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  Chapter One




  SPAIN, THE CANARIES AND THE AZORES





  ‘Don’t Go All Scrambled Egg’




  May 2008




  I’m in the mid-Atlantic, off the coast of the Azores, powering through the waves on a high-tech fishing yacht. South African Captain Ian Carter and shipmate Steve

  Hall are taking me on a deep-sea adventure in pursuit of the Holy Grail of game fish, the Atlantic blue marlin. The sun is warm, birds are flying high in the sky above, and dolphins are leaping

  just metres from the boat. Conditions are perfect for catching a billfish and Ian tells me I’m here at exactly the right time, when the Gulf Stream brings the marlin within striking

  distance.




  We’ve been motoring across the ocean for four and half hours and at last we’re approaching our destination. Ian slows down and we put out squid lures at the back of the boat and

  begin to trawl. The vibrations of the boat should help attract marlin and maybe, just maybe, one will take the bait. We trawl and we trawl but nothing is going for our lures. The hours tick by.

  Unlike our reels, everyone is at full tension.




  Suddenly, Steve tells Ian to change course. He can ‘smell fish’. I sniff the air; I can’t smell a bloody thing. I sniff again: nope, nothing. Ian swings the boat round and

  heads west. Steve points at a small slick of oil on the water; we’re going to head straight through it. It’s a sign that something is feeding on bait fish, possibly sardines or

  mackerel. We’re closing in on our target. I ask Steve for some advice in case I am lucky enough to hook a blue.




  He is a man of few words. He says, in his North Carolina drawl, ‘I’ll be watching from the corner of my eye. I’ll say “Go to the chair”, and you go. Just take your

  time and don’t go all scrambled egg, do you know what I mean?’




  Right, got it. No, actually I haven’t. What the hell does that mean?




  About twenty minutes later, and with little time left on the clock before we have to return, one of the reels starts making a loud whirring sound, like a primitive yawn. We are

  in! The line is taken out at high speed, 200 metres or more.




  ‘Hold me glasses. Hold me glasses!’ I say, panicking and flapping like the actor I am. My heart is pounding as I click on the harness and take the rod. The fight is immensely

  powerful. It must be a marlin but I’m not certain. I am yanked forward violently and swung round in the chair. I lean back with all my might, release and reel, ten to the dozen. And

  very slowly I begin to bring the fish closer to the boat. But soon it turns and runs again, stripping the line out another 150 metres.




  ‘Please, please stay on the line. I beg you to stay on the line,’ I say.




  ‘Relax,’ says Steve, but that is impossible right now.




  I wind as fast as I can without letting the line go slack, otherwise I could lose the fish. Think positive, Robson. My muscles are burning and my arms feel as if they are going to drop

  off. Ian is backing up the boat to help me. I am hard-boiled, not scrambled. Hard! I shout at myself internally, like a fishing coxswain. Come on, Robson. Come on! I fight with all my

  might for fifty minutes, winding and pulling, when suddenly a 500-pound blue marlin bursts though the crest of a wave, piercing the sky with her spear.




  She is the most amazing creature I have ever seen. Her body is midnight blue with a silvery white belly and faint cobalt stripes on her side. I am awe-struck. Makaira nigricans, the

  ‘black sword’ of the Atlantic (in Latin, machaera is a sword and nigricans means ‘becoming black’). She is the reason we have come here and it’s taken

  only a matter of hours to find her. It took poor old Santiago eighty-five days to catch a marlin in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. Our budget just wouldn’t stretch to

  that.




  Jaded, I slowly reel in my beautiful fish. She is tired, too. Steve grabs the line and pulls her to the side of the boat. For this to count as a catch, he needs to get hold of the last bit of

  the filament, called the leader, which connects the line on the rod and reel to the hook. We can’t bring the fish on board as the species is not only protected but also seriously dangerous.

  Steve leans out and grips the leader with his right hand and smiles at me. We have officially caught an Atlantic blue marlin.




  We all stand and stare silently at the magnificent fish moving with the waves at the side of the boat. With a gloved hand, Steve carefully ‘bills’ the fish by firmly grasping her

  spear so she can’t injure anyone. Marlin use their bills to slash and kill schools of fish before they feed and they have been known to spear boats and the odd fisherman, too, including one

  woman I read about on the Internet who was pierced through the chest when a marlin leapt onto the boat. The only thing that saved her was her breast implant. Perhaps Katie Price should be doing

  this show instead of me. After all, she is better equipped.




  I run my hand across the marlin’s back and say goodbye. Steve unhooks her and releases the bill. Capable of swimming at up to 68 m.p.h., she is gone in a matter of seconds. Everyone is

  pumped with emotion and adrenalin; the marlin was truly astonishing and her magic lingers. We hug and engage in male back-slapping.




  ‘Don’t forget to breathe,’ says Steve.




  We return to shore, the marlin flag upside down to show we’ve caught and released an Atlantic blue today. I am a hero and this episode is a triumph – except that

  this is television and our fishing adventure hasn’t been quite as clear-cut as it would seem.




  In reality, we have just pulled off a miracle at the eleventh hour. The show was on the verge of being cancelled and my career well and truly down the pan. Extreme Fishing could have been

  my second Vietnam, the first being my singing career with Jerome. Director Ian Lilley and I hug each other out of pure relief. He goes back to projectile vomiting off the side of the boat, which he

  and his assistant, Anna Hassan, have been doing for the past few days. I have done most of the filming myself, by fixing the camera to the side of the boat and talking into it. It’s the

  eighth day of a disastrous trip and we are all exhausted. Catching the blue marlin has pulled us back from the brink and it’s all thanks to one extraordinary man, Steve: The Man Who Can Smell

  Fish.




