instance, when I watch others casting) and I have an especial penchant for saltwater ‘swoffing’ – the Australian term for fly-fishing in the sea. But I will as happily dangle natural baits, sling cutlery, harl, guddle, troll, trawl, trail or leger. While usually I comply with the local rules of engagement, I confess also to a little familiarity with the dark side, and on an army base in Germany was once arrested by the Fossmeister for poaching in his stew pond.


Over the decades I suppose I have attained an ordinary level of proficiency in some areas, but there are notably others – bug Latin, engineering-degree knots, taming a centre-pin reel, beach-casting, night fishing for carp – where my skill remains minimal, and, since therefore I cannot truly claim to be an all-rounder, I would follow Wittgenstein’s precept, ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.’


The years have probably taught me to develop a talent for luck, and I like the notion that the more one knows the more one is able to learn. Some anglers are naturally blessed with ‘hands’ – the equivalent of a gardener’s green fingers – but for most of us the ambition must be merely to make as few mistakes as possible, once we have mastered the rudiments of technique (casting is gear change, watercraft resembles road sense). So, although I have clocked up enough experience to qualify as a veteran, perhaps, what I definitely am not is an expert.


Fishing tends to be a great leveller and, if it teaches you anything, maybe it should be humility. The angling world already has its fair share of gurus, swamis, mavens, born- again hunter-gatherers and self-appointed fish whisperers, specialising in oxygen theories, Triple Spey casting methods and recipes for infallible fly patterns – professionals with logos on their hats or whisky on their breath, with all the airs and graces of some love child of Dame Juliana and Papa Hemingway.


Anders Ericsson of Colorado University was the first to suggest that it takes an estimated ten thousand hours of practice to learn how to play a stringed instrument really well, and that’s not far off my own experience in respect of a rod strung with fly-line. It may be no coincidence that one of the greatest ever casters, Alexander Grant – ‘wizard of the Ness’ – designed his Vibration series of greenheart rods along musical principles (he was a consummate fiddle maker, and also corresponded about mathematics with Einstein). I have certainly put in many hours on becks, brooks, burns, tarns, stanks, lochans, foss pools, chum bars, lagoons, mangrove creeks, tailwaters and permit flats, but I remain an average technician. I catch about as many fish as I deserve, but, partly through good journalistic fortune, I have committed a lot of fishing, and have swum my hooks in almost forty different countries. For those of us who lack unusual talent, there is no substitute for time spent assiduously on the water. Thomas Tod Stoddart, the Victorian author, and sage of Kelso, accounted for 61,573 trout and 928 salmon off the Tweed system alone. He had qualified as a lawyer, but somehow never got round to practising. A former school friend once enquired of him what he was now doing in life: ‘Doing? Doing?’ he thundered. ‘Mon, I’m an angler.’





You often hear it said – occasionally from those who have enjoyed a blank day – that there is more to fishing than the mere catching of fish (indeed, piscator non solum piscatur is the motto of London’s august Flyfishers’ Club). Some infidels – or ‘civilians’, as I like to call them – believe there is actually less to the pastime than meets the eye.


Angling is a centrifugal activity, spinning off a number of diverse and diverting crafts and skills such as entomology, cooking, taxidermy, photography, meteorology, pisciculture, fly-dressing, and natural history in the broadest sense. Historically, each of these has been represented in a number of related studies, and collectively they make up the etceteras of the sport – a kind of cabinet of curiosities. Many of the mainstream authors I most admire for their panache – Rabelais, Burton, Swift, Sterne and, in the vast bibliotheca piscatoria itself, Walton and his disciples – are digressive by nature, and I have approached this subject in similar fashion. Some anglers are quite happy to concentrate merely on the practical aspects of the subject, of course – but whether you stick to the missionary position, or riffle through the Kama Sutra, it’s still an act of love.


I am also convinced some subtle enchantment is involved in the appeal fishing makes to all the senses. I have a tin ear for music (even for the ‘Trout’ Quintet), but I relish the varied soundtrack of the waterside – the sudden crash of a sea trout in the gloaming ‘when the green has gone out of the grass’, gulls screaming over an offshore baitball, the corncrake rasp of your venerable reel as a deep springer turns off his lie and feels the steel. I am transported by sea music, ocean whisper, the busy clack of palm fronds in a rising breeze. Then there is the velutinous feel of a new flor-grade cork handle, the first twitch on the line when touch legering, the pleasing grasp of a salmon’s tail wrist in your hand.


Visually, the fireside angler reruns with contentment the spectacle of summer grilse glancing across the tail of a run, a mangrove flat at dawn pulsing with tarpon shiver, the reverse blizzard of hatching mayfly. One savours the sight of that belly-button rise beneath the far willows, which momentarily becomes the omphalos of your immediate universe. Before releasing him, you admire the sculpted titanium head of a bonefish, his overall radiance, his neatly underslung mouth like a Morningside auntie cooling her cock-a-leekie. Elsewhere, there are evocative olfactory notes of watermint, turfsmoke, wild garlic, the lavender scent of sparling, the sharp whiff of bankside whisky from your slip cup, the lanolin snuff of damp tweeds. As another jazzman said, ‘Brother, if that don’t light up your life, you ain’t got no buttons!’


In the realm of taste, however, it seems our quarry has evolved a hugely refined superiority: some fish can detect chemicals (such as seal oil) in dilutions so minute as to be the equivalent of a single drop of vermouth in 500,000 barrels of gin. Jeez, now that’s what I call a Martini con cojones.


One reason it is hard to work out the algebra of such a complex passion is that fishing – the epitome of wishful thinking – seems to offer paradoxical sensations. How can it be simultaneously sedative and tonic, concentrated and relaxed, footling and sublime, exquisite yet melancholy? Additionally, there is the amalgam of finesse and ferocity, a volatile sequence of voluptuous serenity followed by batshit frenzy and alarm. While it can be a speculative occupation (in the same sense that panning for gold might be), it doesn’t seem much like the contemplative man’s recreation when your boat is in the middle of a magimix school of bluefish, or a late-evening rise on a hill loch when all the midges in Caledonia decide to embrace you.


On occasions, there is a bittersweet aspect to it, and angling may be laminated by despair as well as delight. But fundamentally it concerns the pursuit of happiness; some critics claim this is an emotion that ‘writes white’ (as opposed to colourful and promotable misery), while I prefer to think of that Venetian sundial inscribed, ‘Horas non numero nisi serenas’ (I don’t record the hours unless they are cloudless). Ever since my first, close encounters with fish, the resultant pleasure has become dissolved into my entire life, commingled like the milky furls of an antiseptic poured into warm, childhood bathwater. This, therefore, is on the whole a chronicle of contentment, and I am unashamedly a celebrant of its diversity.


