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Introduction

HOW MANY rods and reels are manufactured each year; where is the oldest depiction of an angler in art; how many fish species are there; which is the world’s most exclusive fishing club and what’s the best-selling fishing book of all time? The answers to these and hundreds of other questions can be found in this most comprehensive angling miscellany.

Despite the popularity of football and other sports, angling remains the most popular participant sport in Britain and, when they are not fishing, Britain’s one million-plus anglers can usually be found tucked up by the fireside and reading about their favourite pursuit. And what better book to accompany those fireside evenings than one that includes fishing’s most fascinating facts and fancies – everything from the biggest fish ever caught on rod and line to the world’s rarest fish, from a fish that can survive for years without water to a fish that draws pictures to attract a mate. And even a fish that lives for more than 500 years.

Also included are numerous unbelievable but true angling stories ancient and modern: the tale, for example, of the boy who caught a freshwater mussel containing forty pearls (they were sold for more than his father had earned in the previous five years); or the story of the boy who caught a record fish from a sewage outflow in north London; or the Victorian academic who insisted on trying to swim up a new salmon ladder just to make sure the salmon would be able to do it.

An Angling Miscellany is the ultimate collection for anyone who loves fishing.


Chapter 1

TACKLING THE ISSUES
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Lighter and sadder

FOR EVERY sort of fly have three; one of a lighter colour, another sadder than the natural fly, and a third of the exact colour with the fly, to suit all waters and weathers, as before.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662

[image: ]


Of all the fish that swim the watery mead,

Not one in cunning can the carp exceed.

Daniel Defoe, Fishing



Flies – try them under

IN GENERAL, all sorts of flies are very good in their season, for such fish as will rise at the fly, viz. Salmon, Trout, Umber, Grayling, Bleak, Chevin, Roach, Dace, &c. Though some of these fish do love some flies better than other, except the fish named, I know not any sort or kind that will ordinarily and freely rise at the fly, though I know some who angle for Bream and Pike with artificial flies, but I judge the labour lost, and the knowledge a needless curiosity; those fish being taken much easier, especially the Pike, by other ways. All the fore-mentioned sorts of fish will sometimes take the fly much better at the top of the water, and at another time much better a little under the superficies of the water; and in this your own observation must be your constant and daily instructor; for if they will not rise to the top, try them under, it being impossible, in my opinion, to give any certain rule in this particular: also the five sorts of fish first named will take the artificial fly, so will not the other, except an oak-worm or cad-bait be put on the point of the hook, or some other worm suitable, as the fly must be, to the season.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662
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The fishing rod market worldwide was valued at around $1.1 billion in 2023.
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Farlows Fishing Tackle Shop, founded in London in 1838 by Charles Farlow, is the oldest surviving fishing shop in the world.
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Horses were once an excellent source of fishing line. Hair taken from the longest horse tails was plaited to make casts – the final few feet of line before the hook. A single hair used for gudgeon fishing and as many as sixteen plaited hairs for barbel fishing.

[image: ]

Cat gut – made from the intestines of cattle, goats and horses – was also used to make casts but, despite its name, it was never made from cat intestines!
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Split shot was once made by dropping molten lead from a high tower into cold water.

Fish that shoot flies – the jaculator

IN THE Transactions of the Royal Society of London, for 1764, will be found a paper on the Jaculator-fish by Schlosser, the substance of which is extraordinary. When this singular fish (Chelmon rostratus) which frequents shores and sides of Indian rivers near the sea in search of food, sees a fly sitting on the plants growing in shallow water, it swims to a distance of five or six feet, and then, with surprising dexterity, it ejects out of its long and tubular mouth a single drop of water, which never fails to strike the fly into the sea, when it becomes its prey.

This aroused Governor Hommel’s curiosity, and he had a large tub filled with sea-water, in which he placed some of these fish.