  Rewind to eight days earlier. I’ve just landed my own fishing show. I am unbearable to my wife, colleagues and peers. What mortal can resist the sensuous mix of exotic

  travel, hard cash and fish? In every fisherman’s eyes I’ve won the lottery. My mentor and uncle, Matheson Green, who taught me to fish as a boy, is sick as a parrot with envy;

  he’s also very proud. I, however, am smug and heading for a fall, and it comes sooner than I think.




  Some people say the anticipatory fear of doing something is far worse than actually doing it. What a load of old cobblers. From the moment I step on to the plane to Madrid I know I have made a

  terrible mistake. Matters aren’t helped at Heathrow when an old woman comes rushing over and says, ‘Eeeh, look who it is and I haven’t got my teeth in.’ She continues,

  ‘I’ve got your album – I got it free with a chicken at the supermarket.’ She thinks she is paying me a compliment, and goes on to tell me she uses the CD cover to stop her

  fridge from wobbling. The director, Ian, literally has to pick me off the floor, where my ego lies in tatters.




  River Ebro




  Our first port of call is the River Ebro in Spain. I am supposed to catch a wels catfish today but at the moment I feel I’m more likely to suffer a heart attack. I

  take my pulse subtly in the van – it’s over 100 beats per minute. I need beta blockers. Fishing used to be my stress relief but not anymore. Not only do I have to fish on camera but I

  also have to present, and I’m not really used to being myself in front of, well, anyone these days. I prefer to dress up, slap on the make-up and pretend to be someone else. Anyone but

  me.




  I swallow hard as I prepare for my first piece to camera. We enter a local drinking hole in Mequinenza, full of rowdy British cat-fishermen. It looks like the bar in Star Wars, where Han

  Solo meets Chewbacca. Talk about an owner looking like his dog; these guys all look like catfish, complete with hairy barbels.




  This place is obsessed with catfish and here in Spain they grow to epic proportions. If they’re not in the river, they’re on the wall. A 150-pound giant protrudes out of the brown

  wood above the bar, like an ichthyic tumour.




  ‘To me it looks like it’s swum past a nuclear power station. It’s too big; it’s not right,’ I say, jabbering at the camera.




  Everyone is staring at me. Just pretend you’re Noel Edmonds, Robson, I think. He makes the camera his friend; he has a winning formula. But I don’t want to be bloody

  Noel Edmonds. He’s a bit creepy, with too much facial hair, and I don’t trust men with beards. Blind panic descends as I look around and see everyone in the bar has a beard. I

  don’t know what the hell I’m doing and they’re all staring at me thinking ‘You lucky Geordie git – how did you get a fishing programme?’ And I’m

  thinking exactly the same thing. I’m racing my words and I’m so tense I sound as if I’ve had a hit of helium. I’m somewhere between Noel Edmonds and Alan Carr, and

  that’s not a place I’d like to be.




  The first take is a disaster and we need to re-shoot the scene. It’s not getting any better and my inner voices are now shouting.




  Why the hell are you doing this, Robson?




  Because I didn’t think it through.




  You’re winging it and dying on your arse. You need a script. You don’t even know who you are without a script. Why haven’t you got an American series like Hugh Laurie or

  Damian Lewis?




  Because I didn’t go to Eton. No, it’s because you’re fannying around pretending to present a fishing show. Oh God, I’m a fraud. I want to go home.




  ‘And, action!’ shouts the director.




  I have nothing to give so I waffle. We move outside to meet Birmingham-born contributor Colin Bunn, who is going to help me catch a catfish. Up until this point the biggest fish I have ever

  caught is a four-pound trout and an eighteen-pound salmon. Colin’s nice but I can tell deep down he pities me.




  Although I’ve never landed a wels catfish before, I’ve thankfully done loads of research. For example, I know that catfish are also known as sheatfish – and that’s not a

  Geordie insult. (‘You call this a catfish, bonny lad? I call it a sheat fish!’ In fact, it sounds more French: ‘Zay are really sheat fish.’) I rehearse some lines in my head

  ready to use on camera. ‘The Latin name is Silurus glanis, they have good hearing and can live for around thirty years. The species is not indigenous to the area and there are concerns

  about the ecological impact on the Ebro, including a decimation of the endemic Iberian barbel species.’ Colin sets up a couple of rods and I relate the facts to camera like rapid machine-gun

  fire. It is another total waste of video tape.




  I give up talking directly to the camera and instead get some tips from our contributor. Colin, like many other Brits, used to come here fishing on holiday and loved it so much that he moved

  here permanently. I want to know if these catfish really do live up to their fearsome reputation.




  ‘I can give you an example,’ says Colin. ‘Put your two hands on the rod.’




  I lift the heavy rod as he instructs. Colin gets on the other end of it and yanks me forward, pulling the line up and down sharply.




  ‘That’s what they’re like, and they shake their heads like this so you get that banging action.’




  After the demonstration we crack on with the real thing. Colin’s mate, Ashley, rows the bait out into the middle of the river and drops it in. We are using halibut pellets, which are fed

  to farmed fish. They look a bit like pony nuts, which possibly explains why some of the catfish are the size of Welsh Cobs.




  ‘I’ve heard they can take egrets off the surface,’ I say.




  ‘And swans,’ says Colin.




  OK, Colin, I see your swan and I raise you. ‘And wild boar,’ I add.




  ‘Yeah, anything that swims in there that’s big enough.’




  Anglers have been known to tell a few tall tales in their time but this fish really does have an incredible reputation. In the eighteenth century, it was reported that the body of a woman had

  been found inside a catfish. Well, I wouldn’t mind curling up in one right now, because at least I would be dying in private rather than in full view of the cameras.




  One of the sensors starts to bleep. Colin hands me the rod and I pretend to know what I’m doing. The fish packs a punch and I am immediately working hard. It runs, almost pulling me into

  the water as Colin had demonstrated.