Setting aside the multitude of books that have been published specifically about fishing, it has attracted an unusually large number of literary writers – Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Andrew Marvell, Jonathan Swift, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Kipling, Chekhov, J. M. Barrie, Yeats, Robert Lowell, Ted Hughes, Tom Stoppard. This may be because in some lights it can become a mythopoeic activity, suggestive of other aspects of life – in its strata of challenges and tribulations, its perpetual illusion of treasure trove shaded by the spectre of disappointment – and something capable of transforming the mundane into the fabulous. I certainly sense there may be an affinity between the precise casting of a line and the exact crafting of a line of words – and if you don’t believe me, you can away and boil your head for soup.


Ernest Hemingway, who was introduced to big game fishing by the novelist John Dos Passos (he used to mix their onboard cocktails in a zinc pail), grew so impatient playing Gulf Stream sharks that he occasionally dispatched them with a pistol, once splintering his own knee. Arthur Ransome – who liked to describe his politics as ‘Fishing’, though he was married to Trotsky’s secretary – claimed the creative act of which he was most proud was devising the Blue Vulturine Elver fly (there is a nice portrait in the Garrick Club bar of him tying one at his desk). In Oxford, Mississippi, I was invited to fish the migratory white perch run using one of William Faulkner’s trusty rods.


It is an activity much concerned with excitement, too. Orwell (another angler) has his protagonist George Bowling, the insurance clerk in Coming Up for Air (1939), exclaim, ‘The thought of fishing sent me wild with excitement,’ which pretty much sums up what is known as ‘fin fever’. This is a sensation that effervesces throughout your bloodstream, crackles the synapses, palsies the limbs, renders the mouth dry and inclines your heart to lodge against its ribcage. It is caused by the glorious and visible prospect of an approaching fish, especially if you are armed and ready. It is one of the key reasons aficionados describe angling as addictive – this, and the subsequent moment of the take, comprise the fix. (There is more to fishing than just catching fish, just as there is more to climbing than the mere bagging of a peak, but it remains the chief purpose of the enterprise.)


Ignoring shark schlock clichés for the time being, fin fever is the quintessence of promise, of imminence. A classic instance is the beguiling, leisurely ‘head and tail’ rise of a fresh salmon porpoising with that slight curling motion in the head of a run (one of the more gorgeous sights in a fly-fisher’s world). A shoal of bonefish scissoring the morning flats like satin, or the dorsal of a great, solitary carp beyond the reeds will make most hands shake in similar fashion. One of the more spectacular moments I recall was in October 2006 when we were experimentally trolling with fly rods off an inflatable dinghy alongside an uninhabited atoll in the southern Seychelles and a sizeable blue marlin – all lit up with neon stigmata, his quivering sail erect – surfaced maybe 40 feet behind the boat, lunged, and was hooked. He vaulted several times, as if he would tear a hole in the sky – but I was more concerned that his bill would tear a hole in our flimsy craft (there were several hefty tiger sharks also cruising the drop-off). When you are squatting on an air-filled rubber ledge that low to the water, a leaping fish of several hundred pounds is actually performing its aerial lambada above you. Fortunately, after twenty minutes, our Man in the Blue Suit threw the hook.


There is something iconic and universally recognisable about a fin breaking the surface, and it has been used as an image for the moment critique of literary inspiration by both Marcel Proust and Virginia Woolf. The former likened a rising fish to the instant wherein you discover the precise configuring of a phrase – a welcome discovery arriving from the subconscious depths: fittingly for the author of such a mighty roman-fleuve, he harboured fond memories of fishing as a boy, and even compared the layers of memory to a childhood creel of still-living fish kept fresh under a covering of cool grass. Woolf – who was alive to the mystique and resonance of angling and, rather surprisingly, wrote an essay on the subject (‘Fishing’, published posthumously) – imbued much of her work with aquatic symbolism, perhaps aptly for a writer who was exploring so-called ‘stream of consciousness’. In her Diary (30 September 1926) she describes a fruitful scanning of the imagination as ‘one sees a fin passing far out’, and then, triumphantly on 7 February 1931, having just completed her novel The Waves, ‘I have netted that fin in the waste of water.’ Ten years later, with her overcoat pockets full of stones, she went to her watery death in the River Ouse.





I’m not sure Wittgenstein was ever interested in fishing, though he was quirky and colourful enough to have been an angler (civilians might claim he was altogether too sensible to be taken in by anything so fatuous). Briefly at school with Hitler, he inherited a steel fortune, designed propellers, pioneered logical atomism, refused to wear neckties, once threatened Karl Popper with a red-hot poker, and eventually resigned his Cambridge post before retreating to an Irish fishing village, where he befriended a seagull. Nonetheless, one of his strictures about religious belief strikes me as especially relevant to the angler’s enquiring mind: ‘to know that the facts of the world are not the end of the matter’.


To the uninitiated, ours does not appear a strictly rational pastime (the French have a phrase for eccentrics as being capable de pêcher à la ligne), and there have been sufficient examples of zealotry that teetered over into the type of anglimania beloved of cartoonists – for instance, the classic Punch lampoon of a Dottyville inmate beckoning to an angler over the asylum wall, ‘Come inside.’ An eighteenth-century librarian, the aptly named Thomas Birch, used to disguise himself as a fully branched tree when setting off for the water, and was eventually taken into care. The deranged Philip V of Spain was confined to quarters and for years fished for a single carp freshly stocked each day for him in a bucket (similar to the gouty angler and his washtub depicted in Theodore Lane’s celebrated picture The Enthusiast, now in the Tate). Sir Humphry Davy, who ‘abominated gravy’ and discovered sodium, was a frequent guest of Walter Scott and would turn up dressed like a Dutch pirate, with porpoise hide hip waders spattered in salmon blood.


In 1995, Peter Eastman Jr, a Californian teenager wanting a fancy moniker for his high school graduation certificate, paid $192 to change his name by the equivalent of deed poll to ‘Trout Fishing in America’ in homage to Richard Brautigan’s 1967 counter-cultural novel – the only work of fiction I know that ends with the (deliberately misspelled) word ‘mayonaise’. His father expressed regret that their family name was being lost to a fish. Extreme devotion to trout may even fatally have affected the course of history. As James Owen suggests (Trout, 2012), the tempting abundance of fish in Wyoming’s Tongue River so preoccupied the troops of General Crook’s army that it delayed their march to relieve Custer and the 7th Cavalry at Little Bighorn. According to Captain J. G. Bourke’s meticulous account (On the Border with Crook, 1891) they consumed some fifteen thousand trout in three weeks. (Bourke was also the author of a very different survey, Scatalogic Rites of All Nations, that concludes with instructions for the use of bladders in making excrement sausages. But, enough of madness.)


By contrast, there is a long history of detractors depicting the pastime as stultifying and absurd. Plutarch accounted it ‘a filthy, base, illiberal employment, having neither wit nor perspicacity in it’. Christ on a stick! The apocryphal aphorism from Dr Johnson about a stick with a worm at one end and a fool at the other properly belongs to the poet Martial Guyet from the seventeenth century; in fact, the good Doctor approved of fishing, and could quote passages verbatim from The Compleat Angler, which he referred to as ‘a mighty pretty book’. But it is the charge of cruelty, rather than folly, that has been most pronounced.


