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               ‘… We sit on cowslip banks’
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            ‘No life, my honest scholar, no life so happy and so pleasant as the life of a well-governed angler; for when the lawyer is swallowed up with business, the statesman in preventing or contriving plots, then we sit on cowslip banks, hear the birds sing, and possess ourselves in as much quietness as these silent silver streams, which we now see glide so quietly by us.’

            ISAAK WALTON,  Compleat  Angler
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            by Ian Niall

         

         ‘BB’’s pseudonym was adopted from the cartridge box, the shot size favoured by wildfowlers and marsh shooters, but he was much more than a man of the marsh and the fen. He was a wonderful observer of nature. He wrote evocatively of fishing and shooting. His children’s books are justly famous. He trained as an artist in Paris and London, and was a fellow of the Royal Society of Art and an Associate of the Royal College of Art. For many years he taught art at Rugby School.

         Most writers are compelled to accept the images supplied by illustrators chosen by their publishers. All too often the artwork is far from the writer’s conception. But ‘BB’ had no difficulty here. He suffered no frustration, except from the occasional filling-in that might result from the use of a poor quality paper or the clogging up of old blocks. He could look at the reeds and rushes, the ancient, pollarded willow by the pool and the duck shedding water droplets from frantically beating wings as it sprang into the air. What he saw he could both describe in words and bring to life in one of his inimicable illustrations.

         The Fisherman’s Bedside Book is packed with angling anecdotes edited with great skill. Many of the writers whose work ‘BB’ selected had already gone to their long home, Francis Francis, Cholmondeley Pennel, Richard Jefferies, W.H. Hudson, Charles St John, G.E.M. Skues and Abel Chapman. Since 1945, when this Bedside Book first appeared, many more of the contributors have joined them. But their love of fishing, a bond uniting them with fishermen of today, lives on in this varied and vivid collection of fishing stories. Arthur Ransome was unstinting in his praise. He said The Fisherman’s Bedside Book was the best fishing anthology he had ever read.

         For my part ‘BB’’s Confessions of a Carp Fisher was his most enchanting book, although I was never going to be a carp-catcher. Only Negley Farson produced anything quite as magical. Like ‘BB”s Confessions, Going Fishing was a book that prompted thousands of readers to reach for a rod or go out and buy one. Two extracts from Going Fishing are included in this anthology. And ‘BB’ has brought together a generous collection of carp fishing pieces.

         I read the Confessions of a Carp Fisher when I moved to Wales, a long time ago. When, later on, I moved south and looked for a place to cast a fly I found one about thirty miles away and hadn’t been fishing there for very long before I discovered I was walking in the footsteps of ‘BB’ and his disciple, Richard Walker. Both are still spoken of with reverence by the old hands in that part of the world. When ‘BB’’s eightieth birthday was approaching I received an invitation to a celebration put on by some of his friends, but I was unable to be there on that particular day. I greatly regret not having met him, a man with whom I had shared so many dreams. Through his writing I have sat with him on his carp fishing vigils with the heavens dotted with stars. We have both listened to the frogs croaking and the rasping voice of a mallard drake.

         One of ‘BB’’s books that came to me a few years ago was The Quiet Fields and advertised on the jacket was Rumblings of a Sportsman Naturalist with a review quotation I had written at the time of its publication. Yet again ‘BB’ had written and illustrated another book that demonstrated his artistry and endorsed his reputation not only as a naturalist and a sportsman but as a man with certain poetic flair. Like Rumblings of a Sportsman Naturalist it is of the pure ore he has mined for years. The output of this man of the fields was prodigious. We all have our ‘BB’ favourites and some of mine include: The Sportsman’s Bedside Book (1937), Wild Lone (1939), Manka (1939), Idle Countryman (1943), The Wayfaring Tree (1945), Shooting Man’s Bedside Book (1948), Confessions of a Carp Fisher (1950), Dark Estuary (1952), A Summer on The Nene, (1967), Recollections of a Longshore Gunner (1976), Rumblings of a Sportsman Naturalist (1979), The Naturalist’s Bedside Book (1980), The Quiet Fields (1981). He also wrote many books for children including The Little Grey Men (1941) for which he was awarded The Carnegie Medal.