  ‘Just pump and wind,’ Colin says. What he means is that I need to lift the rod to pull the fish towards me, then wind it in quickly. If I just try to reel, the reel could break, or

  burn out the clutch. Either way, I could lose the fish and, after all this effort and anxiety, that’s not something I’m prepared to do. Deep down I know I am living the dream; I’m

  just looking forward to the time I can start enjoying it.




  The catfish hoves into view in the shallows. Colin gets hold of it by the lip and passes the large fella to me. This is my chance to share my knowledge of catfish with the viewer, but all I can

  say is: ‘Look at the size of that! Oh, my goodness, what a beautiful creature.’ I look down at it again, with its massive mouth and strange fleshy whiskers (barbels); it’s

  certainly not a looker. Beautiful? Why did I say that? It’s impressive but not pretty – a bit like Ann Widdecombe.




  The fish is weighed and comes in at 33.5 pounds. I carry it back to the river and release it to swim another day. Thank God I didn’t fail on the fishing side of things on my first outing:

  I can’t present but at least I can fish. I take a breath as I look across the murky Ebro to the verdant Spanish countryside; it really is lovely here. Right, let’s see if I can reel in

  another. Over the next few hours it’s a catfish-fest. I land a dozen fish and my personal best is ninety pounds – the biggest river fish I have ever caught. All together a 400-pound

  haul isn’t bad for a day’s work.




  I pick up the phone to the producer, Hamish Barbour. I want to talk about my problems in depth. He listens.




  ‘Basically, Hamish, it’s all been a big mistake. I can’t present to save my life. I might have got lucky with the catfish, but I’m feeling like a total fraud – the

  only fishing I’ve done is on some streams in the northeast. Why didn’t you choose Paxman? Or Chris Tarrant, an angling ninja and an actual TV presenter? Hamish, you’ve got

  the wrong man.’




  ‘No, we haven’t, Robson. We want you. We believe in you. You have something they don’t.’




  ‘What’s that? Well, I suppose I am better looking.’




  ‘Exactly. They’ll never look as good on camera as you do.’




  This is music to every shallow actor’s ears – all we want to know is that we look good on camera. Hamish, the TV Svengali and puppet-master, plays me like a carp in a bucket. (No

  offence to carp fishermen, although they hate me already – but more on that later.) After our chat, my confidence slowly starts to return. I realise I need to embrace the opportunity and stop

  worrying. Everything is going to be OK.




  Later that evening we travel by car to the coast just south of Barcelona. We’re all tired but we have to shoot a night fishing sequence. Centuries ago, fishermen used to

  catch fish by putting flames on the water to attract sardines, rather like moths. Tonight we are using halogen lamps. Without sardines big fish wouldn’t exist, and I enthuse about the species

  on camera. It’s going really well.




  I am on a boat with director Jeremy Cadle and two guys who don’t speak a word of English. My Spanish is also poor. It’s pitch black save the lanterns and a few torches, and as the

  fish come to the surface I say to Jeremy, ‘Aren’t those a bit big for sardines?’




  ‘No,’ he says.




  ‘In fact, are you’re sure they’re not mackerel?’




  ‘No, Robson, they are sardines,’ he says with the utmost authority.




  ‘Oh, OK,’ I reply, assuming he must be a marine biologist. He is not.




  We film for seven hours, gathering the fish in nets. I do a PTC (piece to camera) about the sardines and the fact that I have never caught so many fish in such a short time. There are thousands

  of them. I take one in my hands and say, ‘If it weren’t for sardines, big game fish like marlin wouldn’t exist.’ One of the Spanish guys lightly taps me on the arm but I

  ignore him and carry on talking. He coughs loudly. He is ruining my PTC.




  ‘What?’ I say indignantly.




  ‘Eh, Señor, no sardine. Mackerel. Mackerel,’ he smiles, revealing several missing teeth.




  I can hear the blood whooshing around my brain as the pressure increases. I thank our Spanish friend and shoot Jeremy a look that could freeze concrete. Oh, bloody hell! All the filming is

  wasted, utterly wasted, because I haven’t said the word ‘mackerel’ once. There is no way we can hide this mistake with clever voiceover and editing, and an entire

  night’s work is now heading for the cutting-room floor. I am furious with Jeremy but inside I chide myself for being a fool. I knew they were mackerel so why did I doubt myself and trust a

  man who doesn’t even own a fishing rod? I look up at the stars and the Milky Way as we head for shore. My Uncle Matheson appears like Obi-Wan Kenobi with a bright aura around him.




  ‘You can do this, Robson, but first you must believe. Trust your instincts,’ he booms majestically across the night sky.




  Elusive Giant Grouper




  Jeremy tries to make amends by telling me the size of the giant grouper I am going to catch this morning. He says, arms outstretched, ‘They grow up to two thousand

  pounds.’ Wow, I think, totally forgetting the fact that he’s not a marine biologist. Grouper do grow to that size, but not here off the coast of Spain. But off we go into the

  void, me as trusting as a child. It’s like Living in Oblivion with Steve Buscemi.




  We are fishing using glass-bottomed boxes that you put in the water and which act like large goggles. Groupers are stout ambush predators with vast mouths: their jaw pressure is around 800

  pounds per square inch; a man’s clenched fist is only 35–40. Their powerful mouths and gills can suck their prey in from a distance, a bit like Simon Cowell. The species are also

  hermaphrodites: born female, they can turn into males if there aren’t enough cocks in the shoal, so to speak. (And we thought such versatility between the sexes was a modern phenomenon, when

  fish have in fact been gender-bending for millions of years – and a bit more realistically than RuPaul.)