In a magnificent display of hypocrisy – given that, in an 1814 letter, he had recorded, ‘I have caught a great many perch, and some carp’ – the poet Byron noted in Don Juan that it was ‘the cruelest, the coldest, and the stupidest of pretended sports’, concluding, ‘No angler can be a good man.’ There are some who would agree with him, but although I must concede that on occasions the fish may be discomfited by our interference with their apparently innocent lives, the angler takes his pleasure and finds fulfilment not because of this, but despite it; and I believe it to be true that you cannot be an authentic hunter (fishing being, in Robert Burton’s phrase, a ‘hunt by water’) without feeling a certain love for your quarry – which is by no means the same thing as bloodlust. Although it is considered barbaric by objectors, the fact is that the hunter may lay siege to an individual creature but he tends to be a friend to the species as a whole.


I would also suggest that angling is more to do with the life, as opposed to the execution, of fish. It is unique among field sports in that there is usually the option of release – hookset and trigger squeeze may both constitute assaults on unsuspecting creatures, but the latter, when successful, is irreversible. There is increasingly a belief that you should let your fish go, because it deserves it (sometimes called ‘kiss and release’), but not all subscribe to this view. Hemingway was famously keen on wildlife slaughter, and Brigid Brophy, the spirited novelist who also wrote widely about animal rights, had an especial detestation for what she saw as that Nobel laureate’s posturing machismo and atavism, dubbing him H. E. Mingway, and crisply remarking, ‘His chum Gertrude Stein was three times the writer, as well as twice the man.’


Byron also onanistically alluded to angling as ‘that solitary vice’, and this phallic innuendo was taken up by another opponent, Maureen Duffy, who asserted that all forms of hunting were effectively masturbation fantasies, and holding up trophies was part of ‘the whole penis folklore’. I have even heard it said by certain female anglers that playing a fish on a rod is the closest thing they can experience to an erection. Is it conceivable there is indeed something priapic about all of this – an element of lust underlying that urgent desire to achieve gratification? There is undeniably a fishy dimension to sex, and possibly vice versa (in Pompeii, a place with many love shacks, Cupid and Venus were depicted as fishing together). Even a cursory trawl through a lexicon of historic slang will show the figurative association of fish with a carnal and lascivious range, including sodomy, underage intercourse and the pudenda. The Micronesian language Yapese is not alone in having a word for clitoris that means ‘small fish’ – qathean, for any of you college professors out there.


Shakespeare (who was arguably no more bawdy than any other Renaissance playwright) has Pompey Bum, Mistress Overdone’s barman-cum-pimp, refer to adultery as, ‘groping for trouts, in a peculiar river’ (Measure for Measure I. ii. 83), and Little Tom Tittlemouse of nursery-rhyme fame was equally out to cuckold when ‘he caught fishes in other men’s ditches’. The identification of fish with venery actually derives from the cult of Venus/Aphrodite, coupled with the worship of that most fecundative of fish, the carp (named cyprinids, from Cyprus, the mythical birthplace of the goddess), which gives us eventually dies Veneris – thus, fish on Friday. There is also an elaborate global history of fish-related aphrodisia, and Catullus informs us that the punishment for adultery in ancient Rome was to have a mullet thrust up your fundament (he does not specify whether red or grey; but, either way, being a purveyor of Mugiliformes must have offered fairly steady employment).


In the 1990s, a survey of North American anglers (in this case almost exclusively male, I imagine) recorded that 40 per cent of respondents definitely preferred fishing to sex. And there was me, casting away for several decades without ever realising there was even that choice.





It used to be argued that fishing was an honest diversion associated with thrifty monks and clerics, an occupation sanctified by scripture: ‘the sport and Recreation of God’s Saints’ enthused Gervase Markham back in 1614, though the Zebedee family and other disciples were in fact professional netsmen. Izaak Walton identified angling with the dispossessed Anglican community during the rule of the Cromwellian saints, and it would be hard to disagree with the rector in George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871) who observed of the learned Casaubon, ‘It is a very good quality in a man to have a trout stream.’ But, might there actually be qualities that one could call Angling Virtues?


The proverbial ‘patience’ – though habitually assumed – would certainly not be one of them. It is a profound misconception that anglers are gently submissive folk who pass most of their time dreamily static at the water’s edge, blinking occasionally like livestock at a ford. I’m sure I’m not alone in being volcanically impatient (fin fever will do that to you), and many sportsmen of my acquaintance are quietly subversive by temperament, constantly on the lookout for ways of turning things to their advantage. But if I were to list the angler’s desiderata I would hymn the virtues of ‘persistence’ first and foremost. W. C. Fields’s philosophy, ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Then quit. There’s no point in being a damn fool about it’, amusing though it is, will never help you to Catch More Fish.


Piscatorial history furnishes numerous exemplars of this dogged determination. Despite losing his right arm to grapeshot at Tenerife, Nelson continued his fishing life single-handed (on the Wandle, among other streams); one can only admire his remark to a similarly wounded sailor, looking down at his own pinned and empty sleeve, ‘Well, my poor Jack, then we are both spoiled for fishermen.’ His indefatigable contemporary Colonel Hawker of Longparish, whose hip was shattered by musketry at Talavera, took to fly-casting from horseback, and accounted for twelve thousand fish from the Test alone (he was also a prodigious shot, once pulling off a right-and-left at a bat and a stag beetle; which makes him a good marksman but not, I concede, necessarily a good man). And I have long had a soft spot for Tom Stoddart’s stalwart friend ‘Timbertoes’, who had three wooden legs – when wading in Tweed in cold conditions, he used the third as a tripod, ‘and sat doon as cozy as if he were in the chimney neuk’.


Along with an unwavering stoicism, the angler needs passion, optimism, dexterity, honesty, generosity, a capacity for lateral thinking, humility, curiosity, good manners, the ability to improvise, tidiness, compassion and good grace (I could try tacking on sobriety, but my heart isn’t in it). Any apologia for the sport, however, has also got to tackle the penumbra of mendacity that has surrounded it for centuries.


I don’t believe anglers are inclined to fib or exaggerate more than anyone else, though admittedly the literature abounds in tall tales to a notable degree. Is it any coincidence, I wonder, that it has been the passe-temps of choice for so many statesmen and politicians? Lenin was an enthusiastic ice-fisher, and Vladimir Putin makes a considerable show of his stage-managed prowess with rod and line. General Franco had a soft spot for salmon angling. Nero cheated by using nets of gold thread, though Lear’s Fool informs us he was posthumously ‘an angler in the lake of darkness’. For presidents of the USA, it has been almost a mandatory hobby: Hoover published a book on the subject, FDR overcame physical disability to pursue billfish (and was also fond of harpooning manta rays), Carter kept a fly-dressing desk in the White House, and I once spotted George Bush père in the Florida Keys, his strike rate not being materially assisted by the skiffload of security men spooking the flats.


It was George Washington, however, who initiated this tradition. As a kid, he broke his papa’s precious fishing pole – and when questioned about it later, in true angler’s fashion he replied: ‘Father, I cannot tell a lie. It was Jerry Perkins from next door that did it.’