         Of them all, Confessions of a Carp Fisher has become the most sought after book by ‘BB’ since his death in 1990 and is a highly-prized item among collectors. To my chagrin the person to whom I loaned my copy didn’t think to bring it back or confess that they had appropriated it. I am quite sure that his work will be recognised long after I am gone, for he must be ranked with White of Selborne as an observer of the minute – the fine detail – that makes a naturalist of the first order.
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         ALL fishermen are not liars and this book sets out to prove it. In these pages will be found, scattered here and there, authentic accounts of the capture of record fish and very big fish, both game and coarse, during the last century. As far as possible I have shamelessly skimmed the cream from most of the well-written angling books I could lay my hands upon, but, owing to space, I have had to omit a great deal of excellent writing.

         In addition to classic accounts by well-known authors there are stories by ordinary anglers who make no pretence at authorship. They tell, in straightforward language, their own accounts of their battles with big fish and some of these make good reading indeed. Anglers in all walks of life have contributed and this is as it should be, for all belong to the Brotherhood, whether he be salmon fisher or humble angler for roach. There are not many books for the ‘poor man’ fisher, which is a pity, for the latter are by far in the majority.

         Sea fishing I have barely touched upon, but if ever a second edition of this volume be called for, this branch of angling might be dealt with more fully; nor have I dealt with eels, or any of the lesser fish.

         Though fishermen have the reputation for telling tales of their prowess I found it by no means easy to get the actual stories for this book. I must confess that this came as a great surprise to me. Despite the fact I inserted letters in The Field, and the leading fishing journals asking for good stories of big fish, surprisingly few replies were received. I even circulated angling clubs, some hundreds odd, and only three replied.

         I can only think that fishermen are afraid of being laughed at and accused of spinning yarns!

         After some considerable trouble I managed to contact several holders of fish records and their own stories appear in these pages. But many I could not trace. What of the 39½lb. lake trout caught in Loch Awe in 1886 by Mr. Muir, or the 14lb. trout from Lough Corrib, caught by Mr. Thomas Sullivan in 1934? And that 64lb. salmon from the Tay, captured by a lady in 1922 – what a story that would make!

         There is a 48lb. pike from Lough Corrib (1905), and that unbelievable trout from the Test, caught by Brigadier-General Hickman in 1922. It weighed 18lb. and came from the same pool from which Lady Mount Temple took a 14lb. fish. It is recorded that she first caught an 11lb. trout from this pool but returned it as it was not the one she was after, a most sporting gesture which deserves to be put on record for all time! It also shows an intentness of purpose which is lacking in the male.

         As for barbel, was there not a 14lb. 8oz. fish caught in the Hampshire Avon in 1933 and an 8lb. chub from Christchurch Avon? And what of that 21lb. sea trout caught in the Frome by Mr. Hardy Corfe in 1918, a fish that rivals any from far Norway’s rivers?

         Perhaps one day I may get these stories, perhaps readers of this book will send me others. I hope they will. Many good writers on angling have been left out of these pages but that was unavoidable. I have tried to include the perhaps lesser-known writers on fish and fishing matters rather than the obvious classical authors and I believe that, from the point of view of the public, I am right. Isaak Walton and John Cotton are so well known (or ought to be) that most people know their works by heart.

         ‘BB’

         Woodford Lodge

Nr Kettering

1945
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         Heaven

         
            
               Fish (fly-replete, in depth of June,

               Dawdling away their wat’ry noon)

               Ponder deep wisdom, dark or clear,

               Each secret fishy hope or fear.

               Fish say, they have their Stream and Pond;

               But is there anything Beyond?

               This life cannot be All, they swear,

               For how unpleasant, if it were!

               One may not doubt that, somehow, Good

               Shall come of Water and of Mud;

               And, sure, the reverent eye must see

               A Purpose in Liquidity.

               We darkly know, by Faith we cry,

               The future is not Wholly Dry.

               Mud unto mud! – Death eddies near –

               Not here the appointed End, not here!

               But somewhere, beyond, Space and Time,

               Is wetter water, slimier slime!

               And there (they trust) there swimmeth One

               Who swam ere rivers were begun,

               Immense, of fishy form and mind,

               Squamous, omnipotent, and kind;

               And under that Almighty Fin,

               The littlest fish may enter in.

