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      ONE

      BY CLOSING TIME THERE’S NOT MUCH TRAFFIC GOING PAST the King’s Cross goods yards; perhaps it’s too late at night, or too close to Christmas. You can hear the distant rumble
         of the cars on the Euston Road, but in the yards it’s quiet. And very cold.
      

      To get to the canal you have to duck underneath an advertising hoarding and push open an iron gate; although this used to
         be padlocked, someone’s taken a pair of bolt-cutters to it and now it just needs a good shove. Beyond it there’s a railway
         maintenance supply area piled with concrete railway sleepers, rusted steel reinforcing rods and rectangles of welded wire
         mesh. Overlooking this are two low sheds. A pyramid of ceramic powerline insulators stands outside one of these and beside
         it a couple of figures are bowed over a flickering lighter. The tiny flame dies as I pass and then rekindles. There may be
         other people that I can’t see. Some of the yard is lit by the sodium glare of the lights on Goods Way, whilst most of it is
         black shadow.
      

      At the top of the yard there’s the sharp smell of fox shit. The second gate’s hard to see, concealed behind ragged bushes
         of sycamore and wild lilac, but I know it’s there, just as I know to avoid the razor wire that loops above it. The gate swings
         open. In front of me, flat and metallic, is the canal, reflecting the Mars-red glow of the city. I stare at it for a moment,
         my breath vaporizing, and wonder whether to fish right here. It’s deep at this point, a great tank of water held between banks
         of Victorian brick. Opposite me, on the far bank, is the dark mass of a disused warehouse, rusted bars guarding its long-broken
         windows. At its base, as if awaiting collection from the towpath, stands an old spin-dryer. Everything about the place suggests
         neglect. And big pike thrive on neglect.
      

      However, it’s not where I’ve come to fish. I’ve come to fish downstream of here, in a place I’ve been tipped off about. My
         source is Dejohn. Most fishermen will tell you anything, just for the hell and the geniality of it, but Dejohn’s information
         is usually good. Aged fourteen and a habitual truant, he knows every inch of this stretch. We’re not friends, exactly, but
         we talk.
      

      I saw him a week ago at the Vale of Health Pond on Hampstead Heath. It was a Saturday afternoon, and the light was going.
         Dejohn had caught a small rudd and was using it as live-bait, illegally but excitingly drifting it across the pond beneath
         a fluorescent yellow float in the hope of enticing a pike. We swapped stories as usual and I told him that I’d heard that
         someone had landed half a dozen jack-pike weighing up to six pounds from a barge on the Kingsland Basin in de Beauvoir Town.
         Dejohn mused on this for a moment and then said that he’d heard – second-hand, but he trusted the source – about some bloke
         who’d been drinking in the Pentonville Road and at closing time, well pissed up, had decided to go fishing. So he’d hauled
         his gear out of the van, dragged it to the canal, set himself up with a dead-bait rig, and gone to sleep in his chair. At
         3 a.m. he’d woken up to find line running off his reel, and had struck into a big fish. When he felt the weight of it, Dejohn
         said – and the dead, dour resistance of a really big pike is nothing like the angry jagging of a middleweight fish – the hairs
         had gone up on the back of his neck. After a minute or so, during which the pike moved unstoppably upstream, the wire trace
         gave way and the guy was left there on the towpath, shaking like a leaf.
      

      Now of course this story has all the elements of the classic pike myth. It’s hearsay, it’s uncheckable, and it involves a
         monster. But to me it has the ring of possibility, being chaotic and unheroic, as these things often are. And Dejohn has been
         specific as to the location. Specific to the nearest yard. I move carefully downstream, watching my step in the near-darkness,
         past dim clumps of dead nettles and through a piss-smelling underpass. Distantly, there’s the whisper of a sluice and the
         sound of swearing. It’s a girl’s voice, probably one of the teenage prostitutes who bring their punters down to the towpath
         – a cheaper if colder place to turn a trick than the local hotels.
      

      I’m out of the underpass now. Above me, against the dull red of the sky, stand the skeletal outlines of the St Pancras gasworks.
         Soon, my rod and tackle bags bumping against me as I walk, I come to a low bridge and push through trailing brambles into
         the tunnel. I can see nothing in the darkness except the faint red semi-circle of the exit, but there’s an echoing drip and
         the stone slabs are greasy beneath my feet. When a truck passes overhead with a booming shudder the drips fall faster.
      

      At the far end, as I step out into the ambient light, the towpath and the canal widen. At my back, behind galvanized-steel
         security fencing and a ragged thicket of wild buddleia, is some kind of electrical installation. A steel sign on the fencing
         warns of power-grid cables beneath the towpath. In front of me is a long oblong of water, perhaps twenty feet across. Its
         surface rocks like molten copper. There is no far bank, just a high wall of mossy brick, weeping with damp. As I lower my
         gear to the paving stones, the cold immediately begins to fold around me. This is the place.
      

      I set up quickly, keen to get my hands back into my gloves. I’m using an old fibreglass spinning-rod by Rudge of Redditch,
         heavy by today’s standards but pretty much unbreakable. The reel, battered but well balanced, is an Aerial-style centre-pin.
         The baits are frozen sprats, mounted by a single treble-hook to wire traces. Pen-torch in mouth, I knot a trace to the fifteen-pound
         breaking-strain monofilament. A small coffin-lead goes between line and trace, to hold the bait to the bottom. It’s the most
         straightforward rig possible. You don’t want to get elaborate in the dark.
      

      A final check. The red bulb of the pen-torch is bright enough to inspect the knots and swivels, but doesn’t knock out my night
         vision. The landing net stands within reach against the bridge. The rod-rest is jammed securely into a crack between the glazed
         bricks at the towpath’s edge. Stripping half a dozen yards of line from the reel, I send the sprat looping into the darkness.
         There is the faintest of splashes and I sense the coffin-lead sinking deeper and deeper, before, with a tiny slackening, it
         touches bottom. I reel in until the line is tight, engage the ratchet, lay the rod in the rest and sit down on my folding
         stool. Incline my back against the cold brickwork of the bridge. Wait.
      