The trait of paramount importance, however – and this becomes particularly germane when choosing your fishing buddy – is a sense of gallows humour, and the cultivation of a steely strain of irony. This is not the same thing as finding the pastime intrinsically comical, but it can be vital to recognise those inevitable moments of absurdity when the spectacular failure of your best and most earnest plans only serves to highlight the helplessness of our human condition under the eye of pitiless deities. You will particularly require the balm afforded by a fatalistic acceptance of cosmic injustice when you suffer a blank day, as then the greatest recordable distance in the universe appears to be between No Fish and One Fish – the difference between one and two being infinitesimal by comparison.


Imagine a situation in which misfortune to you is married with success to others (for most of us, this does not require a great feat of mental fabrication). Your net is dry, you have just lost the only fish of the day, and naturally it was a nice one. The cause was your own negligence – a hastily finished knot that slipped – and you are just inspecting furiously that hateful little piggy-tail of unravelled nylon, contemplating the foolish loss of your heart’s desire, and considering an early withdrawal to the bankside bothy where you will work on a bottle of pre-luncheon gin, when over the bridge jauntily saunters your former mate, wader fronts glistening with slime, wearing a grin like the second sunrise over Eden, and lugging a fish-bass that bulges obscenely like some Jacobean codpiece; and, as the perfidious gods of the Angle snigger amid the cow parsley, he hails you with a merry catcall, commiserates on your loss (all of which he witnessed in humiliating detail) and with histrionic effort hoists aloft his sack of several trophies. Now, I say, you must ignore that acidic seep of envy familiar to us all, and resist the accompanying impulse to seize his wretched Loomis rod and use it upon him as a proctologist’s speculum, for your dignity depends on equanimity in the face of the gross provocations of the cosmos, and you must not give in to Rod Rage (which requires Angler Management), remembering instead the response taught us by St Polycarp, patron saint of the jinxed, the skunked and the benighted. The words you are looking for, I believe, are, ‘Ah, well done you, matey.’





Angling is predicated on uncertainty. We are forever chasing shadows, and much of the time you cannot be sure there’s even a fish out there. It’s a little like a seance – ‘Is there anybody there?’ You must have the courage of your convictions, and be a firm believer. I think of the process as an act of faith launching a confidence trick – your fooling of the fish, your broadcasting of fake news (take, and eat). And although offstream I am a pessimist of some conviction, when I go fishing I have to believe anything is possible, including the semi-miraculous, and conceivably even an act of God.


The great Norman Maclean – whose 1976 novella A River Runs Through It was a landmark in piscatory fiction (despite being turned down by one publisher because ‘These stories have trees in them’) – was also a distinguished English professor at the University of Chicago, whose students included Saul Bellow and Philip Roth. Each year, he devoted the whole of his introductory class to discussing the first line of the world’s most famous play, ‘Who’s there?’ (Hamlet), on the basis that the entire drama is an answer to that opening question (the ghost is about to put in another appearance). It could serve as a motto for the sport of fishing, which is essentially an interrogative process – a quest that sometimes seems to be asking for the impossible. Even the hook itself resembles an inverted question mark, like the Spanish one.


Because, despite the millions of hours invested in schemes for the downfall of fish, there is still so much we simply don’t know: how do swordfish navigate; why do salmon occasionally intercept a bait? These beautiful mysteries are surely part of the allure, haunting the margins of the pastime like will-o’-the-wisps over marshland. I relish that my sport remains a potent cocktail of voodoo with just a jigger of science admixed, and for every practical consideration about relative air/water temperatures, or the exact sinking rates of a Skagit tip, I favour a nice splosh of wizardry and superstition. It remains beguiling precisely because we cannot truly parse it.


If there is something magical about angling it may be because at its heart lies a basic conjuring trick – producing a fish out of water (with wing-shooting, for instance, there is an act of reverse prestidigitation, whereby the life of a bird is plucked from the air and disappears into the hand). The prestige accruing to the practitioner depends on this sleight of hand, but also upon a degree of luck – something we try to maximise in various ways, developing a positive mindset, believing in our powers, and conceivably even entering a state of grace. Of course, fishing being a broad church, you could just clutch your roach pole and hope for the best. You are going to be spellbound, either way.


Angling is also distinguished from other hunter-gatherer activities by the fact that there is a temporary collusion between you and the quarry, and your life is connected directly, down the line, with the life of a fish – and, by extension, with the whole of the natural world. It becomes your hotline to the universe, a tenuous copula that establishes a circuit of power, the source of vigour and refreshment and energy, like some lightning conductor (I call this the ‘lightning thread’, a phrase borrowed from Dylan Thomas’s apocalyptic saga ‘Ballad of the Long-Legged Bait’, 1941). And I’m convinced it is no coincidence that, at this moment of connection, the battle curve of your rod, the straight length of line, and the corresponding curve of the hook describe, in their serpentine configuration, Hogarth’s ‘Line of Beauty’.


Thomas Hardy wrote an eerie poem, ‘The Convergence of the Twain’, about the inexorable coming together of the Titanic with its iceberg, and I feel something similar (especially with migratory species) when my life and the life of a fish converge and intersect – one should not entirely rule out the possibility that the fish is awaiting you, too.


Sometimes, all things conspire, and the multiverse seems to be in alignment – there’s a sudden streak of light under the water, and there comes what bullfighters call a ‘moment of truth’ (momento de la verdad). Precisely what truth is revealed will depend on you – it could be a Joycean epiphany, or just the realisation that changing down a fly size suits a falling water. The coming together that is a ‘take’ produces that little starburst of delight, the biochemical click, which is an integral part of the angling fix. Norman Maclean invoked Wordsworth’s ‘spots of time’ – ‘eternity compressed into a moment’ – but I know of no better description for this sublime experience of harmonious convergence than a phrase coined by an Irish gillie and recorded by A. A. Luce, an eminent Irish professor of metaphysics, in his remarkable book Fishing and Thinking (1959): ‘the fishological moment’.





Now well past sixty, and having felt the breath of the Pale Rider upon my nape, I like to think I have taken to heart the advice of that remarkable American author ‘Sparse Grey Hackle’, which forms the epigraph to this book. I make the most of every opportunity to go fishing, and I have even visited a Greenwood cemetery (in Mississippi) to confirm there were no fish rising there. A Saxon bard once compared our fleeting lifespan with a swallow swooping briefly through a brightly lit mead hall, then rapidly disappearing back into the night. Until I go to my long home, I daily pray to the Lord God (Wildlife Department) that I may continue to search – rod in hand – for Paradise on earth. It is a pleasurable quest: a man might hope to discover something that was not without meaning, if never exactly a Golden Fleece, or the Lost Chord. And perhaps the facts of the world are not the end of the matter, it’s hard to tell. Is there some truth in the assertion, attributed to H. D. Thoreau, that ‘many men go fishing all their lives without knowing it is not fish they are after’? I couldn’t really say; I have only been at it for about sixty years, so am still trying to get the hang of it.