               Oh! never fly conceals a hook,

               Fish say, in the Eternal Brook,

               But more than mundane weeds are there,

               And mud, celestially fair;

               Fat caterpillars drift around,

               And Paradisal grubs are found;

               Unfading moths, immortal flies,

               And the worm that never dies.

               And in that Heaven of all their wish,

               There shall be no more land, say fish.

               RUPERT BROOKE

            

         

         The Anglers Take Their Ease

         LEND me not to another and I will be a quiet companion in all your wanderings. Wherever thou goest there go I, through the eagle’s air and over the wide seas; through heat and cold, calm and tempest, and the changing years. When thou layest thyself down upon thy bed when the weary day is over read of me a little and thy dreams shall be sweet; of camp sheathings and murmuring willows, of the weir’s thunder, and the bright throats of streams. Ye shall dream of the jewelled fishes that live in those places; of waterfalls, brown burns, and the wild lilies; of the freshness of morning, the burden of noon, and that tranquil hour when cockchafers are abroad and owls and fishes wake to feed.

         And so shall ye sleep sweetly for I will ever be beside thee and none shall take me away.

         
            Pisc.

            My hostess has two beds, and I know you and I may have the best; we’ll rejoice with my brother Peter and his friend, tell tales, or sing ballads, or make a catch, or find some harmless sport to content us, and pass away a little time without offence to God or man.

            
                

            

            Ven.

            A match, good master, let’s go to that house, for the linen looks white, and smells of lavender, and I long to lie in a pair of sheets that smell so; let’s be going, good master, for I am hungry again with fishing.

            ISAAK WALTON, Compleat Angler

         

         The Fishes’ Element

         AS this book concerns fish something must first be said of the world in which they live, and move, and have their being. A curious world it must be, but a very beautiful one. We do not know exactly what a fish can see, whether it can distinguish colour from colour, but we do know that light and shadow affect it, and also vibration. Their range of vision is long. In my own garden I have an ornamental pool in which roach, tench, and sticklebacks live in apparent harmony. It is set in a lawn some ten feet or so from the house and when the sticklebacks are on the surface (in mild weather they are always on the top) they know at once when I appear at either an upper or a lower window. I doubt if they can feel vibration because I have walked quietly to the window. But even (in a manner of speaking) through the double glass of water and window-pane they can see me, and every fish simultaneously dives from view.

         This surely shows that their sight is very keen, especially when there is any movement at a higher level than themselves. It is natural that this should be so. The kingfishers always have their fishing places on an upper bough, and for uncounted centuries fish have come to suspect danger from above. Even a bird flying over the pool sends every fish down, and in that case, there can be no vibrations transmitted through the earth.

         How varied are the haunts and homes of fishes! What greater contrast than the flat fenland dykes – which Mr. Ransome has so aptly likened to flooded railway cuttings – and the clear and joyful mountain torrents of the North! Compare the still lily-studded pool, where the great carp lie basking in the heat of summer, to the lonely loch high up among the peat hags and mountains.

         The fishes’ world may be as real to them as our own. They have their thickets and trees of weed and root, their own wide sandy plains, their hills and valleys, even their flowers, grasses, and highways.

         They have their favourite hiding-and resting-places, their basking and feeding localities, and they, with the rest of animate things, appear to take some sort of delight in living.

         It is not very difficult to picture the fishes’ world below the roaring weir. Down in those shadowed and ever uneasy depths the great trout and barbel lurk, together with the banded perch. There must be a continuous thunder below the solid sheet of falling water, with bubble chains ever boring and surging upwards, and the water weeds for ever moving on the mossy wooden weir piles. The light down there must be dim, even when the summer sun shines brightly.

         
            [image: ]
               The Fishes’ Element

            

         

         It is not difficult to conjure up the bed of the salmon pool with its multi-coloured shingle, its boulders and smooth sand, all very clean, very bright, scoured by the race of waters over thousands of years.

         Bright fish in bright waters, spotted and varnished to match their environment; always, always the sound of the waters, year in, year out.

         And the deep and slumberous pool … no sand or glistening boulders there, no painted pebbles, but deep black mud, the accumulation, perhaps, of centuries, leaf-mould from the park trees about. And no sound of moving waters but a silence and brooding peace, with here and there the circular spots made by the lily leaves above, spots of shade which form good parasols to a basking pike or carp in the dog days.

