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To My wife Anita.

Thank you for all of your help and encouragement.

Kill nothing but time.

Take nothing but photos.

Leave nothing but footprints.

CHAPTER ONE – SAILLY LAURETTE

I had expected to go fishing as soon as the weather started to improve, at about the end of February, or the beginning of March, but that just didn`t happen in 2024. The weather stayed very wet, as it had been all winter, and unseasonably cold, which was very frustrating, but in early April I was finally able to set off on my first trip of the year.

This was to be a ten-day trip to Picardie, in France, and the plan was that I would spend the first four days on the Somme Canal at Sailly Laurette, where I would fish with my friend Pierre-Jean. On the fifth day, I wanted to go to Loeuilly, but that part of the plan hit a rather large hitch, when I heard from another one of my friends, Sam, a few days before I was due to leave. There are three lakes at Loeuilly. The largest of these is called ‘La Base Nautique’, and is mainly used for water sports, including polo and kayaking. I had fished on the two other lakes at Loeuilly, The ‘Big Back Lake’ and the ‘Small Back Lake’, on several occasions. My favourite of these was the ‘Big Back Lake’, and I had caught many large carp there, up to almost fifty pounds. My plan was to spend three days on the ‘Small Back Lake’ first, and during that time I would also bait a swim on my favourite lake. Hopefully, this would mean that when I moved onto the ‘Big Back Lake’, for the last three days of my trip, the swim would be primed, and I could reap the rewards of my baiting.

Unfortunately, Sam sent me a message, with a photo, and some very bad news.

‘The Big Back Lake’, which was my favourite, was now going to be use for water-sports, just like ‘La Base Nautique’. They had built a large wooden platform for the kayakers to use, and there were now several buoys dotted all around the lake. Not only would there be a lot of noise, but the buoys would make the landing of any hooked fish very difficult indeed. It seemed like that lake was going to be a non-starter, and I wasn`t even sure about the third lake there either. Perhaps that would be okay, but I wouldn`t know, until I got there, and had a look for myself.

That was all very disappointing, but for the time being there was no point worrying about it, and I would just look forward to my first four days at Sailly Laurette.

In the past I had suffered terrible problems with road-works and road closures on my way down to the tunnel from home. This should be no more than a three-and-a-half-hour journey, but it had often taken me a lot longer than that, so I decided to take no chances, and set off very early. My train was due to leave just after two o`clock on Thursday morning, and I left home at eight o`clock on the Wednesday night, allowing myself six hours for the journey. Of course you might well guess what happened. For the first time ever, there were no hold-ups at all, and I arrived at the tunnel at about half past eleven, which was far too early. Fortunately, I managed to catch an earlier train, which left just after midnight, so I was soon driving down through France towards Sailly Laurette. My friend, Corentin, always gets me my ‘Carte De Peche’ which I need to fish in the Somme area of France, and he had arranged to meet me at the canal at six o`clock that morning, before he went to work. Of course, because I caught an earlier train, I arrived at the canal just before four o`clock in the norning, so I had two hours to wait before Corentin arrived. That wasn`t really a problem though, and I managed to get a bit of sleep in the car while I waited.

Corentin arrived right on time, at six o`clock, and it was good to see him again. We chatted for a while, and he gave me my ‘Carte De Peche’, then he left to go to work, and I loaded my barrow, before making the long walk from the carp-park to my swim, which was over a kilometre away. I take quite a lot of kit with me on these sessions, including a lot of water, which is very heavy, so rather than putting everything onto my barrow all at once, I made two trips, which made the barrow must easier to push. I`d made the mistake of trying to take it all in one go here in the past, and it really isn`t worth it. Two trips obviously takes longer than just the one, but it`s so much easier, and as I was here for four days, the extra time taken for the second trip with the barrow, wasn`t really a problem. By half-past nine that morning, the bivvy was up, and everything was organised, so I sat down with a cup of coffee, enjoying the tranquillity. The swim is so far away from the car-park, that we rarely ever see another angler when we fish here, and it’s absolute heaven. Pierre-Jean and myself had fished here on several occasions, and we`d both had quite a lot of success in the past, including a magnificent mirror carp of 53 pounds, which Pierre-Jean caught just two years ago, from this swim, but we were both sure that there were even bigger fish than that, in the canal. The fishing was far from easy, but every fish is special, and I`m sure that many of them have never been hooked before. There was also that sense of mystery, because we were never sure exactly what fish might be in there, and that made it incredibly exciting.

It seemed obvious that no-one had fished here for quite some time, because the banks were very overgrown, so I had to cut two swims – one for myself and one for Pierre-Jean. With a pair of shears to cut the long grass, and some secateurs for the brambles etc, it didn`t take long, and then it was time to explore my swim. I used a bare lead and started to cast it towards the far bank, before clipping it up to the correct distance, and wrapping the line around the wrapping sticks, so that I’d be able to clip it up to the correct distance each time that I made a cast. The bed of the canal seemed quite clear of any debris where I was casting, but the current was very strong, which it often is at this time of the year, but I had brought some gripper leads in both six and eight ounces, so I was well prepared, or so I`d thought.