When they were reconciled to their situation, a slender stick with a fly pinned on its end was placed in such a direction on the side of the vessel that the fish could strike it. It was with inexpressible delight that he daily saw these fish exercising their skill in shooting at a fly; and they never missed their mark. Governor Hommel observed that when the Jaculator-fish intends to catch a fly or any other insect which is seen at a distance, it approaches very slowly and cautiously, and comes as much as possible perpendicularly under the object; then the body being put in an oblique position, and the mouth and eyes near the surface of the water, the Jaculator stays a moment quite immovable, having its eyes fixed directly on the insect, and begins to shoot without ever showing its mouth above the surface of the water, out of which the single drop shot at the object seems to rise.

The Jaculator can also shoot flies on the wing and another fish of the same order (Zeus insidiator) forms its mouth into a tube and squirts at flies so as to encumber their wings and bring them to the water’s surface.

The Angler’s Notebook and Naturalist’s Record, 1888
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The angler envies no man’s joys

But his, who gains the greatest sport,

With peace, he dwells far from the noise,

And bustling grandeur of the court.

Anon



Tripod legs

THE CHINESE fisherman, generally seated on a stool with one leg, reminds me of a veteran sportsman noticed by Mr Henderson on the Tweed. On a cold day in the month of April, while fishing for salmon in the Tweed, I once observed a man trouting in a sharp running stream. He lingered there so long that my attention was drawn to him, and seeing that he was without wading boots, I enquired of the boatman how it was possible for a man to remain so long in cold running water. ‘Oh, that’s old Timbertoes,’ was the reply.

‘No fear of his feeling the cold. There’s nothing like a pair of wooden legs for warmth. But that’s not the best of it; look close, and ye’ll see he has gotten a third leg which he claps on to his tail and sits down as cozy as if he were in the chimney neuk.’ So the mystery was explained; seated on his wooden tripod, the old fellow fished at his ease and drew the trout towards him in true epicurean style.

William Henderson, Notes and Reminiscences of My Life as an Angler, 1879

Fish dog

A WATER-SPANIEL, belonging to a gentleman at Lackham, killed all the carp in his master’s ponds, and was in consequence condemned to death. Mr Popham, of Littlecot, in the county of Wilts, who had a famous trout-fishery, obtained a reprieve and took charge of the dog, in the belief that so sly and so swift a fish as the trout was not to be caught by a dog. However, in this he was mistaken, for the dog soon convinced him that his largest trout were not a match for him.

William Yarrell, A History of British Fishes, 1836

Played by the devil

THE DEVILL I warrant you is perfect in this angling occupation, so he knoweth how to handle a fish hee hath hooked, that he may not breake from him. Among other trickes that he hath, he will give them time and liberuie, but he will not suffer him to walke further than he list, but he draweth him in again when it best pleaseth him.

Dr Gardiner’s Book of Angling, 1606

Spanish poles

Fishing rods, especially longer types including roach poles, were often made from Spanish reed until the early 1960s; the same material is used to make oboe reeds.
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A lightweight carbon or boron fly rod cost around £50 to £500 in 2025, but a brand-new split or built cane fly rod from Farlows of Pall Mall would cost at least £1,500.
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A Japanese company in the 1980s perfected a reel that would play any hooked fish automatically – the manufacturers were baffled when it didn’t take off. They failed to consider that playing a fish using the reel is half the fun of fishing.

Hook making

FRESHWATER HOOK sizes are the wrong way around – the bigger the number, the smaller the hook. For coarse fishing, hooks range from the almost invisible size 26, used for minuscule baits such as bloodworms, to size 2 – used for golf ball dollops of bread or cheese.

Hooks are made from various metal wires, including stainless steel, high-carbon steel, and steel alloyed with vanadium. The wire is cut into desired lengths and straightened. It is then bent and formed into the preferred hook shape, often using a cam or bending tool. The point of the hook is sharpened using files or grinding stones. A barb is sometimes added to the hook, but far less often these days. The hook is heat-treated (tempered) to improve its strength and hardness.

The hook may undergo further finishing processes, such as chemical sharpening or coating with a protective finish.

Wading women

OVER AGAINST Rosse is an Ile named Lewis, sixtie miles in length. In this Ile is but one fresh river, and it is said that if a woman wade through the same, there shall no salmon be seene there for a twelve month after, whereas otherwise that fish is known to abound there in verie great plentie.