         We can only see the reverse side, as it were, of these different aquatic worlds; the sedges along the margins, the play of light and shadow on the face of the pool or river, the numberless gem-like water plants that flourish with such joyous profusion in summer’s high days.

         So here are a few descriptions taken from the writings of great men, Thoreau, Richard Jefferies, Hudson and a few lesser stars.

         There is peace and contentment to be found beside the waters and even a canal in June is far more beautiful than the dusty highway with all its bustle and noise.

         The enjoyment of one’s surroundings is not the least fascination about the art of fishing. Who can ever forget the evening walk among the water meadows by the Test, or the still blue massif of some Scottish mountain reflected in the smooth mirror of the loch?

         Looking back at the good days and nights of one’s angling career these pictures return, taking their place in true perspective, with the splashing, fighting fish as it is drawn towards the net. One of the greatest charms of angling is that fish dwell in the pleasant places, we subconsciously associate them with contentment and peace, with the beauty and loveliness of the earth.

         ‘BB’

         
             

         

         No fishing anthology would be complete without including Thoreau’s account of fishing in Walden Pond. No other writer who has ever lived portrays the fishes’ element more perfectly than Thoreau. There are many pearls within his masterpiece but the greatest of all is the chapter on Walden Pond. It is one of the chapters I read over and over again until I think I know it by heart. It has a rareness about it which cannot be diagnosed. Though Thoreau is describing an American lake, much of what he says holds good for many of our North country inland lochs.

         Walden Pond

         THE scenery of Walden is on a humble scale, and, though beautiful, does not approach to grandeur, nor can it much concern one who has not long frequented it or lived by its shore; yet this pond is so remarkable for its depth and purity as to merit a particular description. It is a clear and deep green well, half a mile long and a mile and three quarters in circumference, and contains about sixty-one and a half acres; a perennial spring in the midst of pine and oak woods, without any visible inlet or outlet, except by the clouds and evaporation. The surrounding hills rise abruptly from the water to the height of forty to eighty feet, though on the south-west and east they attain to about one hundred and one hundred and fifty feet respectively, within a quarter and a third of a mile. They are exclusively woodland. All our Concord waters have two colours at least, one when viewed at a distance, and another, more proper, close at hand. The first depends more on the light and follows the sky. In clear weather, in summer, they appear blue at a little distance, especially if agitated, and at a great distance all appear alike. In stormy weather they are sometimes a dark slate colour. The sea, however, is said to be blue one day and green another without any perceptible change in the atmosphere. I have seen our river, when the landscape being covered with snow, both water and ice were as green as grass. Some consider blue ‘to be the colour of pure water, whether liquid or solid’ but, looking directly down into our waters from a boat, they are seen to be of very different colours. Walden is blue at one time and green at another, even from the same point of view. Lying between the earth and the heavens, it partakes of the colour of both. Viewed from a hill-top it reflects the colour of the sky but near at hand it is of a yellowish tint, next the shore where you can see the sand, then a light green, which gradually deepens to a uniform dark green in the body of the pond. In some lights, even from a hill-top, it is a vivid green next the shore. Some have referred this to the reflection of the verdure; but it is equally green there against the railroad sandbank, and in the spring, before the leaves are expanded, and it may be simply the result of the prevailing blue mixed with the yellow of the sand. Such is the colour of its iris. This is that portion also, where in spring, the ice being warmed by the heat of the sun reflected from the bottom and also transmitted through the earth, melts first and forms a narrow canal about the still frozen middle. Like the rest of our waters, when much agitated, in clear weather, so that the surface of the waves may reflect the sky at the right angle, or because there is more light mixed with it, it appears at a little distance of a darker blue than the sky itself; and at such a time, being on its surface, and looking with divided vision, so as to see the reflection, I have discerned a matchless and indescribable light blue, such as watered or changeable silks and sword blades suggest, more cerulean than the sky itself, alternating with the original dark green on the opposite sides of the waves, which last appeared but muddy in comparison. It is a vitreous greenish blue, as I remember it, like those patches of winter sky seen through cloud vistas in the west before sundown.