      To begin with, as always, I imagine how it will be. The twitch of the line at my index finger, the slow tick of the centre-pin’s
         ratchet, the shudder of the rod as the fish runs. If it’s big, I’ll have a problem. The bottom of the canal is a catacomb
         of old bikes, shopping trolleys and other detritus. The pike will know every twist and turn, and if given an inch of line
         will bore down into the maze and smash up my tackle. I’ll never even see it. And at the very least I’ll want to see it, because
         there’s something elemental in the first sight of a pike.
      

      One overcast autumn morning I hooked one on the pond called Red Arches, on Hampstead Heath. A boy walking a dog saw the rod
         bucking in my hands and wandered up to watch. The fish kicked deep, going for the weed roots, but finally I brought it up.
         The water was coloured from the rain, so at first all that was visible was a dark shadow, but gradually you could make out
         the long back, the rapacious jaw, the slow fanning of the pectoral fins. When I had landed and unhooked it I held it up for
         a moment. River pike are olive-green, the colour of stones flecked with sunlight, but this was a deep-water fish, as dark
         and grim as old armour. Eyeing its teeth, meeting its unflinching gaze, the boy backed away.
      

      ‘Jesus,’ he breathed. ‘What is that?’

      I told him. And as I slid it back into the water I added that it wasn’t particularly big, as they went. That there were pike
         there three times its size.
      

      ‘Jesus,’ he repeated, looking around him as if seeing the city for the first time.

      As to the shape and proportion of this great devourer, the figure of his body is very long, his back broad, and almost square,
         equal to the lowest fins: his head is lean and very bony, which bones in his head, some have resembled to things of mysterious
         consequence; one of which they commonly compare to the cross, another to the spear, three others to the bloody nails which
         were the instruments of our Saviour’s passions. (Robert Nobbes, The Complete Troller, 1682)
      

      The cold hardens, and the first currents of wind come nosing down the canal from the east, burring the water’s surface like
         an iron file. A few yards away, on the bridge, an occasional car passes, as if in another dimension. My world has contracted
         to a box of darkness: to the walls, the towpath and the black of the water. As always, there’s the temptation to wind in the
         bait a little, to check that it’s OK, but that way madness lies, because you’ll never really know what’s happening down there.
      

      Nor would you want to, because in an over-illuminated world, a world whose dark corners are in constant retreat from the remorseless,
         banal march of progress, this not knowing is a thing to be valued and enjoyed. It may be that your hooks are caught in the
         rusting spokes of a bicycle wheel, that your bait has already been stripped from the hook by Chinese mitten-crabs, but this
         is the nature of fishing. The odds are almost overwhelmingly against you and that is how you like it. All that you can do
         is offer your bait to the water, empty your mind, and reach for your thermos, your hip flask and whatever other comforting
         poisons you’ve brought with you.
      

      In other words, you must acknowledge the ritual nature of what you’re doing. If a butterfly beats its wings in the Caribbean,
         they say, this can set in train a series of events culminating in a hurricane in the Pacific. Students of a post-modern form
         of occultism known as Chaos Magic take the idea further, suggesting that, under the proper conditions, this Butterfly Effect
         can be harnessed for wish-fulfilment. The technique involves a ritual consignment of the wish to the elements and an intense
         visualization of the required outcome. The dynamics of chaos will do the rest.
      

      In the past, these ritual actions were often accompanied by invocations. One thought to be particularly effective was devised
         by the Elizabethan mage John Dee. It’s written in the Enochian language, which, Dee claimed, was revealed to him by angels,
         with whom he and his fellow magician Edward Kelley regularly conversed. Usefully, Dee kept records of these exchanges, and
         a century later, in 1659, Meric Casaubon collected and published them under the title A True and Faithful Relation of What Passed for Many Years between Dr John Dee and Some Spirits. The book is in the British Library, a few hundred yards from where I’m fishing, and was the basis for the system of high
         ritual magic developed by the twentieth-century occultist Aleister Crowley for the Order of the Golden Dawn, the secret hermetic
         society of which he was a member. John Dee’s invocation for wish-fulfilment ended with the following words:
      

      SA CHAOS ANGELARD HARG AZIAGIAR.

      OD IONAS.

      (Into chaos the wish is cast. May it be harvested.)

      You could try this when fishing: it certainly echoes every angler’s intention. Some occultists favour adding to the invocation
         the mantra, Zarzas Zarzas Nastana Zarzas. These words, which are beyond translation, are said to summon Choronzon, the baleful Watcher of the Abyss. Crowley, who
         claimed to have raised Choronzon in the Algerian desert in 1909 (and to have terrified himself and his companion half witless
         in the process), advises against this. The wise angler will heed his counsel. Specimen coarse fish are one thing, the Dark
         Lord of Entropy quite another.
      

      As it happens, there’s a tenuous connection between Crowley and my family. In 1903, having met her just twenty-four hours
         earlier at a Scottish spa, Crowley absconded with Rose Kelly, the sister of the painter Gerald Kelly, and married her the
         same day. Furious, Kelly determined that the marriage be annulled. He knew Crowley well; the two men had met at Cambridge
         a few years earlier and were both marauding sexual adventurers. They had probably shared lovers in Paris the year before and
         may even have been lovers themselves (in letters to Kelly, Crowley sometimes signed himself Maud, although this in itself
         doesn’t prove anything. Rod Stewart and Elton John used to call each other Sharon and Phyllis).
      