  We submerge the box in the water and wait . . . and wait and wait. There’s bugger-all down there! And after not hours but three days what do we catch? Diddlysquat. It has been a

  complete waste of time and I have come to the conclusion there’s nothing in the sea. It’s empty. And do you want to know my theory? It’s those damned Spanish fishermen, who, by

  the way, we pay millions and millions of pounds every year to fish off the coast of Africa whilst our own British fishermen struggle to survive. And then they come and illegally plunder British

  waters as well. Not to mention the bureaucratic idiots who started the practice of discarding, whereby tonnes upon tonnes of fish are thrown back every year because of the stupid EU quota system.

  And these muppets get paid like footballers and only work on Wednesdays so as not to spoil both weekends. Don’t get me started! But you can do your bit by supporting Hugh

  Fearnley-Whittingstall’s incredible ‘Fish Fight’ campaign to bring an end to the madness and terrible waste.




  Back on the boat, my patience has been tested to the max by the ‘sardine’ and grouper debacles. I talk to Jeremy about how the show is going and he tells me he thinks it’s

  going swimmingly. I say, ‘But we didn’t catch anything today.’ He replies, ‘Robson, it’s called fishing, not catching.’ I want to strangle him.




  Seeing as we have caught bugger-all so far, save the catfish, Hamish suggests we push on to the Canary Islands to see what we can find there. Everyone is winging it and

  it’s not a comfortable feeling. Behind the scenes, Hamish is foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog. He has seen the rushes of Spain – uncut footage that will later be edited into the

  final programme – and says we have no more than five minutes of a show. This really is our last-chance saloon.




  ‘Go and catch a marlin, Robson,’ he says on the phone to me.




  ‘Easier said than done,’ I say. ‘Haven’t you read Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea?’




  ‘Make it happen. I believe in you.’




  Uncle Obi-Wan Matheson echoes the sentiment in my head: ‘Believe.’




  But today, much like the rest of the trip, there is plenty of behind-the-scenes drama that the TV audience doesn’t get to see: it transpires that our marlin fisherman in

  Tenerife, the one we are so heavily relying on to save the show, has had a skinful the night before and crashed his boat! So our first task is to find another contributor. Mercifully the production

  team manages to track down a Scottish guy called John with a big boat. Crisis averted.




  I shake hands with our Scottish fisherman, who is tanned like leather. He has brought his wife and another old seadog along and boy do they all love to drink. It’s like a bleeding episode

  of Eldorado.




  ‘How’s it looking today?’ I ask.




  ‘Looks great. Great weather – nice and hot,’ he says.




  ‘Fantastic. So what brought you to Tenerife?’




  ‘The sunshine.’




  ‘Not the fishing?’




  ‘Nope, the sunshine.’




  It quickly becomes apparent that this guy isn’t remotely interested in fishing; he’s just an old sailor who likes going round the islands topping up his tan.




  ‘When did you last catch something?’




  ‘Haven’t caught anything in, er, three years.’




  Oh. My. God.1




  We end up fannying around with Scottish John for two days and – surprise, surprise – we catch nothing. I’m in mental decline.




  After a day of not even catching a sea cucumber, the biggest insult to an empty-handed fisherman is to make him taste another man’s fish, but the team is running out of

  ideas. I look at the camera and say, ‘It’s called escolar – because it looks like it’s wearing reading glasses like an academic or “scholar”. It’s also

  called butterfish.’




  The escolar is a bottom feeder and scavenger that hoovers up the dead, decomposing things that lie on the ocean floor – a bit like a vulture does on land. Part of the snake mackerel

  family, it is highly toxic and has to be prepared in a certain way to make it safe for humans to ingest. It’s so dangerous that eating this fish is banned in some countries – but not

  here. The islanders absolutely adore it; in fact, they can’t get enough of it. Apparently it has a lovely buttery taste – if you get it right . . .




  Joni Cejas, a restaurant-owner and chef, is going to show me how to prepare this dangerous fish. He is a silver-haired Spanish Del Boy who has his fingers in lots of pies, and now fish. A large

  escolar is waiting for me on a butcher’s slab in the kitchen. The leathery prehistoric creature has large, frightening eyes, razor-sharp teeth and an obsidian tongue. I only have to take one

  look at it to know I don’t want to eat it. It’s as if my response has been evolutionally hardwired to my brain because an ancestor way, way back in time, some 60,000 years ago, once ate

  one of these fish and puked himself inside out and everyone in the Green tribe was really worried and said, ‘Was it the oysters, Brian?’ ‘No, the escolar [puking sound

  effects].’ And they all said, ‘Gosh, well, we won’t eat that again’ – and that knowledge was planted in my DNA in an attempt to protect me to this very day. However,

  today I am going to ignore all of that good sense and eat it for the sake of entertainment on Channel 5.




  Enter Joni waving two large knives at me. He shows me how to remove the toxins and cuts the meat away from the spine because this is the most hazardous part of the fish. Although any part of the

  skin could also send me to hospital with blue lights flashing – it’s like playing a game of deep-sea Russian roulette. I wring the oily poison out of a piece of the filleted fish as if

  it’s Russell Brand’s bed sheet, and we pour loads of salt on the fillet, just as you do when you spill red wine on the carpet; in the case of this fish, the salt draws toxins out rather

  than wine.2




  Joni fries the escolar without oil or seasoning for a few minutes and lunch is served. We move through to the dining area to taste our handiwork. It’s like being a guest of Blofeld. I put

  the poison to my lips; like a fussy child attempting to eat broccoli, I open wide and nibble a small piece. It’s like motor oil – but not Castrol Edge, more Mick’s Garage’s

  own brand. I turn to camera and my face starts to lie like a cheap Spanish watch.




  ‘Mmm,’ I start to say.




  I chew some more and have an epiphany: ‘Trust your instincts, Robson,’ I hear Uncle Matheson say.