         Yet a single glass of its water held up to the light is as colourless as an equal quantity of air. It is well known that a large plate of glass will have a green tint, owing, as the makers say, to its ‘body’ but a small piece of the same will be colourless. How large a body of Walden water would be required to reflect a green tint I have never proved.

         The water is so transparent that the bottom can easily be discerned at the depth of twenty-five and thirty feet. Paddling over it, you may see many feet beneath the surface, the schools of perch and shiners, perhaps only an inch long, yet the former easily distinguishable by their transverse bars and you think that they must be ascetic fish that find a subsistence there.

         Once in the winter, many years ago, when I had been cutting holes through the ice in order to catch pickerel, as I stepped ashore I tossed my axe back on to the ice, but some evil genius had directed it, it slid four or five rods directly into one of the holes, where the water was twenty-five feet deep.

         Out of curiosity I lay down on the ice and looked through the hole, until I saw the axe a little on one side, standing on its head, with its helve erect and gently swaying to and fro with the pulse of the pond, and there it might have stood erect and swaying till in the course of time the handle rotted off if I had not disturbed it. Making another hole directly over it with an ice chisel which I had, and cutting down the longest birch which I could find in the neighbourhood with my knife, I made a slip noose, which I attached to its end, and, letting it down carefully, passed it over the knob of the handle, and drew it by a line along the birch, and so pulled the axe out again.

         The shore is composed of a belt of smooth rounded white stones like paving stones, excepting one or two short sand beaches, and is so steep that in many places a single leap will carry you into water over your head; and were it not for its remarkable transparency, that would be the last to be seen of its bottom till it rose on the opposite side. Some think it is bottomless. It is nowhere muddy, and a casual observer would say there were no weeds in it; and of noticeable plants, except in the little meadows recently overflowed, which do not properly belong to it, a closer scrutiny does not detect a flag or a bulrush, nor even a lily, yellow or white, but only a few small heart leaves and potamogetons, and perhaps a water target or two; all of which however a bather might not perceive, and these plants are clean and bright like the element they grow in.’

         
             

         

         Thoreau goes on to describe the rise and fall of the pond and how these periodic fluctuations stunted the trees and bushes which fringe its shores.

         By this fluctuation in the pond asserts its title to the shore, and thus the shore is shorn, and the trees cannot hold it by right of possession. These are the lips of the lake on which no beard grows. It licks its chaps from time to time. There have been caught in Walden, pickerel, one weighing 7lb. to saying of another which carried off a reel with great velocity, which the fisherman safely set down at 8lb., because he did not see him; perch and pouts, some of each weighing over 2lb., shiners, chivins or roach (Leiciscus pulchellus), a very few breams, and a couple of eels, one weighing 4lb. – I am thus particular because the weight of a fish is commonly its only title to fame, and these are the only eels I have heard of here – also I have a faint recollection of a little fish some 5 inches long with silvery sides and a greenish back, somewhat dacelike in character. Nevertheless, this pond is not very fertile in fish. Its pickerel, though not abundant, are its chief boast. I have seen at one time, lying on the ice, pickerel of at least three different kinds, a long shallow one, steel coloured, most like those caught in the river; a bright golden kind, with greenish reflections and remarkably deep, which is the most common here, and another golden-coloured and shaped like the last, but peppered on the sides with small dark brown and black spots, intermixed with a few faint blood red ones, very much like a trout … these are all very firm fish and weigh more than their size promises. The shiners, pouts, and perch also, and indeed all the fishes which inhabit this pond, are much cleaner, handsomer and firmer-fleshed, than those in the river and most other ponds, as the water is purer, and they can easily be distinguished from them.

         A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful and expressive feature. It is the earth’s eye, looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature ….

         An old man who used to frequent the pond nearly sixty winters ago, when it was dark with surrounding forest tells me that in those days he sometimes saw it all alive with ducks and other waterfowl, and that there were many eagles about it. He came here a-fishing, and used an old log canoe which he found on the shore. It was made of two white pine logs dug out and pinned together, and was cut off square at the ends. It was very clumsy but lasted a good many years before it became waterlogged, and perhaps sank to the bottom. He did not know whose it was, it belonged to the pond.