      It didn’t take a genius to guess that the Crowleys’ marriage wasn’t going to survive. The couple were divorced six years later
         in the wake of Crowley’s persistent infidelity and cruelty, and Rose would eventually die an alcoholic. During these upsetting
         times Kelly was befriended and counselled by Harnett Ellison Jennings, my great-grandfather, then the vicar of Dulwich. Perhaps
         it was out of gratitude that Kelly painted a fine, sombre, life-sized portrait of the Reverend Harnett robed as a Doctor of
         Divinity. We have it still.
      

      In fact, Rose and Crowley were not completely incompatible. On their honeymoon they went to Ceylon, as it was then named,
         where Crowley took up shooting. Having discovered that the island’s giant fruit bats were renowned for their soft belly fur,
         he decided to try and kill enough of them to make himself a waistcoat and Rose a hat. With his first shot, taken from a lakeside
         punt, a wounded bat fell on Rose. The experience had a profound effect on her and that night Crowley was awakened by a high-pitched
         squeaking. Lighting a candle, he found his wife hanging naked from the frame of the mosquito net. No one could accuse her
         of failing to get into the spirit of things.
      

      We’re drifting here, as you often do when fishing. Half of you is tensely expectant, while half of you enters a zone of no
         time at all. The question is: what does the angler wish for when he casts? What, as the chaos people might put it, is the
         willed endpoint of the working? On the surface, the answer appears simple: to catch a fish. You want to deceive a wild creature,
         take it from its element, marvel over it and return it to the wild. But that’s only part of it – what you might call the ego
         element. The living, wriggling proof of your skill and cunning. Proof that, in the right circumstances, you can get one over
         the natural world.
      

      For a time, that’s what I thought it was all about. Success or failure. Statistics. The numbers game. The late Bernard Venables,
         author of the classic Mr Crabtree fishing books, used to say that there are three stages to the angler’s evolution. To begin
         with, as a child, you just want to catch fish – any fish. Then you move to the stage where you want to catch big fish. And
         finally, with nothing left to prove, you reach a place where it’s the manner of the catch that counts, the rigour and challenge
         of it, at which point the whole thing takes on an intellectual and perhaps even a philosophical cast. I tried out this theory
         on a pike-angling friend of mine, the rock guitarist René Berg. ‘It’s like with women, then?’ he said thoughtfully.
      

      We agreed that there was truth in the three-stage theory, but not the whole truth. The ego thing is certainly important. When
         I was a boy, and you stayed in a pub or hotel that had trout fishing attached to it, it was conventional to display the day’s
         catch on a salver in the hall. It would have taken the Dalai Lama to ignore the competitive undercurrent. No one went so far
         as to add his name, but by dinnertime everyone knew who had caught what, and if you had laid out a decent fish you could expect
         a quiet ‘Well done, old boy!’ from the major as you sat down to the Brown Windsor soup.
      

      Of course, most fishermen soon progress beyond the need to prove themselves and the desire to compile lists of statistics.
         Most soon realize that there are ‘easy’ fish, like small roach and perch, and subtle, challenging fish like carp or barbel.
         However, there is something fundamental beyond which the lifelong angler never quite progresses. Something for which the three-stage
         theory makes no allowances (although Venables himself, as his writing indirectly makes clear, was well aware of it). And that’s
         what happens when you hook a big fish. A pike, especially.
      

      The best big pike waters have a numinous, forbidding air. Cold, reed-fringed East Anglian meres. Desolate Irish loughs. Dark,
         secretive waters ‘as deep as England’, as Ted Hughes puts it. You feel that you’re trespassing, that you’re violating some
         natural law just by being there. Certain stretches of London waterways like the Regent’s Canal and the River Lea fall into
         this category. These silent conduits barely figure in most local people’s lives. As the years have passed they’ve become invisible,
         walled off from residential areas and the footpaths of commerce as if they present a danger. And perhaps they do: what could
         be more fatal to the garishly hyped-up business of consumption than, like a memento mori, a sudden glimpse of black water,
         sliding past as silent as the Styx? I will be here when your lifestyle accessories are landfill, such a vision promises. I
         will be here when the music ends.
      

      For the fisherman, it’s otherwise. For the fisherman, slipping behind the hoardings and picking his way over the vehicle scrap
         to the water’s edge, it’s like stepping into another world, at once familiar and resonantly strange. The notion of death is
         not absent there – anywhere you can cast a line, you can hear the whisper of Poussin’s Et in Arcadia Ego – but then there’s more than a touch of the gothic in most urban anglers, an appreciation that certain things are best illuminated
         by darkness.
      

      Hidden from the public gaze, transfigured by changing circumstance, London’s waterways have been absorbed into an alternate,
         morbid geography. An interzone where past and present have become compacted, and the wild and the man-made have assumed a
         new relationship. That some people are drawn to these places and that others are deeply wary of them is understandable. Since
         1953, the year of my birth, there have been more than a dozen officially recorded murders on London towpaths. At night, with
         their dank concrete and rusting ironwork, they’re the domain of fly-tippers, graffiti taggers, drug dealers, pimps and drunks.
         If you’re fishing there, you have to watch yourself.
      

      Even so, it’s worth it. Take nocturnal possession of fifty feet of canal, tackle up for pike and sooner or later – not on
         your first visit, perhaps, or your second, but eventually – it will happen. The line will start to trickle, inch by cautious
         inch, from your reel. If you’ve got it set to ratchet, you will hear a click, and then another and another, and as you feel
         the line creep over the back of your hand, a kind of dread will rise through your body. Somewhere out there, deep down, something
         is moving.
      

      You sweep up the rod and strike, there’s a hard, angry swirl, and you’re connected. Not to a fish, at that moment, but to
         something much less resolved. To nature itself. Nature as the source of the crocodile grin, the bloody cycle, the pitiless
         will to power. The experience, in those first brief moments, is demonic. The heart pounds and you feel an icy vacuum expanding
         inside you. And then, with a fierce thrill, you see the fish in the torchlight – the long flank and jaw, the cold flash of
         the eye, the furious working of the fins – and what follows is the physical, practical business of landing it. There’s satisfaction
         in these later stages, of course, but it’s those first heart-in-mouth seconds that you keep going back for. For the moment
         when anything is possible. When it might not be a fish at all.
      