  ‘That’s horrible! That is shocking. I’m sorry, I can’t eat that. What is that? The islanders love it? Are you mad? Mmmm, the lovely buttery taste . . . It tastes

  like shit. Oh dear me, I think you have left some of the toxins in it, Joni.’




  But the chef decides that the reason I’m not enjoying it is because I’ve put too much salt on, and, oh joy of joys, he gives me another piece. It tastes a bit better but that’s

  like saying Hitler was a bit better than Stalin. In that moment, I realise the only way this show has a chance of working is by me being brutally honest at all times.




  Rock Fishing




  The next day I am rock fishing with my old mate the poisonous-fish chef, Joni, and his brother. Using a twenty-one-foot bamboo pole, we’re hoping to catch some

  delicious parrotfish, which will make a nice change from the ‘I can’t believe it’s not butterfish’ that tastes nothing like bloody butter – not even close.




  I am unravelling fast today as I had little sleep during the night, convinced that I was slipping into a toxic coma brought on by my sampling of the frightening oleaginous scavenger. I clamber

  over volcanic rock to get into position for our first take and then stand precariously on a craggy lump of ignimbrite and attempt to explain the topography of the islands on camera.




  ‘The Canaries sit on top of a huge underwater mountain range, causing plankton and lots of fish to well up from the depths below. Argh!’




  A large crab jumps out at me from a rock pool, waving its claws angrily. I shriek like a girl and hop across to another rock. Out of nowhere a dog brushes past my leg unexpectedly, which nearly

  sends me over the edge. The director shouts for me to get into position – bloody easy for him to say from down there on the ground, which is flat. It’s really dangerous on the

  rocks, especially as I am currently neither physically steady nor mentally sound.




  I used go fishing to unwind and relax but now it’s having the exact opposite effect and all I want is to hide in my wardrobe and hug my shoes. As I dangle my hook into the water below, my

  bottom is like a rabbit’s nose on a spring day: twitchy. I’ve never had this symptom before; my nerves must be shot. Back at the hotel, however, I discover this twitchiness is due to

  something else entirely: parasites, to be precise (the word comes from the Ancient Greek for ‘professional dinner guests’). That poisonous atramentous bottom feeder, the escolar, has

  infected me with red threadworms that are now feasting on my bottom and, well, I’m not happy about it. I should have trusted my instincts: I knew eating it was a very bad idea.




  I rejoin Joni and his brother on a local beach to eat the parrotfish we caught earlier. It is nectar – just the most amazing-tasting fish. I share a glass of wine with them but I

  can’t stay long – my bottom’s on the move again. I head back to the hotel and take action. Standing in front of the bathroom mirror I address my behind: ‘I am not food for

  worms, yet.’ I down a litre of milky nematode-napalm. ‘Hasta la vista, critters!’




  Azores Marlin




  The Azores aren’t in the schedule. They are Hamish’s last-ditch attempt to save the show, as we have maybe enough footage for about half an episode at this

  point. We have two days to get some usable footage or we are officially sunk. On the first day there, the heavens open up and it pisses it down. We can all tell it’s not worth heading out to

  sea but the skipper, Ian Carter, suggests we give it a go. I suppose we have nothing to lose.




  We power out of the habour into a two-metre swell. All the other boats are coming back, and fast, but we unflinchingly go against the tide. I remain cheery on camera but off it I am staring into

  the abyss of my own career. It is in fact the barrel of a gun with a knot in the end. That said, dwelling on my private turmoil is mildly better than staring into my breakfast, which is what Ian

  Lilley and Anna Hassan are both doing. This is the start of their extreme-hurling-fest that would endure for the next two days.




  After what seems an eternity, Skipper Ian finally abandons the trip and we head for home. Not only are the conditions dangerous but also the likelihood of us catching even a sprat in this

  weather is remote. However, the relief of heading back to land is tinged with searing anxiety: we now have less than twenty-four hours to catch a blue marlin or something – anything –

  or the episode will have been an expensive cock-up and the series will be panned.




  There is a saying in acting circles that actors are paid for waiting around and the acting’s free. This is entirely different. I feel more like one of the British soldiers waiting for his

  imminent demise in Zulu. The night is a long one and I can’t sleep. I toss and turn as if still on Ian’s boat on the rough seas. Tomorrow is our last chance, our only chance. We

  have to catch a fish.




  The next morning I tear the curtains open. The sun is shining and the sky is blue.




  Hope springs eternal in the human breast;




  Man never Is, but always To be blest:




  The soul, uneasy and confin’d from home,




  Rests and expatiates in a life to come.3




  We head out in Ian’s boat for the very last time, on the very last day of the schedule, and, well, you know the rest of the story already. Thanks to Steve Hall’s superhuman sense of

  smell, we are given a deus ex machina ending and we catch a magnificent blue marlin. Steve saves the day, and my career, and the episode is a success. You couldn’t script it.




  As we return to Faial Island, our marlin flag flying aloft, Ian says, ‘We don’t go out to catch marlin because it’s easy, we do it because it’s hard. And when it’s

  hard to do something and you get it, you get so much more satisfaction out of it. You have to put in the time and you have to try.’




  It’s a beautiful maxim, and one I’ll take with me on my unfolding adventure.




  



  




  Chapter Two




  COSTA RICA





  Frogs, Monkeys and Fish that Eat Fruit




  June 2008




  After the success of catching my beautiful marlin in the Azores, the producers now want me to recapture the magic by reeling in a sailfish, the fastest ocean predator on

  the planet. Sure, no sweat! I mean, seriously, where do we go after that? Waterskiing behind a Russian sub? Actually, that would have made one hell of a Bond sequence, but yet again I was

  overlooked for the job. I mean, what’s Daniel Craig got that I haven’t – apart from Rachel Weisz?