         THOREAU, Walden

         The Trout’s ‘Window’

         THE amount of the surface a trout can see is represented by a more or less circular patch over the head. The deeper the water in which the fish is lying the larger will be this circle and the less distinct (owing to the depth of water between) will anything on that surface appear. The closer to the surface it lies the smaller the area of surface it can see and the clearer its view of any object on that surface.

         This circular patch of the surface is known as the ‘trout’s window,’ since through it alone can the fish look upon the outside world. This is an important feature of the trout’s underwater world for the angler to realise. As long as he keeps well back from the bank there is every chance of his being beyond the trout’s window and consequently out of sight. If he approaches close to the bank he should keep low, drop on one knee, and cast if possible from that position, or take advantage of such cover as the bank affords. Since the outer world cannot well be very distinct to a fish, ‘cover’ may be taken to include background. An angler clad in sober garb will be much less visible to a fish through its window if he has bushes or a rise in the ground behind him than if he is standing against the skyline, and will also be less visible to a fish if the light is behind him (provided that his shadow does not fall on the water) than if it is in front; this is because the light, if in front of him, is reflected from his figure. It is particularly important if the sun is shining.

         Invisibility is probably of more importance in fishing even than good casting.

         But the ‘trout’s window’ also explains the behaviour of our fish. Trout instinctively pick the position in the water which is best suited to their immediate purpose. The fish we have been watching poised itself some six or eight inches under the water. This gives it rather a restricted window but a clear view of anything which comes into it. The flies a few yards upstream which could be seen coming down by the angler were quite invisible to the trout until they were a couple of feet or so away; then, and then only, did they come over the trout’s horizon, hence its animated movements to and fro as to cover a good breadth of the stream and its appearance of tense anticipation. At any moment a tasty morsel might come into its view and pass out again if not intercepted.

         Had the fish been lower in the water, the flies would have come into its field of vision sooner, but it would have meant a greater effort to seize it.

         Hence also its habit of moving from side to side like someone fielding a cricket ball. By allowing itself to be carried back a few inches by the current the fly remains longer in its visible area; there is more time to see if it looks edible and to take ‘aim’ before rising. Sometimes a trout will turn round and snap at a fly – a sort of last moment decision. In common with other anglers I have seen this happen when the whole movement of the fish could be seen, but as a rule, these late rises, I think, are due to a fish backing downstream while it takes a good look at the fly; a hint to the fisherman not to recover a fly too quickly. This is a lesson which cannot too soon be learnt by a fly fisher. I acquired it myself in a painful manner when I lifted a mayfly too soon from the Kennet and it was in consequence just missed by a fish whose roll over as it went down (for good) made the reeds on each blank sway in its wash.

         The other noticeable feature about our trout’s behaviour – its habit of getting in line with the fly before rising – is not easily explained. Trout’s eyes are set on each side of their heads so that they are usually supposed to have no binocular vision – they see a fly with one eye or the other, not with both. Whether this is truly so, or whether there is a point just in the middle over the fish’s snout, as it were, where both eyes can be directed on it is not yet definitely known. The general assumption seems to be that there is a ‘blind spot’ in this position. If this is so one must presume that the trout uses this blind spot as a sort of ‘test position’; when the fly enters the blind spot the fish rises. That perhaps would explain why young fish in particular often seem to make bad shots at a fly, though the binocular vision theory would seem a more natural explanation of the trout’s behaviour – anyhow, I have watched trout ‘getting in line’ with flies so often that I am convinced it is done on purpose, though exactly what that purpose is, apart from the suggestions above, I cannot determine.

         If a trout can only see the surface, or at least anything on the surface, through this small area, what happens to all the rest of the surface of which it must obviously be able to see the underside? The late Col. E.W. Harding has done a great service to the sport in calling attention to this particular feature – the under surface acts as a mirror and reflects the weeds, banks, or bed of the river as the case may be; in fact, the trout’s landscape when it is looking upwards is a mirror, more or less of a distorting mirror, according to whether the surface is calm or ruffled by wind or current, and in the middle of it is a circular window, with probably a rather dark and blurred edge, through which it can see outside the water.

         H.D. TURING, Trout Fishing 

         
             

         

         One of the most delicious descriptions of water is to be found in Earlham, that classic book by Percy Lubbock. His graceful and distinguished style, akin to that of Charles Lamb, is in a class by itself. He is describing the Yare which flows past the park at Earlham in Norfolk.