      The cold hardens. And staring into the dark water, its surface now the faint sodium orange of the sky, I imagine lean, predatory
         shadows moving between the brickwork walls as if patrolling a silent enfilade of rooms. Beneath them, a carpet of silt softens
         the forms of discarded household appliances, ranged like the prizes on some half-remembered TV quiz show. The image connects
         with a dream I’ve had, at intervals, ever since I was a child, in which I’m walking the streets of a deserted, once-grand
         city. As so often in dreams, it’s night and day at the same time, and climbing the steps to one of the mansions at the roadside
         I find myself proceeding through a succession of halls dominated by enigmatic monuments. In steel, or perhaps black marble,
         these have a futuristic, fascistic appearance. Eventually, and with an overpowering sense of desolation, I arrive at a flight
         of stone steps lapped by waves. Before me is a vast inland sea, its waters extending to the limits of my vision.
      

      It was with a strong sense of recognition that I first read James Thomson’s poem ‘The City of Dreadful Night’, in which the
         narrator walks the streets of a necropolis – a ‘Venice of the Black Sea’ – past ‘ranged mansions dark and still as tombs’.
      

      The city is not ruinous, although

      Great ruins of an unremembered past,

      With others of a few short years ago

      More sad, are found within its precincts vast…

      There are places, invariably near bodies of water, where that sense of an unremembered past is particularly strong. Where
         you turn a corner and know for certain that you’ve been there before. Fishing, at such times, is an almost wholly symbolic
         activity, and to see the pluck and twitch of your line in the current is to know a very particular anticipation. That somehow,
         in the connection with the invisible forms below, you’ll connect with your own deep history.
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      TWO

      THE YEAR IS 1961, IT’S A SULTRY DAY IN EARLY SEPTEMBER, and I’m seven. In a couple of days’ time I start at boarding school, a thought that induces an empty chill behind my breastbone.
         It’s ordained, however, and the process is no more to be resisted than the summer’s end. New pyjamas have been bought, new
         face flannels and Chilprufe vests have been name-taped, new football boots wait in their box. ‘You must be excited,’ people
         say, and I gravely agree that this is the case.
      

      For the moment, though, summer is hanging on, stale and a little desperate, and my parents have driven me and my brothers
         Anthony and James to Swanbourne Lake, four miles from where we live in West Sussex. It’s a pretty spot, lying in the wooded
         lee of Arundel Castle, but it’s crowded. There are busy queues at the tea caravan and the ice-cream stall, and wasps are swirling
         around the overflowing litterbins. At the lakeside, you can hire rowing boats from a weather-beaten couple in brown coats.
         The couple have a small hut, in front of which is a chair with a transistor radio on it, playing ‘Fings Ain’t What They Used
         to Be’, by Max Bygraves. The radio, a newish model, has attracted a circle of mostly male admirers, and in the tea queue women
         in floppy sunhats are laughing and swaying along to the chorus.
      

      My brothers and I are interested spectators of this bonhomie, while my parents watch with rather more detachment. My father
         is in his shirtsleeves and his flannel trousers are held up with a regimental tie. My mother is in a straw hat and an Italian
         print dress. Neither has embraced the concept of ‘leisure’ clothing, nor ever will. Until the day that he dies, my father
         will never wear any form of T-shirt, untailored jacket, or shoe without laces. He simply wouldn’t have been capable of it,
         any more than my mother would have been capable of wearing slacks or of dyeing her hair.
      

      As there’s a bit of a wait for the boats, we join the ice-cream queue, and are eventually face to face with the gypsyish stall-owner
         and her rocker son, who glares at us with surly contempt from beneath his oily quiff as he hands us our ice creams, which
         come in round moulded wafers called oysters. Finally, with an hour’s hire paid, we push off from the bank in one of the heavy,
         clinker-built skiffs. Recoated each spring with green lead paint, these are built to withstand daily collisions and are powered
         by massive oars in clanking rowlocks. Slowly, to my father’s steady pull, we move away from the shore.
      

      For a time Anthony and I return to one of our favourite meditations, which concerns the poisoning of one of his schoolmates.
         If he dies, runs our reasoning, then we will not have to go to another of his birthday parties: overpoweringly melancholy
         events featuring warm orange barley water, Shippam’s paste sandwiches and organized games. A generous cocktail of yew, foxglove,
         jack-in-the-pulpit and deadly nightshade should do it – like all country children, we know which plants and berries are the
         most toxic – but that’s the easy bit. The harder part will be persuading our victim to swallow the mixture and then preventing
         him from shopping us to his parents while in his death throes. In some ways, we agree, it probably makes more sense to wipe
         out the entire family.
      

      These musings, while constituting a comforting retreading of old ground, fail to dispel my growing sense of apprehension,
         or the feeling that something irrecoverable is about to come to an end. In less than thirty-six hours’ time I will be lying
         in bed in a dormitory full of total strangers. Trailing my fingers over the side of the boat, I stare into the water. We are
         at the far end of the lake from the crowds now, sliding through the clear water in the shadow of a stand of trees. At intervals
         shafts of refracted sunlight pierce the branches and the looking-glass surface, illuminating the emerald weed six feet below,
         like the canopy of a tropical forest. I’m staring down into one such column of light when suddenly the greenery parts and
         a large eel glides into view. For a moment I see it clearly – the arrow-taper of the head, the fanning pectorals, the muscular
         grace of the bronze body – and then it’s gone.
      