  As I board the plane to Costa Rica I’m feeling calm about the journey ahead. The marlin’s given me a massive boost of confidence and I’ve been dipping into my Stanislavski

  books to help me up my presenting game. The ‘Stanislavski system’ helps actors draw emotional truth into their performance. I’m feeling sure that Hamish is going to be very happy

  with the improvement on camera.




  After a two-hour drive from the city of Liberia, we arrive at Playa Flamingo, the largest marina in Costa Rica. It’s the rainy season so it’s hot and sticky, which

  would be nice if I were with my wife, but I’m not; I’m with my crew of hairy Brits, who are sweating so profusely they look like human fountains. There will be no romantic beach scenes

  on this shoot but with the rivers swollen with water, there will be plenty of fish in the sea.




  After a quick wash and brush-up at the hotel, we climb aboard Captain Jesse Baletti’s boat to go in pursuit of a sailfish. The magnitude of the task ahead of me is starting to sink in and

  a wave of nausea hits me before we’ve even left port.




  When I started the show I’d been a fisherman for thirty-five years, but the fish I was after were four-pound trout, not ocean predators that can get up to speeds of 70 m.p.h. and weigh as

  much as 500 pounds. I’m a ten-and-a-half-stone neurotic actor about to go and do something brave – the coward within is screaming. I feel like I’m in the wrong bloody play.




  Before I film a piece to camera with Jesse Baletti, I go to the WC to have a firm word with myself.




  OK, breathe.




  I can’t. My pulse is racing.




  Here you are again, caught up in this madness, about to play with a monster of the deep, a veritable cheetah of the sea, and you’re not prepared at all. Forget Stanislavski,

  you’re screwed.




  But what about the marlin I caught?




  Luck, a simple case of luck.




  ‘Believe,’ says Uncle Obi-Wan. It’s starting to get crowded in my head.




  I walk purposely up the stairs to interview veteran fisherman Jesse. The American’s been catching fish since he was five years old, and all his family are fishermen (the

  list is like the families in the Bible: it goes on a bit). Anyway, the point is it’s in his DNA.




  ‘If we’re lucky enough to find a sailfish, the fight could be one or two hours,’ he says. I smile and my stomach knots a bit tighter.




  ‘And what type of tackle will we be using, Jesse?’




  ‘What really excites me is catching big fish on light tackle,’ he says.




  I inspect the rods. If this is light tackle, I wouldn’t like to see what he uses on a heavy day. This is so different from trout fishing it’s unreal. I mean, usually I would spend my

  day putting a tiny fly onto a tiny hook and trying to cast as elegantly as I can. But Jesse spends his day baiting one-foot squid lures and preparing for a two-hour wrestle with no referee and no

  bell-ringing in between rounds. It’s like comparing Creedence Clearwater Revival with AC/DC.




  First Mate Steve Starbuck (genuinely his name) prepares the lines for trawling. On the lure he puts ballyhoo.




  ‘The ballyhoo are good bait fish,’ he explains, ‘as they’re thin and move well in the water to attract the big fish.’




  He puts the lines out from two rods at the side, one in the middle and one on the top deck for Jesse. As the boat slices through the waves I suddenly become aware we are surrounded by

  dolphins.




  ‘Look!’ I point, ‘There’s about fifty!’




  They are on both sides of the boat, and in fact there are hundreds – possibly thousands. Jesse tells me it’s a super-pod of Costa Rican spinner dolphins feeding on a shoal of

  sardines. Known for their gymnastic displays, the dolphins are leaping out of the water as if for joy. It’s an awesome sight, and, for fishermen, often a good omen. The dolphins by the boat

  look as if they are jumping steeples in a National Hunt race. It’s exhilarating to watch. As a boy I once asked Uncle Matheson, ‘Why do salmon leap?’ and he answered, ‘If

  you could, wouldn’t you?’




  Jesse says that dolphins like to put on a show, but there’s a more serious side. Under the water it’s a feeding frenzy: there are dolphins, marlin, tuna, sharks and sailfish all

  wanting fresh sardines for lunch, washed down with a decent splash of claret. It’s a ferocious battle and an orgy of food, a bit like a Mr Wu’s all-you-can-eat buffet. On the surface of

  the water the cormorants and gannets scoop up the scraps. Gannets are not the brightest of birds and they gorge on food, trying to satiate their gargantuan appetites, until they literally

  can’t take off. From the boat I watch them lying on the water, bellies sticking up in the air, like fat tourists on the beach in Magaluf. This is when they are most vulnerable to attacks from

  sharks, which, after gorging on fish, have a sudden urge for chicken. We’ve all been there.




  ‘Robson!’




  A reel at the side of the boat starts whizzing. Oh, my God, this is it: I’m about to join the fray. I reel like billy-o and am impressed with my strength and resolve. I keep my lines as

  tight as possible and I am winning. I am winning! The fish comes into sight; it’s a tuna – a beautiful yellowfin tuna. Both crews (TV and boat) look disappointed, but I am wild with

  excitement. I leap into the air like a dolphin. I am heeding the truth within, just as Stanislavski said. I heave the fish closer to the boat. It’s about twenty pounds – my biggest

  marine fish, save the marlin, but this time I’m landing it.




  Steve Starbuck is unimpressed: ‘It’s a bit small.’




  ‘Small? It’s one of the biggest bloody fish I’ve ever caught!’ We heave her onto the boat. Her Latin name is Thunnus albacares, albacares meaning

  ‘white meat’. This powerful torpedo-shaped creature is capable of bursts of speeds over 40 m.p.h. I think, as with many creatures we harvest, that we take tuna for granted because it

  comes in tins and has become a staple food in our diet. But I believe we should revere and honour this truly magnificent creature. Sadly, like her cousin the bluefin, she is increasingly becoming

  overfished due to the ‘purse-seining’ methods of many commercial vessels. They use sophisticated technology to locate entire shoals and scoop them up in one net that can hold as much as

  2,000 tonnes of fish. Unfortunately they tend to scoop up turtles and dolphins, too, which is why, where possible, you should always opt for dolphin-friendly or line-caught tuna.