         The River at Earlham

         BUT here meanwhile is the sphere of the water-world, with its strange and lovely treasures; trailing my hands in its delicious chill, I can soon be lost in the landscape of the river floor.

         Shallow and pool, pool and shallow, the river coiled its way through the hollow land. Outside the boat-house the gravelly bottom was full in view, only blurred a little by the twist and swirl in the clear glass of water. Do you know that broad-leaved plant, bright green, translucent, that grows in thick drifts along the bed of the stream, never touching the surface? – and the fine feathery thing, a darker green, eternally pulled by the current, like a thicket through which a wind never ceases to blow? – and the stalks of the arrow head, that climb to the upper air and are shaken there by a constant little breeze, it would seem, which is not really a breeze but the same secret tug of the stream below? – and the perpetual flitting of tiny shadows over the gravel and sand, as the minnows dart from under our monstrous hull, the leviathan that pushes among their cressy islets?

         The only sound in the quiet valley was the measured cluck of our clumsy rowlocks; the reedy pastures were deserted, there wasn’t a house or a cottage in sight; the tawny cows stood stock still, solemnly eyeing us as we passed. And then, as we steered round a swinging bend of the river, the sunlit floor had disappeared and there was nothing but the blackness beneath us, thick darkness of water unbroken by reed or rush – a deep pool, and you could plunge the oar down and down, further and further into the bottomless mud; and the next moment, perhaps, the boat was almost scraping the clean gravel again, and the smooth bottle-green reed-stems stood out into the water away from the bank; and so the river went winding on its leisurely way, and after ever so long you still saw the boat-house within easy hail, just across the breadth of a single meadow.

         PERCY LUBBOCK, Earlham

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Floats

         WHEN one is setting out to construct a philosophy of angling it would be proper, I think, to begin with the, float, the link which connects the contemplative man with the wonders of the deep. Everybody knows about floats; even the Philistine used them to support his inaccuracies touching the craft and the brethren.

         A sound scholar, from whom I was privileged to receive the rudiments of humane letters, a man decidedly of opinion that fishing, for small boys, was an undesirable species of ‘loafing,’ used, I remember, to be particularly severe about the float; it was unfortunate, perhaps, that the word lent itself so kindly to alliteration, for your sound scholar dearly loves a phrase, and if he be a masterful man, is apt to make it not only define a situation but also determine a policy. Happily, there were more ways than one out of the school demesne, and the river bank offered several secluded nooks to which the eye of authority never penetrated. The float of those days was a fat, globular thing, gross in aspect, clumsy in movement, and although its painted cheeks were not unpleasing to the eye, so far as float can ever be legitimately condemned as a symbol of folly, it could. Even in that halcyon time, when fish were still unsuspicious, it needed at least a perch to pull its unwieldly form under, a roach no more than made it wobble. Had the sound scholar based his imputations on the ground of using, not a float, but such a float, I should not now be protesting.

         For I readily admit that virtue lies almost wholly in using the right float. Shape is important, and so is colour, and it is pleasant at times to dally with material. I have heard many learned disputations on the respective merits of quills from different birds, one man favouring swan, another goose, a third peacock, and each maintaining his opinion with epic accounts of past sport. But as a rule these disputants are a shade too practical; their floats are for use only, and they make no allowance for the element of beauty which should have its place in the consideration.

         I used at one time to prodigiously admire a certain slender kind of float, fashioned cunningly out of twin sections of clear quill, amber varnished and silk lapped, and tipped at either end with a slim point of bone. I lavished a good shilling thereon (you can buy an admirable cork float for half that sum), partly out of respect for the ideal, partly from belief in the efficacy of the lovely object in pursuit of roaches. Certainly it rode the stream in dainty fashion, peeping slyly out like some modest naiad, and responding even to that bite, perceived by the men of Lea alone, when a fat old roach makes a round mouth at the bait and sucks it in, only that he may expel it the more emphatically, as a pea-shooter expels a pea. Out of the water, too, that float was a delight; it was pleasant merely to let it hang in the air and see the sunlight captured in its transparent body. Once we had a really great fishing together. It was a glorious August day, and the roach were on the feed in every hole of the backwater, which was a string of holes separated by short gravel shallows. With no more than a loose handful of ground bait scattered broadcast in each hole, and with a good, large, piece of white bread on the hook, we caught roach literally as fast as we could. The water was a clear brown, and it was most fascinating to see, down in the depths, the gleam of a broad side as the rod went up and the hook went home, and afterwards, to be able to follow every movement of the fighting fish. The man who has not yet played a good roach on gossamer tackle in eight or ten feet of clear water with the sun on it has a rare pleasure still to come. The roach that day were beauties, and of the twenty kept, three would have weighed two pounds apiece, had I trusted to instinct and not a spring balance which had neither heart nor soul, and was (I maintain it) rusty somewhere inside.