Unfortunately, France had suffered a similar winter to England, with an incredible amount of rain, so the current was even stronger than I had ever seen before. I tried my six ounce gripper leads first, and was surprised that they wouldn’t hold bottom against the current, which caught the main-line and moved the lead. I then tried the eight ounce leads that I`d brought with me, and to my horror, these wouldn`t hold bottom either. It seemed as though I wouldn`t be able to fish to the far margin, like I`d wanted. In the past, we`d always caught most of our carp there, close to the cover of overhanging trees and bushes. I found that if I made a cast much shorter, to just past the middle of the canal, then the lead would hold bottom. The current was not as strong on my side of the canal, so there was not so much force on my main-line, and it did not move the lead. I`d just have to fish in the slacker part of the canal, and I tried to convince myself that perhaps the carp would find it more comfortable there too, but I must admit that my confidence was fading fast. With the current being so strong, baiting was going to be very difficult too, and I could imagine any bait that I put into the canal, would soon end up quite a long way downstream, which certainly wouldn`t help at all. The air pressure was very high, at 1033 m.b., so things certainly weren`t looking good.

My friend Pierre-Jean arrived that afternoon, to collect some of my bait that I`d be using later on this trip. He`d take it home with him, and put it in his freezer for me, so that it would be in good condition when I needed it. He stayed with me for a couple of hours, and I told him that my biggest leads wouldn`t hold in the current, but he had some even larger leads, and was confident that he`d be okay when he joined me the next day. He would finish work at two o`clock in the afternoon, and then fish with me for the weekend, until the Monday morning.

After Pierre-Jean had left, I sat and watched the water, but I must admit that I was feeling rather down. I had been looking forward to this trip for so long, and now everything seemed to be going wrong. First, I discovered that I wouldn`t be able to fish at my favourite lake at Loeuilly, and now my heavy leads wouldn`t hold bottom on the far side of the canal, in the strong current, so that I couldn`t fish the way that I wanted, and was only able to fish in the near-side of the canal,  where the current wasn`t so strong. It looked like my four days here were likely to result in a big fat blank. It was mild, however, and I was enjoying the tranquillity, so things could have been worse.

Other than the occasional bleep from my alarms, which were probably caused by weed or other debris drifting into my lines, I was totally undisturbed. Although I saw an occasional fish break the surface of the water, they didn`t seem particularly large, and I wasn`t sure that they were carp, because they may well have been bream or chub.

Just after half-past six that evening, right out of the blue, my right-hand delkim burst into life. I was using large hook-baits to avoid the bream, but there were also quite a few chub in this section of the canal, and I`d caught many of them here before. The chub have large mouths, so even my large hook-baits were no real deterrent to them, and it was a chub that I was expecting, when I picked up the rod. The fish didn`t feel very big at first, so I thought that I had indeed hooked a chub, but the fish soon began to fight harder, and I began to wonder if it might be a small carp after all. When I managed to bring the fish towards the surface for the first time, I could see that it was definitely a carp, a small mirror, and it gave me an incredible scrap in the strong current. These canal fish always fight hard. I think that it`s because they are used to swimming against the current all the time, so they are very fit, unlike carp from a lake, and they seem almost like another species. With the strong current at the time, however, although the carp wasn`t large, it was giving me all sorts of problems, and when it swam downstream, I just had to let it go, or risk a hook-pull. I suppose the fight only lasted for about ten minutes, but it seemed much longer, and I breathed a massive sigh of relief when I was finally able to lift the net around it.

I wasn`t going to blank here after all!

I had caught the carp on one of my 24 mm. home-made pop-up`s, which I`d made specially to use here at the canal, to try to avoid the nuisance fish, and I was ecstatic that it had worked. Because Pierre-Jean wouldn`t be fishing with me until the following afternoon, I had to take the photos myself, so I started to get everything ready. I use an air-release system to take the photos, and once it`s set up properly, I press my knee on the little rubber bulb, as I`m holding the fish, and the shutter on my camera is depressed, and the photo taken. I`ve used this system for many years, so I can now set it up quite quickly, and am very happy with the results. Of course if I have a friend with me, who is good with a camera, then I usually let them take the photos for me. The one down-side of my remote system is that the photos can only be taken in landscape mode, or portrait mode, but not both. In order to swap from landscape mode to portrait mode, I would have to turn the camera round, and that is not really feasible with a lively fish on the bank. Most of my friends know exactly what I want in my photos, however, so I usually let them use my camera, when they`re fishing with me.

I had just got everything ready, and had detached the mesh from the landing-net pole, ready to carry the fish to my cradle, when unbelievably, I had a take on my other rod. That was totally unexpected, and I didn`t know what to do at first, but then I gathered my senses, re-attached the landing-net pole, put the fish back in the water, in the net, and put a bank-stick behind the spreader-block, to make it safe. I then hurried towards the other rod, and was soon playing my second carp of the day.

This one was another mirror, a bit bigger than the first, but although it fought well, a few minutes later it was safely inside my second landing net. I always have at least two nets set up, for this very situation, and it was just as well that I did this time. This second carp took two 20 mm. bottom-baits on a bollox-rig, which is another rig that I often use when I`m trying to avoid nuisance species.