  But today we aren’t going desecrate this beautiful tuna with cheap oil, brine or vegetable broth, which they use to preserve tinned tuna in the States; we’re going to sushi it!

  It’s an amazing feeling eating tuna a couple of minutes after dispatching the fish. It gives your taste buds a unique flavour that can only be described as clean. And you don’t describe

  fish as clean-tasting very often, do you? The tuna is healthy, fresh and bloody good for you, and today I’m eating it at the finest restaurant in the Pacific: Jesse’s boat. In Costa

  Rica they have a saying, ‘La Pura Vida’, which strictly means ‘pure life’ but translates loosely as ‘It doesn’t get any better than this’ – and now I

  know what they mean . . .




  Room 25, Santa Cruz




  The hotel doesn’t look that bad from the outside, but the ordinary exterior hides the horror that lies within. I mean, I’ve heard of hotels with cockroaches,

  I’ve even complained about mosquitoes in a hotel, but I’ve never come across a hotel that has a problem with crabs. Not one or two but thousands of the buggers.




  At the beginning of the rainy season the tajalines, or land crabs, come up from their underground homes in droves and travel to the coast to lay their eggs. And they don’t let

  anything get in their way – not even six-storey hotels. I try to sweep them out of my room but they are everywhere: in my bed, my bathroom, my drawers (honest!) and my shower. I banish

  most to the verandah and try to get some kip but all I can hear is them scratching with their tiny little claws at the door: ‘Let me in. Let me in.’ An army of Cathys at the French

  windows: ‘It’s me . . . I’ve come home. I’m so cold, let me in at your window . . .’




  I put a pillow over my head to muffle Kate Bush and that’s when I come cheek to cheek with cold exoskeleton. I scream and the night turns murderous as I embark upon a killing spree. I

  stove the crabs’ heads in with my trusty priest – not a local Catholic Father, but the wooden tool I use for knocking fish on the head. And now crustacea, too. Die!!!




  I return to bed, fruits de mer splattered across the room, put my empty wash bag over ‘me night fishing tackle’ and try to get some shut-eye. In the morning I close the door

  on room 25 and leg it from the scene of the crime. It’s a room I won’t forget in a hurry.


  

  *





  Director Ross Harper asks me to do a PTC about my crab hell. As I explain why there are so many of them, I pick one up for a more visual effect. Yes, it’s definitely more visual: the

  blighter nips my little finger, and as I pull my hand away its arm comes off. Oops. There’s an inhalation of breath from the crew and a squeal from me as I realise its nipper is still

  pinching my finger. The cameraman pulls the detached arm off. I tell viewers it will grow back, and indeed it will. I mention nothing of the crab pâté in room 25.




  Upala




  As you can imagine, after the night I’d experienced, I am feeling pretty rotten. Plus there was no hot water either, so morale is low. We get in the minibus around 4

  a.m. and travel several hours by road to meet a man called Alex Arias, the president of El Club Nacional de Pesca de Costa Rica. The club is a big deal and I need to impress the main man. However,

  I am not impressed by what Alex proposes I do. He wants me to float down the hot, muddy, crocodile-infested Río Pizote – without a boat. And, what’s more, while being swept down

  the river in only my shorts and a life-jacket, I have to fish for the toothy first cousin of the piranha, the machaca. This is madness. I need to speak to my agent – except I haven’t

  got one.




  I turn accusingly to the director and ask why he hasn’t let me in on this secret before now. Ross says, ‘Because otherwise you’d never have agreed to it.’ Fair enough.

  He’s right – but angry emails are going to be written later.




  The thought of having a limb removed by a reptile, or my nadgers munched off by a machaca, doesn’t half focus the mind. Alex, a dark and handsome smooth-talking bar steward, smiles and

  says, ‘Don’t worry, Robson, it’ll be fine – but if you see a sign saying “Welcome to Nicaragua”, then you’ve gone too far.’




  ‘Great,’ I say, grinning, beginning to draft my incandescent email to Hamish.




  ‘But seriously,’ says Alex, ‘if you get to the border you need to turn around and swim upstream very fast – the guards are bored so they might “shoot you up”.

  Understand? Apart from that, this method of fishing is perfectly safe.’




  I look down at the river from the bridge. It’s in full flood and swimming upstream would be impossible. A river like this in the UK would be declared unfishable – and besides,

  it’s swimming-pool temperature, so I imagine the fish are half-cooked already. Alex says, ‘Shall we jump off the bridge, Robson?’




  ‘No, Alex, let’s not. Let’s leave that to Daniel Craig.’




  We are using spinning rods with little lures to attract the machaca, which takes me back to when I was a lad messing about on the River Coquet in Northumberland with Matheson.

  When I was about twelve or thirteen, we would spin for trout using Mepps that spun through the water like shiny two-pence pieces. A fly-fishing purist like my uncle wasn’t really keen on

  spinning but it was a guaranteed way of catching a fish or several – either that or using worms – and then you were definitely going to go home with something to cook for supper. Fish

  tend to swallow worms so using lures reduces the risk of damaging the fish, as the hook will usually catch the side of the mouth. This is the best method for catching and releasing a fish, whether

  you need to do so because of quota, size or because it’s a female carrying eggs.




  Alex and I put on our life jackets and wade into crocodile alley with our rods. The water soon sweeps us away. Surprisingly the machaca, considering they are members of the violent-crime piranha

  family who specialise in ‘waste management’, are vegetarian, save the occasional insect. They love to gorge on the wild figs of the Ficus tonduzii, known locally as the Chilamate

  tree, which grows along the riverbanks, its branches overhanging the water. As well as figs, the fish also eat various flowers, palm fruits and wild plums. I’ve never heard of a fish like it.