      I stare after it into the olive shadows. ‘I saw an eel!’ I say, and the others lunge for the side of the boat, sending the
         shadows rocking. What I can’t explain is that it’s not just the eel, it’s the revelation – the opening and closing of the
         shutter on an alien world. That tall, mysterious chamber of green, speared with light but vanishing into darkness. What Aztec
         empires might that darkness hold? What escape might it represent?
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      THREE

      MY FIRST ROD CAME FROM A TOBACCONIST IN ARUNDEL High Street – an impulse buy by my father, who had gone in for a packet of Senior Service. It was about five feet long and
         made of fibreglass, with a wooden handle and an alloy reel-seat kept in place with a nail. It came with a two-inch, centre-pin
         reel that had been enamelled a weird pink colour, a packet of hooks and split-shot, a float, and twenty yards of bright-green
         line. I was eight.
      

      When my father brought it back to the car I insisted on trying it out immediately. We drove out of town until we came to a
         place where a stream ran under the road. I laboriously rigged up the whole thing, lashing the hook to the line with a sturdy
         quadruple granny knot. A hurried roadside search revealed a fat earthworm. Attaching this to the hook, I pulled the line off
         the reel, which screamed in protest, and swung the tackle into the water a yard in front of me. To my delight the float cocked.
         Three feet below it I could see the worm wriggling on its hook. Grasping the rod handle with both hands I waited for a fish
         to dash out and take it – an event which, surely, could be only seconds away. Minutes passed, but nothing happened. The bait
         just hung there below me. No fish came. And yet surely I was doing everything right? Surely there could be no more to it than
         this? I looked round at my father, who shrugged philosophically and lit another Senior Service. Half an hour later, by unspoken
         mutual consent, we gave up.
      

      It would be seven years before I caught anything on that rod. Although essentially a toy and horribly constructed, it was
         the perfect size for brook fishing. We had moved from Sussex by then, to a rainswept corner of Powys. Our roof leaked, but
         the place was beautiful and for a young fisherman it was paradise. In every direction were bracken-covered hills intercut
         with tumbling rock streams. If you crept uphill on hands and knees, hauling yourself up the boulders and pushing between the
         ferns, you could flick a worm into every tiny pool and, as often as not, see a trout race out from beneath some mossy overhang
         to grab it.
      

      That, however, was far in the future, and in those Sussex days I had no one to get me started. No one in my family fished
         or, as far as I could discover, had ever fished, for generations back. My grandfather, then in his late eighties, claimed
         that as a young man, before the First World War, he had once accidentally scooped a large bream into a rowing boat with an
         oar, but was forced to admit that he’d had no contact with live fish since that occasion. 
      

      So I learnt from books. In the school holidays I took the number 66 bus to Arundel, walked up the hill to the public library
         on Maltravers Street and one by one took out every book they had on fishing. And as it happened they had the best. Bernard
         Venables, Richard Walker, Peter Stone, Fred Taylor – all of the titans were there. The 1960s were a golden age of angling
         writing, and these men, who all knew each other well, and often fished together, were the pioneers of many of the methods
         now regarded as standard.
      

      Bernard Venables was the poet of the group, and his definitive work, published in 1953 and simply entitled Fishing, is one of the most elegiac books written on any sport. No one loved the technical business of angling more than Venables,
         or was happier than when immersing himself in the minutiae of float design or shotting patterns, but his real subject was
         England and Englishness. Here he is on fishing for trout in the Thames:
      

      A little before the time, which will often be in the evening, [the angler] will be there, ready for his chance. This is a
         transient but immortal piece of time: the sun will have fallen behind the mantled downs, the air will be heavy with that evening
         scent of water that can conjure a sort of madness in the fisherman. A smell is not an easy thing to carry in the memory, but
         an angler exiled anywhere can recall it from the fabric of his mind and in a moment be enraptured. The water will be dark
         now, purple and dusky cobalt, richly green and amber in the shallows, the clots of foam will be turned to blue… Moments are
         hours, the bark of a distant dog hardly noticed at the time, will be found afterwards to be lodged immovable in the memory.
      

      Richard Walker, possibly the most visionary angler England has produced, was also the most beguiling of teachers, seamlessly
         interweaving atmospheric anecdote and hard-core instruction. You stood beside him on the bank, free-lining a flake of crust
         to shadowy chub in a willow pool, or watching as your roach live-bait was engulfed by a huge pike, leaving only a shower of
         silvery scales. Peter Stone, meanwhile, was the affable pragmatist, the sort of bloke you might get talking to in a pub, who
         would draw you a diagram of a fast-water barbel rig on the back of a beer mat. And ‘Fred J’, as he was always known, was the
         genial humorist, constantly bantering with his sidemen, brother Ken and cousin Joe, and loosing a ripe stream of ‘unparliamentary
         language’ when a big one got away.
      

      Which, it has to be said, wasn’t often. There were others who didn’t write fishing books but featured in all of them, specimen
         hunters and angling theorists like Maurice Ingham and Pete Thomas. For young anglers of my generation, these quiet, dedicated
         countrymen were our spirit guides. I had no idea beyond the odd black-and-white photograph what any of them looked like, but
         I felt I knew them, and when years later I fished waters that they had made famous, like the Royalty on the Hampshire Avon,
         I sensed their presence there.
      

      I owe so much to that unnamed but enlightened book-buyer at Arundel library – surely an angler himself. I remember Peter Stone’s
         Legering arriving there. It was published in 1963 and the library bought it the following year, when I was eleven. To my enormous
         satisfaction I was the first to take it out, newly wrapped in its clear plastic jacket. Recently I looked through the used
         book lists on the internet to see whether I could find a copy. There was one, a first edition heart-stoppingly marked ‘library
         copy’, which had found its way to a store in Chicago, Illinois, and now cost over $200.
      