2 THE HOUSE OF TONGUE
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‘Early on, I decided that fishing would be my way of looking at the world.’


Thomas McGuane, The Longest Silence (1999)





In the beginning was the worm.


We have never before been fishing together, and my father knows virtually nothing about the pastime when my yellow-handled Japanese bait rod is fixed between the spongy clips on the gutters of the field grey Land Rover’s roof and we set forth for the nameless burn. It is August 1963, and I am seven – a pale, quiet, somewhat daydreamy boy, eager to please, perhaps a little solitary, an only child, bookish, urban and pampered, wearing an oversized green wind-breaker and a borrowed tweed cap.


It had not been the happiest of years for our family. In June, my father had resigned from Harold Macmillan’s government during a very public furore, and since then my parents had been virtually in hiding – shunned by many of their former friends, pariahs of their social and political circles, generally considered to be in disgrace. As a way of avoiding the limelight, they had rented for several months a remote lodge on the Sutherland coast. Overlooking a moody kyle (or fjord), its gardens surrounded by a high wall that kept out the pack of journalists, the House of Tongue was our temporary refuge from the outside world. This was the year when, according to Philip Larkin’s poem, sexual intercourse had been invented; but, in our Profumo family enclave, with its comforting peat fires and formal mealtimes, one might have been forgiven for thinking the Sixties had never begun to swing.


Its stubby wipers make a reassuring thud as the car slurs through puddles on the moorland road. We are not being followed: a diversionary tactic has drawn away the attention of the photographers loitering by the locked drive gates. Neither of us has much idea what lies ahead, but I’m pleased it is just the two of us – a rare enough occurrence.


‘Do you think we’ll catch any?’


He waggles his forefinger diplomatically. ‘You can never tell, General’ (his nickname for me when he was Secretary of State for War). I imagine he has other things on his mind.


My father is forty-eight, and quite good-looking in a dark, Italianate way (some of his Westminster detractors dubbed him ‘The Head Waiter’). He is wearing thick beige gardening cords held up with felt braces, and his favourite tweed trilby with a jay’s feather in the band. I doubt he’d ever shot a jay, so the hat must have come from Lock’s complete with this embellishment.


Much of the previous night the rain had been rapping its knuckles on the corrugated roof of the outbuildings, chirruping along the rones – but this afternoon it is dwindling, and the air is close, though there are still caviare skies ahead. On my lap is a St Bruno tobacco tin seething with worms.





The House of Tongue was once home to the Mackay chieftains – their motto Manu Forti (with a strong hand) was inscribed on a pediment in the dining room, now darkly carpeted with the tartan of the Sutherland clan, whose estates in their heyday had stretched from one coast of Scotland to another. In his striped trousers and new Chelsea boots, Mr White (my uncle’s flamboyant butler) attended to meals for the grown-ups, and the kitchen was run by Mrs Bivar, a lizard-skinned Anglo-Indian widow with a sweet, deep burr of a voice. She was spectacularly bent from childhood polio, and her twin signature dishes were mulligatawny soup and crème brûlée, both of which were served up to me and Nanny Burch in the nursery. Small wonder my elder half-brother Mark liked to call me ‘Little Lord Fauntleroy’. I was blissfully insulated from the iniquities of the wider world.


Naturally, there was a ghost – a smiling, grey lady, only the upper half of whom was ever visible as she crossed the attic rooms where, in Victorian times, the floor had existed at a lower level. I never saw her, but I was properly spooked by the green shore crab Miss Burch brought back from her walk one morning and carelessly let loose into my room, where it scuttled beneath the bed. I have ever since dreaded these creatures, with their bubbly mouthparts and geriatric frowns, that sideways slink, and the way they gesticulate like stock-jobbers. I concede there are worse childhood traumas, but it has made difficult a lifetime of summers spent dealing with lobster pots.


The idea of renting the house had come from my venerable uncle (Harold Balfour), who assumed control of proceedings. Despite his benevolence to me, I went in awe of him from the start. An Edwardian sporting gentleman of formidable aspect, he was profoundly deaf from having spent years flying open-cockpit aircraft during the Great War, during which he had been awarded the MC and bar. Aged just twenty, and still technically a minor, he had been promoted to the rank of major in the Royal Flying Corps, and survived a dogfight with the Red Baron. He used to make me little gliders from folded card, their noses balanced with a paper clip, and treated me like a grandson. I didn’t then know how loyally he had defended my parents in public, when precious few were inclined to be associated with them, but he had become my hero anyway.


As was then the British way, the family pretended with imperial sangfroid that nothing untoward was happening in the world outside, despite the clamour and flashbulbs that accompanied each expedition. A man who had been shot down as a teenager over Vimy Ridge was not going to let a mob of reporters interrupt his plans, so Uncle Harold studiedly ignored them as he led the morning motorcade up to the moors where, properly attired in tweeds and ties, whatever the temperature, the men of Tongue would pursue grouse over insubordinate setters. Donny Murray was the keeper – not one of those taciturn retainers kippered by years of Glenfiddich and disdain, but a kindly, reserved man in waistcoat and watch chain, with a clipped moustache and thick, horn-rimmed spectacles. I enjoyed watching the adults in their rituals before a shoot, but I was never invited out with them.


I was never allowed into the gun room unaccompanied, either, but was dreamily drawn to its heady aromas of lubricating oil, Havana smoke and midge repellent. There were odd souvenirs to be filched, also: a stray wooden rod-stopper, crumbly squares of brown Kendal mint cake, an empty Mucilin floatant bottle with its pleasing cork discus. I collected spent paper cartridges, with their spicy reek, and the clear paper envelopes that had contained knotted casts. When the massive wooden salmon rods were loaded onto the cars, I emulated these mighty preparations by removing a couple of plastic jousting lances from my Swoppet model knights and poking them out of the back window of a Dinky truck. I suppose I was already quite a peculiar child.





The summer we almost burned a castle down was the only previous time I had held a proper rod in my hand. An irregular, pocket-sized Jacobean structure on the banks of the Aberdeenshire Dee, Braemar Castle had once been tenanted by Robert Louis Stevenson, that most accomplished of swashbuckling authors, who also invented the sleeping bag, and wrote much of Treasure Island at Braemar during the summer of 1881 to amuse his stepson. One of their neighbours was a certain John Silver.


Aged five, I was under the care of a dyspeptic Belgian governess named Vévé – glaucous eyed, lightly moustached, with a penchant for small funereal hats and a rough way of wiping down the corners of my mouth with her spit-sodden hankie. I was dispatched to the nearby Sluggan Burn one July morning, where somehow, using basic worm tackle, I derricked from the dark water a small bootlace eel, that was eventually wrapped, alive, in the hood of my discarded waterproof before being decanted into the basin of the downstairs cloakroom, where I imagined it might be admired by all, though no adulatory mention of it was made, and next morning it had disappeared – flushed away, perhaps, by the revolted daily lady (migratory eels are historically reviled in the Highlands). Whether somehow provoked by having had to deal with my first ever catch, or through a long-accumulated professional dislike of young children, Vévé decided at breakfast to thrust my Fauntleroy face down into a bowl of piping-hot porridge, for which act of pastoral attention she was dismissed, though I did develop a taste for Scotland, nonetheless.