         It was shortly after that day that the naiad float disappointed me by parting assunder at the junction of the two sections of quill, and leaving me floatless just when the fish were beginning to bite. The sections could be joined together again, but the float was never the same after. Sooner or later the water would leak in and the naiad ceased to be a float, becoming a thing of no classification – unless it belonged to the order of plummets. On the whole I prefer my plummets to be of lead, so I gave up the naiad float with a sigh of regret as a last tribute to its beauty. There remains, however, a certain habit of mind induced by it, and I still strive after floats which are good to look at both in line and colour. A slender body of cork can be very gratifying. For colours give me scarlet above and green below, with a little knob of sealing-wax at the top of the quill. This last is for use as well as ornament. The uninitiated might suppose that nothing could be well more visible to the angler than the quill’s natural white tip sticking out of the water, but what with the dazzle of sun and flicker of wavelets, it is often very hard to see, and it is surprising how the little red knob helps the eye. Also, with its aid, one can gauge a bite very, very nicely. Properly poised, there is half an inch above water and the half of this is white, the other half red. When the white has disappeared you have a noble bite as roach bites go, and you may strike at once. It is not often that the roach of these degenerate days takes one’s float right down out of sight. For evening fishing, when the last faint light is on the water, a black-headed float is most visible.

         At one time I used to fish occasionally through the dark hours, and I was mightily puzzled to find a float which I could see after dark. I tried adding a cone of white paper to the tip, and at first deluded myself with the idea that it was visible; but when, after intently watching it for a long time, I discovered that I was really gazing at nothing, I gave it up. The discovery was due to a horrid eel, which had taken my float off in a wholly opposite direction. Incidentally, that eel very nearly made me give up night fishing also. Let him who doubts, try to unhook an eel among thistles by the light of the stars and a wax match. Later in the same summer, however, I came upon an ancient bream-fisher at dusk, perched on a camp stool, and brooding over the quiet waters like some sad heron. Attached to the top of his float was a feather, blacker than the impending gloom, and therefore visible against the water-line longer than anything else.

         A man of few words, that ancient. He may perhaps have been susceptible to the mysteries of night, the rustling and whispering of unseen creatures, the melancholy owls in the woods behind, the low murmur of the restless river, the reflected track of the stars growing ever fainter, as dawn approached, to the deathly chill of the darkest hour. But of these things he said nothing; his hope was a sackful of bream before sunrise.

         I sometimes pick up out of a drawer a queer little black object with a fat white head which I am informed is a ‘luminous’ float, and so often as I do so I think of that old bream-fisher, sitting solitary through the nights, and wonder whether he ever met the river god face to face.

         For my part I never could catch anything to speak of after dark, and the luminous float goes back into the drawer where it has lain all these years unused.

         One old writer, by the way, two hundred years ago, commmended to his disciples the use of glow-worms imprisoned in a clear quill float, and is minute in his instructions as to getting the best light out of them! But I suspect him of depending on tradition rather than on experience. He is more practical when he comes to a floating reed:

         ‘Note, if at any time the angler should be destitute of floats, when he comes to the waterside to angle, and there be ’ere a dry sound reed to be gotten, cut it close to the joints, leaving two joints in every float uncut, one at one end, and another at t’other, to keep out of the water; it will make a good float in time of need.’

         Float caps are most pleasing when cut out of quill and stained a deep red, but most practical when cut from a length of fine black rubber tubing. A foot of this will last a season through.

         You can also embellish your floats yourself if you please. A long swan quill can be given a coat of Lincoln green and a head of crimson with the aid of varnish stain or enamel, and it is then sufficiently attractive to
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