What a change!

Just a short time before, I was feeling rather down, and expecting a four-day blank, but now I`d caught two carp on the first day. Those carp may not have been big, but they meant an awful lot to me.

Both of my rods were now out of action, so I wasn`t going to be disturbed while I weighed the fish, and took the photos.
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After returning the carp, I started to re-cast my rods at about eight o`clock that evening. On my left-hand rod I used a large snowman presentation, consisting of a 24 mm. pop-up with a 25 mm. bottom-bait, both of which I`d made myself, and I fished this on a long braided hook-link. I added a pva stringer with just four 20 mm. bottom-baits. I didn`t want to add too much bait, because I was worried that any free baits might get washed downstream in the current, and any carp that were present, may well follow that bait downstream, and out of my swim. The baits on the stringer would at least reach the bottom-of the canal, close to my rig, and even if they were then carried downstream, four baits wouldn`t do much harm. On my other rod, I used three tigernuts, with another 10 tigernuts in a pva mesh bag. I fished that one on a long combi D-rig.

It was dark at nine o`clock that evening, and the night was very mild (12 degrees), dry, and flat calm. I was soon fast asleep, because I`d not slept at all the previous night, when I`d travelled to France, other than just a couple of hours in the car, while I was waiting for Corentin to arrive with my ‘Carte De Peche’.

I wasn`t asleep for very long, however, because just after midnight I was woken by a screaming delkim. The fish had picked-up my tigernut hook-bait from my right-hand spot, and I was soon playing my third carp of the session. This carp was the smallest so far and as it went into the net, I saw that it was a common. I weighed the fish, but decided not to take the pictures in the dark, so I put it into a sack, which I placed in the deep margin, where it was sheltered from the worst of the current. It would be safe there until morning, but just to be sure, I checked it several times during the night, and it was fine. Later that the night I heard two or three large carp crash out, towards the far bank, but my alarms stayed silent. I took the photos just after first light, which turned out well, and when I released the fish, it swam away strongly, none the worse for its ordeal.
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I made myself something to eat, and then decided to re-cast both of my rods. Because I`d not had any problems from bream or chub so far, I decided to use a smaller hook-bait on one rod, and used a 16mm. pink pop-up, on a hinged stiff-rig. I knew that this was a risk, but if I did start to get bothered by nuisance species, then I could always change back to the larger hook-baits that I had been using. Unfortunately, that small pop-up was picked up by a bream, just a couple of hours later, so when I made the re-cast, I used three tigernuts as a hook-bait instead.

Unfortunately, when Pierre-Jean arrived that afternoon, I hadn`t heard anything else from either of my alarms, nor seen any signs of carp, which was disappointing, but of course I hadn`t caught anything the previous day, until about half-past six in the evening, so we were still both very hopeful.

When Pierre-Jean tried to cast his leads to the far bank, he was amazed that they wouldn`t hold bottom. I`d told him that my 8 ounce leads wouldn`t hold there, but his leads were even heavier than mine, and he thought that they`d be okay. Like me, he was forced to fish closer to the near bank, but after me catching three carp by fishing short already, that now didn`t seem quite such a hardship.

At six o`clock that evening, Pierre-Jean`s wife, Pauline, came to see us, with their daughter, Alice. She was just two and a half years old, and kept us amused for the next hour or so, until it was time for them to go back home.

That night I used large hook-baits on both my rods once again. A 25 mm bottom-bait, wrapped in paste, on one rod, and a 24 mm. pop-up on the other. Pierre-Jean used two 24mm. bottom-baits on both of his rods, so hopefully, neither of us should be bothered by any bream. Unfortunately, neither of us were bothered by any carp either, and we didn`t hear any at all during the night.

The next morning Pierre-Jean had to go home for a few hours. It was Alice`s christening in just under a months’ time, and the rehearsal for it was that morning. He wasn`t away for long, leaving at nine o`clock, and he was back just after midday, and he didn`t miss much, because I didn`t hear a sound from either of my alarms, and saw no signs of any carp at all, while he was away. About an hour or so after he got back, however, I had an absolute one-toner on my right-hand rod. Unfortunately, the excitement didn`t last long, because the culprit was a chub, which had picked up my tigernut hook-bait.

After catching that chub, I decided to use a third rod. There was a snag in the middle of the canal just downstream from where I was fishing, and I thought that this snag may be attractive to some carp, and also provide them with some respite from the current. Pierre-Jean thought that was a good idea too, and we both had high hopes for that spot.

That afternoon was very warm, with the temperature into the mid-twenties, and Pauline came to see us again, with Alice. We spent a pleasant couple of hours in the warm sunshine, but unfortunately, we were totally undisturbed by the fish.

We both got fresh hook-baits into position by eight o`clock that evening, and although the day had been very quiet, and I hadn`t seen any signs of carp at all, I was still very optimistic about my chances. This was the first night that I had fished on my new spot, and I hoped that it might produce another carp for me Unfortunately when we woke up at first
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