      I tended to borrow books and run, because browsing in the library meant that one was likely to come to the notice of Mr Fox.
         ‘Firefighter’ Fox was a master at my school. A dapper Scotsman in the autumn of his life, he had at some point suffered a
         severe head injury that had left him with a matchbox-sized indentation in his forehead and a wild-eyed, eccentric manner.
         At some point in his career, according to rumour, he had also served with the local fire service, hence his nickname.
      

      Whilst this colourful background did not make Firefighter a compelling English teacher, he was nevertheless a generally benign
         bloke with two obsessions that could be counted on to enliven a class. The first of these, which was not unreasonable given
         that he was a devout Catholic and a loyal Scot, was a visceral hatred of Queen Elizabeth I. The second, rather more obscure,
         was his unswerving admiration for László Bíró, the Hungarian-born inventor of the ballpoint pen. An extreme pedant in matters
         of pronunciation, Firefighter insisted that biro should be pronounced beer-oh, and that any deviation from this, particularly byre-oh, represented a slur against the great man. To either of these topics, he would rise like a starving trout, never learning
         from experience.
      

      PUPIL (looking up innocently from Dragon Book of Verse):
      

      Excuse me, sir, why was Elizabeth I called the Virgin Queen?

      FOX (bristling): The Virgin Queen? To all right-thinking men she was the Bastard Queen.
      

      PUPIL: Oh, come on, sir. At least she executed Mary Queen of Scots.
      

      SECOND PUPIL (as Fox’s eyes begin to bulge): Sir, please Sir, my pen’s run out. Can I borrow a biro?
      

      And so on.

      Fox haunted the Arundel library. It was no more than a couple of hundred yards from the cathedral, and whenever the bells
         rang out, as they did at least four times hourly, he would sink to his knees in a quasi-mediaeval display of piety. If I happened
         to be there, he would forcibly compel me to do the same thing. Given the library’s popularity, this was more than a little
         embarrassing. I remember roomfuls of respectable browsers staring at the pair of us open-mouthed: Firefighter kneeling in
         prayer, his lips moving slowly, his hand heavy on my shoulder, and me bowed in mortification over a copy of Peter Stone’s
         Bream and Barbel.
      

      I read, and from working my way through the key angling texts as voraciously as a pike through a tank of goldfish, I amassed
         a huge backlog of theory on subjects like free-lining, long-trotting and stret-pegging, the use of the slider float and the
         paternoster rig, the application of the Arlesey bomb and the coffin-lead. One of the few books I actually owned was Teach Yourself Fishing by Tom Rodway. There were Teach Yourself books on every conceivable subject, from Swahili to stamp collecting, trigonometry
         to personal efficiency. They cost five shillings, came in a distinctive blue-and-yellow hardback cover and were small enough
         to jam into a school trouser pocket. Teach Yourself Fishing, which covered every aspect of the sport, was practical without being too specialist and, because it didn’t have to be returned
         to the library, could be kept at my side during term-time. With the help of a torch, its discussions of hook sizes, shotting
         patterns and monofilament breaking-strains could be pored over under the sheets in the dormitory after lights-out (batteries
         had shorter lives in those days, but you could buy yourself extra reading time by leaving them on a warm radiator during the
         day).
      

      Rodway’s instructions and black-and-white line drawings would transport me to realms I knew from my reading but had never
         visited. In my imagination I slipped through the Norfolk Broads in a flat-bottomed punt, amassing huge catches of roach and
         bream. I cast subtly prepared baits to monstrous carp in elm-fringed Hertfordshire ponds at nightfall, watched the give-away
         needle bubbles of tench on Blenheim Palace lake at dawn, saw the ranunculus streamers on the Hampshire Avon part to reveal
         magisterial ranks of feeding barbel and chub.
      

      And as each leviathan was hooked, landed and gently returned, there would be a nod of approval from the spirit guides. From
         Richard Walker in his battered felt hat, from the genially chuckling Fred J, or from Mr Crabtree, quietly tamping his pipe.
         Mr Crabtree was the fictional star of a comic strip in the Daily Mirror, drawn by Bernard Venables. Originally created to dispense horticultural advice, Mr Crabtree found fame when, one winter’s
         day when there was nothing much to do in the garden, Venables had him go fishing. The response from the public was immediate.
         Seeing which way the wind was blowing, the Mirror allowed Venables to phase out the hardy perennials.
      

      The collected comic strips, published as Mr Crabtree Goes Fishing, became the best-selling angling book of the twentieth century. In each strip the sapient Crabtree takes his ten-year-old
         son Peter fishing. There is infinite time for this, and wherever the pair go – willow-shaded chalk streams, slack-water pike
         swims, reed-fringed lakes full of specimen tench – they always have the place to themselves. When they go live-baiting for
         pike, Mr Crabtree introduces Peter to ‘Tom, the bait-catcher’, a deferential figure in a flat cap. And of course, in this
         unchanging dream world, they never have a blank day. Sooner or later the quill float shudders or the live-bait is seized,
         and after a short but dramatic battle Peter is marvelling over yet another prize. In all of this, every nuance of weather
         and water is realized in black-and-white line illustration. And yet it was not implausible, nor was Mr Crabtree an improbable
         figure. There were elements of him in my father and in the fathers of my school friends: trilby-wearing, pipe-smoking professional
         men who had fought in the Second World War and then returned to the British countryside.
      

      It was a conflict that, in the early 1960s, was still very much in the schoolboy consciousness. Without exception, we read
         War Picture Library comics, played with 8th Army and Afrika Korps mini-soldiers, made Airfix models of Spitfires and Lancaster
         bombers, owned Luger cap-guns, and watched films like Albert RN and I Was Monty’s Double. And of course the games we organized in our free time were always British versus German. The rules were straightforward.
         A bramble patch in the school grounds represented a fort that had to be taken or defended. Both sides would pile in, wrestling
         opponents to the ground and riddling them with fire from invisible Tommy guns and Schmeissers. Inevitably, the line between
         history and imagination became blurred. One school friend, born as I was in 1953, breezily confided to the rest of the class
         that although he preferred not to talk about it, both his parents had actually been tortured to death by the Nazis. At seven
         years of age, we saw no reason to disbelieve him.
      