  Rumour has it they also love a cup of lemon and ginger tea after a hard day at yoga and are rather partial to tie-dyed T-shirts.




  We cast our lines out as we travel downstream, trotting a piece of bait along the riverbed. It’s similar to the ‘drop minnow’ method I use to catch trout on the Coquet, which

  is, as we say up north, ‘deadly’, basically because the bait is carried by the fast water into the mouths of the trout waiting in ambush. Thankfully, back home, we do it from the

  relative comfort of the riverbank, not in the drink.




  Alex gets a bite but struggles to reel it in because we’re in such deep water. It’s a machaca but it quickly flies off the hook. We retreat to the bank and watch as fruit drops off a

  tree into the water and a hungry machaca snaps it up. Bam! It takes it and is gone. I’m not only really keen to win one of these fighting fish for dinner but I’m also hell-bent on

  joining Alex’s club.




  We walk up the riverbank and find a spot to wade in and see if we have better luck fishing on our feet. It’s late morning and as I stare at the water I have a flashback to the tajalines

  crab massacre in room 25. I imagine the chambermaid’s scream. My rod is yanked forward: I’ve got a bite. I set the rod up and let it run. Then, very slowly, I reel in the fish, which is

  fighting like a featherweight champion. I get it to the bank and pick it up. It’s tiny, no more than a pound, but I turn to camera and proudly say, ‘Look: my first ever

  cuchaka.’




  ‘Machaca,’ interjects Alex.




  ‘Fuck! Machaca.’




  ‘Machaca,’ he repeats.




  ‘Machaca,’ I say, reddening with embarrassment. I pop the fish back in the water and he swims off. According to club rules any fish under a pound has to be put back in the river. The

  club is like the British fishing bodies, there to safeguard the health of the river and the fish, as well as to promote the sport. Alex also hooks one and it’s a good size, so we’re

  keeping it for our dinner. I carefully hold the vicious fish while delivering a piece to camera.




  ‘Look at that: beautiful Costa Rican machaca – and what’s great is, I can’t believe how many fish are here. What it tells us all is that this is a very, very healthy

  river. This fella is for dinner. Well done, matey,’ I say to Alex. ‘Whoa!’




  Suddenly the fish makes a bid for freedom, plops into the river and is gone. I am mortified.




  ‘I’ve just lost your fish – oh, fuck! Oh, shit, I’ve just lost the fish!’




  Alex looks at me like I’m a right member – but definitely not of his exclusive fishing club. I apologise profusely.




  ‘It’s OK, buddy,’ he says.




  ‘I’d be knocking me out if I were you.’




  ‘Next time!’ he laughs. ‘You’re paying for lunch anyway!’




  ‘Because I’ve lost the fucking fish!’




  Off camera it was even worse. I also managed to stand on Alex’s best and most cherished rod just after I lost the ‘cuchaka’. So stunned was I at dropping the fish that I

  stumbled backwards like a startled wildebeest and laid waste to his rod as if it were no more than a twig. I’ll never forget the look on his face or my own toe-curling anguish. However, in

  spite of the mishaps, Alex still made me an honorary member of his prestigious fishing club. Dunno when I’ll use it, mind!




  Maleku Tribe




  The next day we take a five-hour drive north, deep into rainforest. We are heading for the village of Impala to meet one of the last indigenous tribes of the region, the

  Maleku. The Maleku people still speak their own language and are fiercely protective of their traditions. They’ve been living here for over 1,200 years, so if anyone knows about jungle river

  fishing it’s them. I greet Ulysses and two of his fellow Maleku tribesmen, 600 of whom still live on the reserve.




  ‘Capi, capi,’ they say, tapping me on the shoulder twice. I return their welcome: ‘Capi, capi.’




  Ulysses tells me I won’t be fishing today as they are taking me on an armadillo hunt.




  ‘OK,’ I say, looking at Ross.




  He shrugs and we decide to go with the flow. Well, the extreme part of it fits in with the show, at least! As we hack our way through the rainforest I am reminded of Tony Last in Evelyn

  Waugh’s A Handful of Dust, who disappears in a South American rainforest and is held captive by a man who forces him to read the entire works of Charles Dickens. I wonder what would be

  the modern equivalent of such literary torture? Perhaps the complete works of Jilly Cooper, Jeffrey Archer or even Katie Price.




  My heart misses a beat when Ulysses’ machete swings dangerously close to my knee as we slowly but surely pick our way through the thick undergrowth. The rainforest is the Maleku

  tribe’s supermarket, building supplier and pharmacy. After an hour we stop for a breather near an unremarkable-looking bush. The Maleku medicine man, a dead ringer for Frank Zappa, cuts a

  leaf off and motions that he wants me to try it. I look around at the director and assistant. They’re both nodding, saying, ‘Try it, Robson.’ Why don’t they bloody try

  it? I think to myself.




  I put the leaf in my mouth and chew. It’s vile and bitter. I spit it out. Suddenly I can’t feel my tongue or throat – my whole mouth is numb! I try to speak but I sound like

  I’ve had a smack in the mouth, a root canal and then another smack in the mouth. I start choking to bring my throat back to life. Frank Zappa tells me the sensation will subside and

  I’ll be back to normal in half an hour. Great. Meantime I’m thuppothed to prethent a thhow. He goes on to tell me the tribe uses the leaf for numbing the mouth in order to extract

  teeth. In fact, many of the pills and potions we have in the West are synthesised from these natural rainforest plants. It’s fascinating. I chew gum manically to get some kind of feeling

  back, and slowly it starts to return. I realise I wouldn’t last five minutes on my own in the rainforest.
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