Raphael Holinshed, Chronicles, 1577

The smell of grayling

IT MAY be owing to the want of a nice olfactory discrimination on my part, but I am unable to connect the odorous emanation of the grayling – said to smell like thyme – with any definite known scent. Others have felt this difficulty. Pennant, for example, denies the existence of any odour.

Still the general opinion is the other way, and it has been suggested that the varying nature of its food may cause the grayling to have at one time a strong odour, which at other seasons, almost, if not entirely disappears. The insects upon which it feeds are some of them highly scented, and would certainly communicate their odour to the fish.

R. S. Manley, Notes on Fish and Fishing, 1877

Pike with an eagle’s skeleton attached

A CIRCUMSTANCE connected with the size and strength of the pike does not find any place in our fish books. I allude to the contests which frequently occur between large pike and birds of prey.

The sea-eagle and the osprey not unfrequently pounce upon a fish when basking near the surface of the water, and being unable to extricate their crooked talons, a struggle ‘to the death’ ensues, when they are unable to bear the fish aloft. Mr Lloyd has collected several cases in his Scandinavian Adventures (1854), related to him by credible witnesses. He further states that it is not of unusual occurrence to find not only dead pike, but also living fish, with the skeleton of the eagle or the osprey still attached to its back. M. Ekström mentioned finding a pike, not over twenty pounds in weight, with the skeleton of an osprey still attached to it.

The Angler’s Notebook and Naturalist’s Record, 1888

Sharpe’s Scottie

AMONG THE most famous of bamboo fly fishing rods is the Sharpe’s Scottie. It features an impregnation process which was used in many rods from a tiny toothpick 7-footer designed for small stream trout to a massive 15ft salmon rod. Impregnation was a process of soaking the cane in a resinous substance that sealed the fibres making them waterproof and stronger.

Tip rings

THE TIP rings on fishing rods (also the butt rings) were traditionally lined with agate – a hard semi-precious stone that prevented the line cutting grooves in its surface.

To be precise, agate is a banded variety of chalcedony, a microcrystalline form of quartz, characterised by its distinctive layered patterns and a range of colours. It’s a relatively common gemstone, known for its durability. Agate’s colours and patterns are due to the presence of trace elements like iron, manganese, and nickel.

Ceramic and nano plasma rings

MODERN RINGS are lined with ceramic, titanium, silicon carbide, aluminium oxide and even nano plasma. A nano plasma rod ring is made from a material that has been treated with a plasma-coating process. This coating, often PVD (physical vapour deposition) titanium nitride or titanium oxide, is applied to a high-tensile strength, diamond-polished ring, resulting in a near-zero friction surface that allows the fishing line to pass through quickly.

Spliced rods

LONG AFTER brass ferrules (the elements of a rod that enable sections to be fitted tightly together), had replaced spliced rods, the latter were still popular with many older anglers. With a spliced rod the sections that need to be fitted to each other have ends cut on the diagonal. When married up with their counterpart end on the appropriate rod section, the two diagonals fit perfectly together giving the rod a bond at the join that puts the strain across a greater area than is possible with a ferrule. When the diagonals are matched together, they are held together with tape, which is removed at the end of the day so the rod can be dismantled. A small number of salmon anglers were still using cane spliced rods as recently as 2025.

Hinged rings

ON MANY early rods especially greenheart, the rod rings were often just that – rings with no ‘legs’ to help the line stand away from the rod itself. These early rings were also hinged so they lay flat against the rod when not in use.

The hinge caused the ring to move when the line ran through it, which meant too much friction – far more than in the standout rings that superseded the old rings.

Hardy Bros

STARTING IN the mid-nineteenth century, Hardy Bros produced a wide variety of cane rods. Despite or perhaps because of their reputation for making game fishing rods, they branched out into other spheres: they made split cane avon, carp and barbel rods, split cane fly rods, split cane general, coarse fishing rods, and split cane spinning rods. They also made composite rods, a mixture of greenheart and cane, and whole and built cane composite rods. The Palakona split cane rod, known for its excellence, earned a Gold Medal at the 1883–84 Great Fisheries Exhibition in London.