Before he went up to bed that evening, Michael, the student helping out in the kitchen, raked some hot coals into a pail which, being an antique one made of leather, turned to flame during the night, and the castle caught fire. Several brigades were summoned, but the water pressure was so weak that the blaze had to be treated with (metal) buckets being passed by hand up the circular stone staircase. I was carried out in a blanket, and the only fatality was my aunt’s asthmatic Pekinese, who refused to be rescued from beneath a four-poster. My early visits to the Highlands were not entirely serene.





Children don’t usually appreciate scenery, but as we rattle along the single-track hill road my father indicates the majesty of the landscape, the vista of shoreline and skerry, the bulging bosses of boulder and crag. It seems quite empty to me. I have been enthralled by The Chronicles of Narnia, and am disappointed there are scarcely any animals to be seen. ‘Rather wonderful, though,’ he suggests distractedly.


We pull into a passing place and peek over the little road bridge at the spating burn that is swishing beneath it, turbid and peat stained, its reedy margins dotted with twirling, caramel spume. This appears to be the place. I am dismally armed for the fray. The plastic rod has been rigged by Mr Murray with a terminal tackle comprising a small salmon iron, a twist of lead wire, an orange-painted cork bung that would have buoyed up a coal scuttle, and a tinny reel packed with heavy brown nylon line. If anything should break or require replacing, we will be in trouble because neither of us knows the requisite knots. We march 20 yards straight up the heathery right bank, not even standing back from the water, and then take up positions opposite a minor bay where the tawny water moils like mulligatawny.


Received wisdom has caused us to scour our worms in sphagnum moss, and already part of the fun has been to fork them out from a mulch heap. From the glutinous container two gilt tails are wrestled messily onto the hook, which has nylon bristles lashed to the shank to secure the bait. My father inspects his handiwork doubtfully, stands behind me, pulls a little line off against the ratchet, and, his arms around me, together we ineptly lob out our offering to the unfamiliar stream.


Several times the bobber dawdles down the viscous current, artlessly dragging its load; then it begins to stammer and twindle. We do not read the telltale signs at first, but when the float jabs sideways, there is that sensation you get when the bath plug you are dangling on its chain is sucked down into the vortex of the draining water. I execute an extravagant strike and I feel the pulsing resistance of my first hooked trout. After a few figure-of-eight wriggles it is hauled, splattering, across the surface and swung way up onto the mossy bank, where my father deals it a couple of rather gingerly blows to the head from the hefty stag’s horn priest with which he has been issued. The brownie flickers its pectorals awhile, like the eyelids of some dreaming dog, and then it is over, and it has all begun.


Some memories are blurred askew by the passage of time, and the fancy of one’s imagination, but this one remains as clear as spun sugar. We both peer almost incredulously at these 6 ounces of moorland fish, its back the umber hue of ling heather stalks, its flanks gleaming like treacle over a spoon. There are splotches along the lateral line as if raindrops had hit the khaki of summer’s earlier dust, and, surviving even the gunmetal sheen that creeps over it in death, the body is prinked with points of rose madder. It was a lean and hungry specimen, but to me entirely beautiful. Gently, I poke the puckering film of its eye.


Surely relieved by this sudden success, my father hugs me to his corduroy lap. ‘Well done you, General,’ he laughs, and shares his wrapped tablet of dark hunting chocolate, which I dutifully crunch despite the ghastly bitter taste. He takes a good pull from the miniature Bell’s bottle in his pocket, making exaggerated gurgling noises like some stage drunk. The rain has passed, and midges are thronging our heads with their blood song; we varnish our faces with citronella oil from the pharmacist’s vials, but nothing can impair a scene so splashed and lit with pleasure.


‘Let’s see about getting another.’ He re-baits, and before long the process is repeated – except it will never quite be the same again, not once that experience has bedded in and settled. Parched – fevered – by all the excitement, before we leave I squat by that generous waterway and take a draft of pure hill water. It feels cold enough to hurt like a knife; but something glorious has also entered my heart.





What is it about fishing and childhood? Anglers tend to get a little breathless recalling their early experiences, and talk of the passing of innocence, and a need to recapture that sense of wonder. Nostalgia is the ground elder of memoir, but time and again in the literature one comes across this gentle, insistent longing for simpler, clearer days (let’s leave the proverbial bent pin out of it) before adult preoccupations sullied our vision of the world, and dulled everything with useless white noise. Memory Lane can prove to be a tedious little cul-de-sac, but I think that for many of us there is a profound association of fishing with happiness, and that it is one of those rare activities one can enjoy at effectively any age, and that this continuity can prove powerfully reassuring. It’s like eating the comfort food that your mama used to cook – at least, so I fondly imagine: mine could scarcely make toast.


One of my favourite passages that evokes this sharp sensation of retrospect comes from Lord Grey of Fallodon’s classic Fly Fishing (1930 edition). The former foreign secretary, having declared ‘the lamps are going out all over Europe’ as the nations sloped towards the war, had lost two wives and two brothers, both his homes had burned down, and the level of his eyesight was sinking fast, yet there is nothing maudlin as he delights in the boyhood sessions he spent on Scottish burns with an elderly keeper who liked to take it easy with his pipe: ‘When I now recall that distant land, I see always somewhere among the whin bushes a little curl of thin smoke.’


Golden Ages have a habit of receding. It’s not so much that one wants to brood over the triumphs of far-off days (the remembrance of fish past), though that does have its attractions when you have your feet up on a warm fender in February, perhaps. Rather, there is contentment merely in knowing that a relatively smooth connection exists with a discrete set of personal episodes, despite the various snags, logjams and other impediments that the rest of your life may have had to bounce and career over, causing the usual but unpredictable turbulence. Whatever the vicissitudes of your non-angling life, here you always feel close to the regular heartbeat of something unassailable.


Indeed, there can be a pronounced other-worldliness about the dimension you enter while fishing, and I think it has a fairy-tale quality that again resonates with the imaginative shapes of childhood – the mounting of an expedition, the central act of deception, the capture of an animal, that general penumbra of magic, the rituals and convergence, and rough justice. These are motifs of considerable potency, and for the fisherman I believe this is focused by our enduring fascination with water, that mysterious, reflective element that both separates us from, and offers a peephole into, some parallel world (not that one would ever have time to give such matters a second thought when actually out enjoying oneself at the water’s edge).


Setting aside such cosmic speculation, you should never forget that early experience of fishing as fun. ‘Fishing simply sent me out of my mind,’ wrote the Russian author Sergei Aksakov. ‘I could neither think nor talk of anything else.’ Though not with quite that degree of delirium, my own boyhood was similarly transformed, and what began as a pleasant background hum in due course became the soundtrack to my entire adult life.


Perhaps I should never have taken that first drink.