      Mr Crabtree, I imagined, had been an officer in one of the more technical regiments, the REME, perhaps, or the Royal Engineers.
         And he had then gone on to manage a local auctioneers, maybe, or work in a land agency, thus making the connections that provided
         access to so many miles of fishing. Peter’s mother, whom we never meet but who spends happy days preparing steamed pike with
         parsley sauce, might well have been a Wren. And their cook-housekeeper Patsy, to whose reddened hands are consigned more mundane
         tasks like roasting perch and ironing Peter’s shorts, had probably worked in a munitions factory.
      

      Although jeans became popular for children in the 1960s, many mothers, learning the hard way what a nightmare they were to
         wash by hand, and how resistant to the mangle, kept their sons in shorts for as much of the year as possible. The result,
         for middle-class country boys like me, was perpetually bramble-scratched legs and scabbed knees, with the resultant scars
         worn as a badge of pride. Peter Crabtree never wears anything except shorts, just as his father, whatever the circumstances,
         is never without a tie.
      

      The biographer Adam Sisman, a one-time fishing companion of the poet Ted Hughes, once elaborated an entire Crabtree mythos
         to me, in which Mr Crabtree became a policeman after the war and was involved in the 1967 drugs bust of The Rolling Stones.
         The Daily Mirror strip was launched just after the war, but outside London the slow-moving, socially conservative world it described was still
         very much in place two decades later – certainly in our corner of West Sussex. When he was six, my brother Anthony asked his
         English teacher who The Beatles were. ‘They’re four very wicked young men,’ came the answer, and there the matter rested.
      

      Thanks to the library, I soon had angling theory to spare. What I needed, badly, was practice. This, however, was less straightforward
         than it might have been, as there were very few fishable places within bus or bicycle-riding range. At once the most accessible
         and the least promising was the village duck pond, a shallow and dispiriting body of water with an ornamental island in the
         middle bearing a single dwarf willow. It was bordered on three sides by roads and on the fourth by a melancholy parade of
         shops, including one selling only knitting wool. You occasionally saw boys fishing the pond, but you never, ever saw anyone
         catch anything. I must have tried it a dozen times over the years without getting so much as a bite. I tried bread, worms,
         maggots – all the usual baits. Nothing. A couple of times I threw spinners out, on the off chance that all the other fish
         had been devoured by a monster pike. Nothing again. And for once, the books were no help. Wide as they cast their net, Richard
         Walker and Peter Stone didn’t have much to say about duck ponds.
      

      The second possibility was the river. The Arun at Arundel, four miles from our house, was huge and sluggish. Tidal for miles
         inland, its water was an impenetrable grey, whilst its banks were greasy, gumboot-swallowing ramparts of mud and olive slime.
         Having tried it a few times, my friend Paul and I eventually gave up, defeated. Floats and baits would be hurtled downstream
         by the current, while leger-rigs would immediately snag up in the rocky mud-soup of the river bed. We weren’t using heavy
         enough tackle, of course, but it would have been a challenging venue even if we were. The height and slipperiness of the banks
         made fishing dangerous as well as difficult, and the whole thing was rendered even harder by the safety equipment that my
         father insisted that we take with us. Life jackets might have made sense, yet he settled on fifty yards of rope and a marine
         anchor. Exactly what we were supposed to do with these we never quite worked out, although just dragging them from the bus
         to the water’s edge half killed us. We were desperate to fish, but this was no fun whatsoever.
      

      The third and by far the most promising local water was the ‘weed pond’. Owned by a farmer and no more than a quarter-acre
         in size, it abutted a side road half a mile from our house, and was surrounded on the other three sides by cornfields. Its
         margins were overgrown and its surface almost completely choked with lily pads and floating pondweed. However, there was a
         jagged crack of black water under some trees where, in theory, you could crouch down and swing out a baited line. And if you
         waited under the elder bushes on a hot summer afternoon, and the light was right, you could just see shadowy forms nosing
         amongst the lily stems. Real fish, just like in the books, and just a few yards away. How difficult could they be to catch?
      

      The answer, I quickly discovered, was very difficult indeed. The first problem was getting into position. You had to make
         your approach from behind a rusted barn, crawl under a barbed-wire fence and proceed on all fours through a thicket of cow
         parsley, flowering bramble and mature nettles. Hunkering on the narrow bank with the sun behind you, your knees and the backs
         of your hands prickling from the nettles, and the midges swarming around your face, you looked out over the pond, its surface
         covered in a thin scum of verdigris-coloured weed. About fifteen feet in front of you a ragged break in the green broadened
         to a darkly inviting pool perhaps three feet across. Were the fish still there, or had you spooked them? A single heavy footfall
         or a rod shadow waving over the water would have seen them fade like ghosts. The answer was almost always the same: the fish
         were gone, and the pool had the opaque, faintly disturbed look that signals failure.
      

      Occasionally, just occasionally, I was stealthy enough to make it into position undetected. And as I crouched there with my
         heart pounding, my feet hot in my plimsolls and the thick scent of cow parsley in my nose, I could see the tell-tale tremor
         at the edge of the weeds, the faint shifting of shadows, the dimpling as invisible morsels were drawn from the surface film
         into probing, cartilaginous mouths. These were good fish – roach or rudd I guessed, and perhaps a few crucian carp – and some
         of them could well be around the pound mark. To catch one of these magic creatures and to hold it shimmering in my hands would
         be… I couldn’t imagine what it would be like. It would be to enter another realm of existence altogether.
      