Hardy Palakona cane rods often came with a concealed metal spike in the butt. That might sound like a weapon but in fact the spike was meant to be removed from the hollow butt, turned round and screwed carefully back into the butt. The idea was that when you paused to change a fly or have a rest from fishing, you weren’t tempted to lay the rod on the ground where there was always a danger you might tread on it. With the spike you could push the rod into the ground where it would stand up on its own until you decided to start fishing again. Ingenious, but it never seems to have been taken up by other rod makers.

Set forth your tackle

A MAN that goeth to the River for his pleasure, must understand, when he cometh there, to set forth his Tackles. The first thing he must do, is to observe the Sun, the Wind, the Moon, the Starres, and the Wanes of the Air; to set forth his Tackles according to the times and seasons; to goe for his pleasure, and some profit.

As for example, the Sun proves cloudy; then must he set forth either his ground Bait or Tackles, and of the brightest of his Flies. If the Sun prove bright, then must he put on some of the darkest of his flies. Thus must you goe to work with your Flies, light for darkness, and dark for lightness, with the wind in the South, then that blows the Flie in the Trout’s mouth. Though I set down the wind being in the South, if the weather be warm, I am indifferent where the wind standeth, either with ground Bait or Menow, so that I can cast my Bait into the River. The very same observations is for night, as for day: For if the Moon prove cleer, or if the Stars glitter in the skie, there is as ill Angling that night, as if it were at high noon in the midst of Summer, when the Sun shineth at the brightest, wherein there is no hopes of pleasure.

Thomas Barker, The Art of Angling, 1651

Three haired links

THE FIRST thing you must gaine, must be a neat taper Rod, light before, with a tender hazell top, which is very gentle. If you desire to attain my way of Angling, (for I have Angled these forty years) with a single haire of five lengths, one tied to another for the bottom of my Line, and a Line of three haired links for the uppermost part; and so you may catch the greatest Trout that swims, with Sea-room.

He that Angles with a Line made of three haired links at the bottom, and more at the top, may kill Fish: but he that Angles with one hair shall kill five Trouts to the other’s one; for the Trout is very quick sighted; therefore the best way for night or day, is to keep out of the sight. You must Angle alwayes with the point of your Rod downe the stream; for a Fish hath not the quickness of sight so perfect up the stream, as opposite against him, observing seasonable times; as for example, we begin to Angle in March. If it prove cloudie, you may Angle with the ground Baits all day long: but if it prove bright and cleere, you must take the morning and evening, or else you are not like to do any good; so the times must be observed, and truely understood; for when an Angler commeth to the River for his pleasure that doth not understand to set forth his Tackles fit for the time, it is as good keep them in the bag, as set them forth.

I am determined to Angle with the ground Baits and set my Tackles to my Rod, and go to my pleasure: I begin at the uppermost part of the streame, carrying my Line with an upright hand, feeling the Plummet running on the ground some ten inches from the hook, plumming my Line according to the swiftnesse of the stream you Angle in; for one plummet will not serve for all streams; for the true Angling is that the plummet runneth on the ground.

For the Bait. The red knotted worme is very good where Brandlings are not to be had, but Brandlings are better: now that you may bring these Brandlings fit to Angle with, that they may live long on the hook, which causeth the best sport. When you have gathered your worms out of the dung-hill, you must gaine the greenest Moss you can find, then wash the earth very clean out of it, then provide an earthen pot, so put your Moss into the pot, then put the worms to the Moss into the pot; within two days you shall find your worms so poor, that if you bait some of them on your hook, you shall see that with throwing of them two or three times into the water, they will dye and grow white: now the skill is, when these worms be grown poor, you must feed them up to make them fat and lusty, that they may live long on the hook; that is the chiefest point.