In the entrance lobby to the hotel at Tongue, where we sometimes went for high tea, there was an immense cased salmon – a crinkly-skin mount with gold lettering on its bow-fronted glass that recorded the weight as 32 pounds. It had been taken one spring during the Great War from a bouldery local river where my uncle had arranged access to a beat every week.


The riparian owner was a tall, watery-eyed major (there was a plethora of them in the early 1960s) who had retired to live quietly on its banks, which he patrolled with his thumb-stick, dressed in regimental tie and an alarmingly stained brown trilby. He was known to be thirsty, but I never saw him drinking. Though he doted on his little river, he had given up fishing it himself – ‘Doesn’t give me a cockstand any more,’ was his explanation one afternoon to my astonished aunt, a sharp-faced lady with a habitual twin-set and packet of Du Maurier cigarettes. Whenever I joined the others for a bothy picnic, he would ignore me, as befitted my lowly rank, though to adults he was both charming and shy. When the water was low and unproductive, he would commiserate: ‘It’s a fair bugger.’ Years later, when as a student I revisited him, the major and his beautiful, fey wife had been brought so low by family unhappiness as to be scarcely recognisable, though he had not lost his sardonic, sandpaper laugh.


There was a spectacular Falls Pool, the stumbly path up to it strewn with freshwater mussel shells prised apart by pearl hunters. Even when the river was thin, this was a likely spot for a summer fish, not least because it was permissible to use worm tackle in the great cauldron where they often lay – the preferred technique was to freeline a milk-fed lobworm off your fly rod, feeling for any takes with your thumb and fingertip. (Salmon landed by this method were somewhat coyly entered in the lodge fishing register as having been taken on the ‘Gardenia fly’.)


Here I saw my first ever salmon landed, and the fortunate angler was my mother, who, despite a secret and heartfelt disinclination to have anything whatsoever to do with field sports or the killing of animals, had been persuaded to give it a go while the men were fussing over their hip flask, and was rewarded with a 4-pound grilse. I saw Donny Murray cleek it out, and display it, shivering on his gaff. My mother, gamely smiling for her husband’s camera, in her navy cable-knit sweater and silk headscarf, had her face duly smeared with clots of gill-blood to mark her first capture, and carefully maintained a pretence of fulfilment and joy, as this was a time when the family was intent on creating an illusion of harmony. She had been a Hollywood star before she married the rising politician, so she certainly knew how to put on a good act, especially as it was not even certain how much longer she might stay with him.


They did remain together, though, for the rest of her life, and that photo went into the family album. But she never again agreed to go out fishing.





Except for the sacrosanct salmon parr, nothing much got put back alive.


We had a family expedition one sunshiny weekend to Skerray Bay, where Mr Anderson (who looked like Mr Pastry, but in a roll-collar submariner’s sweater) took us out in his lobster boat for a chance at some mackerel. We began by trolling – trailing lures behind the boat – with hickory rods as thick as a hoe handle, their clunky wooden pirns loaded with Cuttyhunk line that held great lifebelt-shaped sinkers and an assortment of feathered hooks that had a rudimentary rubber sand-eel with spinning vane at the end of the rig. To start with, we winched up some squirming coppery pollack, then the motor was cut and we began to drift.


As I dutifully jigged with the handline I had been given, Mr Anderson warned us all, ‘Beware the scalders when you’re bringing it in.’ I peered over the side and saw the morning sea punctuated with red and white jellyfish, like blood-streaked eggs poaching in a pan. If you had a rod you were spared the slimy stings, but when hauling the line by hand onto wooden winding frames you had to watch it. Soon, we were in among a dense shoal of joeys – small, lustrous, strangely muscular school mackerel that came spiralling up from the depths in a phosphorescent carousel and then erupted in zigzag splendour, to be hustled over the gunwales, their velvety scales smudging off as they bounced, thrumming a tattoo on the boards of the boat. If you managed to land one on each of your hooks, the cry went up, ‘Full house!’ – I imagine a grey-green submarine mansion, somewhere below, with packs of fish bustling between rocky chambers.


The slaughter was exactly what we all wanted. There were four of us children aboard, so it was noisy with the usual rainforest whoops of triumph and bragging. At times, Mr Anderson could not keep up with our demands for his help dealing with the jiggling, enamelled beauties, unravelling the fankles. As he unhooked each fish he thrust an impressive thumb into its mouth and broke its neck, dropping it into one of the baskets where they were rapidly accumulating in a faint blossom of pinkish foam and flared, feathery gills. In any lulls, he set one of the smaller fish on a wooden board and sliced a strip of skin and flank into a ‘last’ (or ‘lask’ as it is sometimes called) to impale on our feathery lures, though they hardly seemed to need much enhancing.


His hands bore some stigmata. The palms at the base of his fingers were scored and cicatrised as the result of a youthful accident. He had been out long-lining in his father’s boat, and was pulling in and coiling the very end of the tackle when a blue shark appeared and lunged at one of the pollack flailing towards the stern. The shark turned away with its prey still attached to the line, and dived, tearing a dozen or more hooks through the young man’s flesh before his father was able to cut him free. I stared at him from beneath the safety of my sou’wester as he calmly told us this, steering back contentedly towards the jetty.





Teatime in the dining room was for me one of the highlights of that Tongue stay, as I usually shared it with my paternal granny, the Baroness. While still an Edinburgh lassie she had lost her left eye to diabetes, as a result of which she always wore a daytime hat and veil, and had one of the lenses of her spectacles blacked out. She was sprightly and demure, and had exquisite little hands. Mr White would lay out a proper spread in front of the hissing peat fire: drop scones, rowan jelly and a curious concoction named ‘switched egg’ – a sweet yellow froth she liked to spoon over toast, the effects of which were presumably countered by the syringes of insulin that she received twice daily for some seventy years. She was cared for by a sulky Italian nurse, and indeed the entire lodge had something of a nursing-home atmosphere to it.


‘Will they let me send you cakes, at your new school?’ she wondered. At the end of this formative summer, I was going away to board in Berkshire. I replied that I did not know.


‘It will be nice and quiet there, in the country, dear.’ ‘Yes, Granny.’ Quite what she thought her eldest son had done to bring the hordes of gawkers and scribblers to the entrance gate of this holiday home, I naturally did not discover; but since she rarely ventured out – except when we trooped en famille each Sabbath to the kirk, and sat in the laird’s box, where the other faithful were polite enough not to turn around and stare – perhaps she truly felt nothing much was amiss. For me, it was enough peacefully to be in her company, swigging my orangeade while she sipped her Earl Grey.


It must somehow have been decided after my bedtime that bait-fishing was all very well, but, to be entered properly as a sportsman, I needed to catch something on the artificial fly. Accordingly, I was dispatched to Lochan Dubh with Donny Murray.