      But seeing was one thing and catching another. To get a bait out to the fish meant a fifteen-foot cast of pinpoint accuracy
         through an obstacle course of overhanging snags. I wasn’t by any means the only one after these fish, as at least a dozen
         snapped-off tangles of line in the branches attested. Half the boys in the village had them in their sights, and it was their
         efforts that had educated the fish to such an extreme pitch of caution. Even if I were to avoid the snags, a splashy cast
         would send my quarry racing into cover.
      

      In the event, the same scenario played itself out again and again. I’d gingerly swing the bait out with an underarm cast and
         it would fall several feet short. I would then be faced with the choice: do I leave it where it is – in the wrong place but
         at least in the water – or try again and risk a snag? I’d always go for the second choice. Out would go the bait, this time
         with a bit more force. And then, invariably, a horrible silence. No watery plop, no jaunty cocking of the quill float, just
         the tackle swinging disconsolately from the overhanging foliage.
      

      For a moment I’d put off admitting to myself that this had happened. I’d give the line the softest of pulls, to try to dislodge
         the hook. This never worked – it just drove the hook deeper into the branch. So I’d pull harder. Possibly, just possibly,
         the branch could be snapped off. But it was summer and the wood was green. So I’d pull again, really hard this time, which
         would achieve nothing except to send the shadow of the branch skittering across the surface and scatter any remaining fish
         once and for all. Angry now, knowing that it was all over, I’d point the rod at the snag and reel the line tight. Soon the
         nylon monofilament would be humming with tension while the offending bough twitched under the strain, shedding insects and
         fragments of twig into the water below. Another couple of ratchet clicks and the line would part with a crack like a pistol
         shot. Glumly, knowing the session was over, I’d wade out into the muddy water to retrieve my hook and float, and then, plimsolls
         squelching, start the half-mile trudge home.
      

      On a couple of occasions, by some miracle of co-ordination and good luck, I managed to send my baited hook careening between
         the overhanging branches to land on target. Sadly, however, that was where the story ended. My bread pellet would hang there
         untouched – a dim, pale speck two feet beneath the surface – for as many hours as I stayed there. The fish, meanwhile, were
         cheerfully feeding away on the far side of the pond. The moment I packed up, of course, they’d be back again, dimpling and
         nosing and carrying on as if the previous few hours had never happened.
      

      They drove me crazy, those fish. I hated them for the effortlessness with which they evaded me, and I hated myself for my
         heavy-handed incompetence. The trouble was that I was ten years old and impatient in all things. When you made an Airfix model
         of a Spitfire, the prevailing wisdom (at our school, at least) was that you were supposed to paint the various parts first
         with enamel paint – brown and green camouflage on top, duck-egg blue below – and only when this was dry could you glue the
         whole thing together. One way and another, it was at least a forty-eight-hour process. But I could never bear to wait. I wanted
         the completed plane immediately, so I’d glue all the parts together at high speed and then, with the thing still wobbly on
         its wheels, start painting. The results were as messy as may be imagined and never good enough to hang on a thread from the
         ceiling. On the positive side, though, these exercises left me with a very satisfactory carapace of dried Airfix glue all
         over my fingers. This resolutely resisted the school Lifebuoy soap and would remain on the fingers until picked off flake
         by flake – the perfect way to spend a slow-moving maths or geography class.
      

      Two things distinguished the really well-made model Spitfire: the propeller whizzed round satisfyingly when you blew on it,
         and you could see the pilot in the cockpit. To get the propeller to go round, you had to assemble it, let the glue dry for
         twenty-four hours, and then slot it into place as you joined the two halves of the fuselage. In order to see the pilot, you
         had to apply the finest filament of Airfix glue to the cockpit surround and snap the canopy delicately into place. If you
         were clumsy, and got the powerful solvent on the transparent plastic, as I invariably did, it would corrode, bubbling into
         an opaque froth.
      

      Real Spitfire canopies looked a bit like this, I discovered later, if the main header tank was hit by enemy cannon-fire. The
         tank was located directly in front of the cockpit, and the high-octane fuel would ignite with ferocious speed, melting the
         canopy and drowning the pilot in a torrent of flame. My father got to know a number of fighter pilots who had suffered this
         fate after he himself had been severely burnt in a tank battle shortly after D-Day. With his situation critical, he was flown
         home to the pioneering reconstructive unit in East Grinstead run by the plastic surgeon Archibald McIndoe. There, after more
         than forty agonizing operations, he became a member of the exclusive Guinea Pig Club, made up of the servicemen who had been
         in the care of McIndoe and his burns team.
      

      The Guinea Pigs were a drinking club, and given the hell that they’d endured – the months of pain, the constant stench of
         open wounds and putrefying flesh, the screams that echoed through the wards every night as the nightmares returned, the fear
         that the outside world would find their rebuilt faces freakish and grotesque – these young men had earned the right to take
         a drink or two. However dark the hour, most of them managed to hold on to their sense of humour. There were macabre practical
         jokes. Patients recovering consciousness after operations, for example, would wake to find themselves rouged and lipsticked
         like prostitutes, or laid out like corpses with funereal wreaths on their chests. My father was one of the luckier ones, in
         that his face eventually healed well. You’d have known that he’d been badly burnt at some point, but that was the limit of
         it. The lasting damage was to his hands. His fingers never straightened, and the joints were stiff and painful for the rest
         of his life.
      

      After that first day, when I was eight, he never fished with me again. Even if he’d been interested in it, which he wasn’t,
         the intricate businesses of knot tying and hook handling would have been beyond him. He encouraged me from a distance, though,
         looking up from his desk or his book with a solicitous ‘Any luck?’ when I returned at the end of a session, to which the answer
         was invariably a mute shake of the head. This detached approach suited us both. There were areas in which he could still be
         my guide, but this was not one of them. I had to make the journey alone.
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