To make them lusty and fat, you must take the yolke of an Egge, some eight or ten spoonfull of the top of new milk, beaten well together in a Porringer, warm it a little, untill you see it curdle; then take it off the fire, and set it to coole; when it is cold, take a spoonfull and drop it upon your Moss into the pot, every drop about the bignesse of a green Pea, shifting your Moss twice in the week in the Summer, and once in the winter: thus doing, you shall feed your wormes fat, and make them lusty, that they will live a long time on the hook; so you may keep them all the year long. This is my true experience for the ground Baits, for the running Line for the Trout.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662
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Use shoemaker’s wax to your silk or thread, with which you make or mend either rod or fly; it holds firmer, and sticks better than any other.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662

Burnt nets

BE IT remembered, that on the Wednesday next before the Feast of Easter, that is to say, on the Feast of St Alphage [19 April, in the 3rd year of the reign of King Edward the Third] there came Estmar Coker and John Wychard, citizens of London, together with Ralph Bourghard, Serjeant of the Chamber of Guildhall, and brought before the Mayor and Aldermen, at the Guildhall, John Jacob of Erhitthe [Erith], Edmund Dode of Reynham, Thomas Wychard of Erhitthe, William Niece of Stokflete, Robert Scof of Erhitthe, John Noreys of Erhitthe, Alan le Spenser of Reynham, and Alexander of Dagenham, fisherman; for that they had been found fishing in the water of Thames with twelve nets which are known as tromekeresnet and are a kind of kidel: the meshes of which nets, which are called mascles, ought to be one inch and a half in size, whereas they were hardly half an inch; and with which nets the said fishermen caught every fish, and every little fish even, that entered such nets. By reason whereof, the small fish, which are called fry, were unable to escape or get out of the said nets; to the great damage of all the people of the city, and also of others unto the same city resorting. And the said John Jacob and others, being questioned as to this, did not deny it, nor could they deny that they had done as before stated, to the loss, &c. It was therefore ordered by the Mayor and Aldermen that the said nets should be burnt at the Cross in Chepe; and the said fishermen committed to prison, until they should have made fine, &c. And they were accordingly delivered to the Sheriff in form aforesaid and taken to Newgate.

Afterwards, on the Saturday next after the Invention of the Holy Cross [3 May], they were brought to the Guildhall before the Mayor and Aldermen, from the prison aforesaid; and by assent of such Mayor and Aldermen, by special favour and for charity’s sake, seeing that they were but poor men, the fines were remitted to them for the present; on the understanding that they should behave themselves well for the future, and no longer presume to fish with such nets.

Henry Riley (tr.), Memorials of London and London Life in the 13th, 14th and 15th Centuries, 1868

Line making


To make the Line

Good hayre then get, so that it be not blacke;

Neither of Mare nor Gelding let it be;

Nor of the tyreling jade that beares the packe:

But of some lusty Horse or Courser free,

Whose bushie tayle upon the ground doth tracke

Like blazing Comete that sometimes we see:

From out the mid’st thereof the longest take,

At leysure best your Linkes and Lines to make.

John Dennys, The Secrets of Angling, 1613



Boat sail coats

THE MUCH-LOVED wax angling coat – gradually now being superseded by Gore-Tex and other hi-tech materials – started life in a most curious way. It evolved from boat sails. These were treated with oil to waterproof them and it must have seemed a natural progression to make waterproof coats out of the same oiled sailcloth. Sails were treated with fish oil and later linseed oil to waterproof them and the idea was simply adapted for clothing, with the earliest wax coats actually being made from remnants of old sails.

Match the hatch

MANY ACCOMPLISHED anglers, and authors as well, are under the impression that on every river, certain peculiar flies will be more alluring to trout all the season through, than any others that can be offered them. This mistaken notion is most prevalent with southern sportsmen, where the rivers are ill-adapted to fly fishing, and where that mode of fishing is but seldom followed and little understood. As a case in point – in Fly fishing by Ephemera, not one of the flies in his list, with but one solitary exception, the dark dun, has the slightest resemblance to any aquatic insect that God ever created; nor in the clear oft-fished waters of the North, would they have ever an ephemeral chance of filling a basket at any season of the year. My own opinion, derived from long experience and a close attention to the matter, most decidedly compels me to arrive at the conclusion, that unless the artificial flies resemble as closely their natural prototypes frequenting the waters at the season fished in as the art of the dresser can make them, the angler may as well remain at home, and whip for imaginary whales in his wash-hand basin.

A. S. Moffat, The Secrets of Angling, 1885

Angling magazines no longer with us

The Angler’s News, Angling magazine, Coarse Fishing Monthly, Sea Angling Monthly, Stillwater Trout Angler, Angler’s Mail, Coarse Angling, Improve Your Sea Fishing, and many others too numerous to mention.