The Little Black Loch had an unkempt clinker-built boat pulled way up into the reeds and tethered with a moss-bound painter. Trout fishing was not held in much esteem by the present Tongue tenants, and I suspect the place had not been visited all season. It was a soft morning, the high clouds livid like a bruise, a rising breeze with no cat’s-paws of squall. To me the place looked enormous, though it could not have been more than a few acres. In a sloshy rhythm, Mr M. began to bale with a paint tin, its crusty residue the same estate blue as the strakes of our boat. ‘Now,’ he grunted at last, clambering ashore and kneeling where he had left our mackintosh leggings, the collapsible landing net and a canvas gas-mask bag with Thermos and sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper. From his inside pocket he produced a metal fly box, opened it and hissed through his teeth in deliberation.


He flicks a series of bushy patterns so they stand upright in their little clips, telling me the names of each fly – Black Zulu, Invicta, Soldier Palmer. I point to a gaudy peacock one. ‘Aye, the Alexandra’ – though he does not actually choose it. ‘That will do when there’s a sun amongst the cloud. You need a broken sky for him, right enough.’ He ties on a team of three, patiently showing me the knot, though I can’t manage it and am self-conscious about my bitten nails. He hands me the rod – a dark-stained cane ‘Marcella’, with heavy metal ferrules, and a pronounced, drooping ‘set’ to it. ‘That’s us.’ He settles in the boat, and the hazelnut water chuckles beneath our keel as he strains against the foot-board and there comes the chalk-on-blackboard screech of oars in their rusty thirl-pins.


Through the thin snake rings I pay out the green silk line behind the boat, the ratchet of my Hydra reel grating. Either side of our wake, in which the flies are trailing, the twin whirlpools from his oar strokes steadily dissolve amid the wavetops. I crouch over the thwart, a loop of line clamped against the pitted cork handle, ready for action. He swings us gently round the central island, then heads towards a bay of weeds. Flinty morning light gleams off the corrugated water.


There comes a buckling of the surface, a bronze flurry and a thrilling pull – all at once. Before I can make a mistake, a dark fish has turned down on the point fly and feels the hook, takes briefly to the air, and jags line away from the path of the boat. ‘Aye,’ says the gillie, ‘rod up, now.’ The wooden tip describes an arc of beauty, nodding emphatically as I crank in line. This is no mere burn troutling; when it is lifted from the net and killed, the pocket spring balance sags down at nearly a pound. It had taken a Teal and Green.


‘That’s a big one, isn’t it?’


Donny gives a kindly nod. ‘There’ll be more yet. We’ll maybe get one casting.’


And so we drift broadside to the breeze, and I put into practice some of the overhead casting my uncle had rehearsed on the lodge lawn, an empty bottle of India pale ale tucked into my right armpit to encourage the correct elbow movements. The line whips the water behind me as I strain for even a meagre distance to launch the flies, and Donny hunches for safety, tortoise-necked beneath his fore-and-aft. ‘You might slow down,’ he reminds me. Occasionally my line makes the right sound in the air, the cast unfurls towards the shore, and the bob fly flirts back on the retrieve, scoring the water. I miss a couple of fleeting rises by pulling it away too quickly, but before the wind dies and the sun comes through we have two more trout, smaller specimens, lying on the boards, thin strips of flaked blue paint sticking to their skin.


With a sigh, the prow slides up into a sandy wedge in the rough grassland where we disembark for a lunch break. Donny flumps down the bag, and hands me my piece. I find a peat ‘hag’ to sit on, content with banana sandwiches and bottle of bitter lemon. The gillie settles a discreet distance away, unfolds his leather tobacco pouch, and sucks flame towards the sump of his pipe. A little tendril of thin smoke arises.





Stand back with me now for an instant, at the other end of this peat hag while the luncheon break is in progress – back at the edge of things, where so much about fishing seems to take place, particularly in the edgelands of memory. I have been on the water man and boy for nearly sixty years, and they say the child is father to the man: how did I get here from there, exactly?


Largely because those early Highland days have exerted such a lodestone pull upon my life, I now find myself dwelling up a Perthshire glen – a dishevelled grandfather with his scholarly stoop, hunched here over this keyboard. As a travel writer I have trudged up to Everest base camp, and been down in a submarine (there are few depths to which I will not sink, to get a story). I have survived a helicopter crash, a boating accident, cancer surgery and four decades of (blissful) marriage, and have swum my hooks in pursuit of vundu and Dolly Varden, permit, piranha and pike-perch. I may even be growing an adipose fin. Yet I am still as singularly enthralled by the prospect of fish as ever, and that forms so strong a line of enchantment through the passage of years that casting my mind back to Lochan Dubh produces this effect of synchronicity.


For fishing interacts strangely with regular perceptions of time. Firstly, its restorative effects are rejuvenating and seem to bear out that supposedly Babylonian proverb, ‘The gods do not deduct from a man’s allotted span the time he spends in fishing’ (I like this notion, as by that calculation I would still be in my teens), but there is something more, which is a common experience when actually on the water. One can become so transfixed and preoccupied that the everyday goes on hold, and it seems you have stopped the clock. This is why your precious holiday week away appears to be gone in a flash, yet to last for ages. The tyranny of Time itself is challenged, and the realms of the definite and the mundane (seemingly so important in your other life) are temporarily set aside in favour of the thrilling and the unpredictable. Civilians call this escapism, but to me it’s more positive than that. It’s a minor miracle, wherein time flares out, compresses, becomes elastic. In his trenchant Poetry in the Making (1967), Ted Hughes explained: ‘All the little nagging impulses that are normally distracting your mind, dissolve… you enter one of the orders of bliss.’ Being transported into some kind of Dreamtime seems to me partially to account for this pastime’s famously narcotic effect.


Most things are relative in fishing. Einstein had a nice explanation: ‘Sit on a hot plate for a minute, and it seems like an hour. Sit with a pretty girl for an hour, and it seems like a minute – that’s Relativity.’ Wherever you may be physically, fishing is always there for you in your fancy, like slipping once more through the back of that wardrobe and into a wonderland that operates to a different tempo. So when I consider the great concertina stretch of years now between me and that distant land of the hills around Tongue and a lunchtime picnic, I will settle for the idea that we are linked by some mysterious tunnel in the space–time continuum that is said to connect different universes – and one name for that, aptly enough, is a wormhole.





Not long ago – and mindful in advance of aphorisms about water under the bridge, or never being able to step into the same river twice – I decided to try to find that burn once more (I never did learn its name, if indeed it has one). Not having been anywhere near it in the decades between, it took me a while to locate, and even then it was not immediately recognisable.


Probably to assist some forestry scheme, it had been channelled into a more efficient drainage ditch, and there were no more pots and eddies, sharps and flats, and nowhere so obviously fishy that a boy and his toyshop tackle might begin to cast. I parked my green Land Rover in the new passing place, with its proper tarmac skin and white diamond-shaped sign, and knelt in the heather upstream of where a capacious pipe now took the water smoothly beneath the road. I suppose I might have been expecting something of this sort, but it was still disillusioning. The surrounding moorland looked just the same, however, so there was no doubting the place.


Then, in the run below the bridge, there came a delicate, belly-button rise. On stiffish knees, I rose, too – this time there was no worm rod, but I scrambled up to the car to fetch my 3-weight, casting back once again over the gently disappearing water.
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