Still going strong: Angling Times, published without a break since the early 1950s; Trout & Salmon founded in 1955.

Bite while washing

WHEN SHEPHERDS or countrymen wash their sheep, though while they are washing, I mean the first time only, the fish will bite exceedingly well; I suppose the filth that falls from the sheep draws them, as like baiting a place together, and then they so glut themselves, that till the whole washing time be over, and they have digested their fulness; they will not take any artificial baits.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662

Give the eel time

THERE ARE two ways of fishing for Eels, proper and peculiar to that fish alone; the first is termed by some, angling for Eels, which is thus: take a short strong rod, and exceeding strong line, with a little compassed, but strong hook, which you must bait with a large well-scoured red worm, then place the end of the hook very easily in a cleft of a stick, that it may very easily slip out; with this stick and hook thus baited, search for holes under stones, timbers, roots, or about floodgates; if there be a good Eel, give her time, and she will take it; but be sure she has gorged it, and then you may conclude, if your tackling hold, she is your own.

Robert Venables, The Experienced Angler, 1662

Pike and goose

THE PRINCIPALL sport to take a Pike, is to take a Goose or Gander, or Duck: take one of the Pike Lines I have shewed you before: tye the Line under the left wing, and over the right wing, about the body, as a man weareth his Belt: turne the Goose off into a Pond, where Pikes are, there is no doubt of sport, with great pleasure, betwixt the Goose and the Pike: It is the greatest sport and pleasure that a noble Gentleman in Shropshire doth give his friends entertainment with.

Thomas Barker, The Art of Angling, 1651

All kinds of rods

IN RESPECT to fly-rods, I believe the London tackle-makers can furnish as good as any that are made for sale; though I know some Gentlemen are partial to those manufactured in the North and West parts of England. I have purchased rods at Exeter for fishing in the river Ex, the Tamar, and other Trout streams in Devonshire, in compliance with the request of some friends who reside in those parts; but I never experienced any advantage in using them over what I carried with me from the metropolis.

Fly-rods are made of bamboo, cane, hickory, hazel, &c. from fifteen to eighteen feet long; the common hazel rod may be used by the young Angler, during his noviciate, to practise throwing a fly on land, in a field, or any other convenient place, which practice I should recommend before he casts his bait on the water. While so practising, it is better to break away the point and barb of the hook, to prevent its laying hold of grass, weeds, or anything that may be in the way, which would either break the line, or prevent the fly being thrown with any precision.

… and lines

are manufactured of hair, &c., wove, spun, twisted, mixed, and platted, of various lengths and strengths, purposely for fly fishing; some exceedingly fine and long, tapering gradually to the end; and some, after ten yards, again taper, and to almost any length; a line should not be less than thirty yards. A yard or two of fine gut, to which the hooks are fastened, is added to the line, and called the bottom. To the end of this bottom is fastened the fly; and sometimes, at certain distances, (above) two more; in which case the fly at the bottom is termed the stretcher, the others droppers. The learner should by no means attempt to fish with more than one fly on at a time. When fly fishing, use as light a winch as you can, but always prefer the multiplying one.

Thomas Salter, Art of Angling, 1833

Types of hook


•Spade end

•Eyed

•Dublin bend

•Treble

•Stiff rigger

•Chod

•Aberdeen



Float fishing methods:


•Lift fishing

•Stret-pegging

•Waggler fishing

•Stick float

•Trotting



Inventing monofilament

NYLON MONOFILAMENT is the most commonly used fishing line in the UK. Invented by an American company – Dupont – in the 1930s, nylon monofilament can be immensely strong yet remain thin and translucent. When it was first introduced many anglers felt it gave them an unfair advantage and as a result silk lines for some kinds of fishing are still used today.

Monofilament also has its downsides: it enabled commercial fishermen to make cheap nets which could be stretched for miles across sections of ocean. All well and good so long as the nets weren’t lost. Gill nets, as these are called, if lost continue to fish for years on the bottom of the sea; as fish get caught by their gills the nets become heavier until they are weighed down to the ocean floor. Then as the caught fish rot, the nets float up and
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