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			Foreword

			BY BOB MORTIMER

			You don’t meet many extraordinary people in life, but I have been lucky enough to share a friendship with two of them: Messrs Bailey and Whitehouse, the authors of this superb book. Over these last six years they have both been teaching me how to catch fish in our rivers and lakes, and now they have decided to do the same for you. I recommend you listen very carefully to their advice. I always did and now I have a thirty-pound pike to my name. (Twenty-eight pounds, according to John and Paul.)

			If you are already part of the angling fraternity then you will be very familiar with the exploits and writings of John. He is quite simply a legend, a slightly bow-legged one at the very top of his chosen profession. I too have slight bowing of the legs and have been told on numerous occasions by my osteopath that this is a feature of the classic athlete’s body. No surprise, then, that in his teenage years John was a semi-pro footballer with teams like Stockport County in the lower divisions. And always a reserve, he modestly adds! His lifetime passion, however, has always being angling and the passing on of his knowledge of everything piscatorial.

			To understand John and truly appreciate his gifts, you need to watch him from a distance as he surveys and inspects the beat or swim that we are about to fish. He stands like a heron, deadly still, as he inspects the water and assesses its promise and its failings. John never tires of telling me that this is the most important part of the day’s work and to neglect it is to invite failure. It’s tough advice for me, for as soon as I set myself down by the river I just want to lob my bait in, start fishing and commence the relaxation. (John will often let me do this because he’s a lovely man and he wants me to enjoy myself.)

			What exactly John is looking for remains something of a mystery to me. He’s looking at flows and swirls and eddies and back currents and pools and all sorts of fascinating watery movements. He looks at the heavens above and considers the direction of the wind. He might lift up a rock or two and see what little critters are lurking there as a guide to which fly or bait to use. At the end of his silent musing he will walk over to me, point to a spot on the river or lake and tell me to cast at it. This will always be exactly where the fish we are targeting are lurking. John would catch quickly. I might need a day or two. If and when you next fish you probably won’t have John with you, so my advice would be to pay close attention to all mentions of watercraft within the book.

			John is, of course, the fishing consultant for the Gone Fishing TV show. When it comes to where we fish and how we fish, he is the master of that domain. Paul and I may chip in with the suggestion of an area we would like to visit, and I will always suggest that we once again go in search of a large perch (still haven’t got one), but John will shape and design the fishing side of the episode.

			When we arrive at the riverbank John and Paul will always form a little huddle to discuss tactics and tackle and whatever else serious fishermen talk about prior to the first cast of the day. Proper anglers love these chats, a great opportunity to display their knowledge, learn off each other and display their latest bit of kit. John will already have prepared my rod, so I just cast away, desperate to catch something before the experts do. As soon as we start filming John watches me like a hawk, and whenever there is an opportunity pops down and tells me what I’m doing right and what I’m doing wrong. If I’m float fishing he will also give me a tally of the number of bites I have missed. He has the patience of a saint.

			John likes to keep things simple. A good example is when he takes us fishing for barbel and he just attaches a big lump of luncheon meat to the hook and casts it in for the fish to find. For me the simplest techniques are the most rewarding, and you will find them all explained here in this book (I still haven’t cracked the art of fly fishing despite hours of tutorials with Paul). I have started taking my eldest son fishing at my local carp fishery. The lake is peppered with anglers with hundreds of pounds’ worth of gear and electronic nonsense, fishing with mysterious synthetic and flavoured baits. We turn up with a couple of cheap rods and a small tackle box, and do just as well as the equipment blokes by hanging a piece of corn under a float. It’s all thanks to John and his patient teaching of the simplest methods.

			Paul is my fishing buddy and lifelong friend. It was Paul that dragged me off my sofa following my heart operation and took me fishing on the River Test. I wasn’t immediately hooked on fly fishing, but I was completely won over by the idea of spending six hours by the river with this wonderful, beautiful man. As we get older it seems we spend less and less real quality time with our mates, and it’s a crying shame. When I’m out fishing with Paul we put the world to rights, unload all our burdens on each other and, above all, laugh like drains. It’s the fishing that gets us out and about, but we never let it get in the way of having an excellent time.

			Paul loves his fly fishing and I always enjoy taking time out to watch him casting away with dogged determination and a big dollop of skill. Paul doesn’t claim to be the greatest fly rod operator in the game, but believe me, he’s caught a lot more fish than some people who do. Gone Fishing has forced Paul to rediscover some of the skills he learned as a young lad fishing on the canals of London and the banks of the River Lea. I think it’s a journey that he has really enjoyed. He might be an old hand, but the look of pure joy on his face when he caught that giant barbel on the River Mole or that huge sea bass in the English Channel showed that the young platform-heeled Paul is still in there somewhere.

			Paul is incredibly patient and giving towards me when it comes to the actual fishing. Like any newbie I get into a lot of tangles and lose a lot of his equipment. He never has a harsh word for me and always encourages me when I get frustrated or feel like I’m ruining his chances of catching. He does hate it when I start winding when playing a fish, though. ‘Don’t wind!’ he will shout as I attempt to resist the urge to do exactly that. He’s trying to teach me to do things right, that’s all. He wants me to be a better fisherman because that would make us both happy.

			Whether you are just starting out fishing or maybe returning after a long absence, I hope you have a friend like Paul who can accompany you on your journey. From the River Test to the River Tees, there are some breathtaking places to enjoy. If it wasn’t for fishing I would never have discovered the majesty and beauty of the River Wye or the peace and tranquillity of the River Barle. Every single trip is a new adventure, a fresh opportunity to dissolve oneself into a wondrous environment. I am very grateful to have discovered the world of the angler.

			Thank you, John.

			Thank you, Paul.

			
			
		
			
			

		
			Introduction
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			Paul Whitehouse: I wouldn’t say that I turn to fishing when I’m in trouble exactly, or even when I’m especially happy, but rather it has been a constant in my life, always there for me whatever. There have been times when I have been completely obsessed by it, but more often it’s been a refuge for me, a happy place in my mind that I can always access when I need to.

			I’ve led – and I’m leading – a fast-paced sort of life, and my mind can race away with me to the point where I’m plagued with insomnia. Many is the night I wake up at 3 a.m. with my thoughts cascading all over the place, and I’ll lie there with some tune going round and round in my head. ‘Stop that, Whitey,’ I’ll say, and that’s where this blessed sport called fishing comes in.

			In my mind I’m up on the River Dee, the river that’s been my hallowed place for quarter of a century. I’ll clear my head of worries, songs and everything else, and I’ll fish that pool down. There I am, physically in my bed but four hundred miles away mentally, executing a single Spey cast with my line pinging out like an arrow, in that comforting salmon fisher’s rhythm: cast and move, cast and move.

			I never catch anything on these nights – I hardly ever do anyway – but that’s for the best. I wouldn’t want the excitement to disturb the harmony of my vision. It’s a glorious oblivion at odds with reality, where there’s never wind, rain or boiling heat, and I never get snagged or lose a fly. It’s just my perfect session, tucked away in my mind, that I can reach for whenever I’m in need. My head – my health, even – would be in a different place but for my fishing; that’s how central it is to me. I hope this book can get at least some of that across and convince any readers who don’t already know what fishing can do for you to get cracking.

			John Bailey: How We Fish takes the techniques used in Gone Fishing and fills in the gaps that TV necessarily creates. It also explores more deeply what the sport is about and delves into the reasons we love it so very much. It is a testament to angling – a love letter, if you will – or at least a ‘thank you’ for the joy it has given the both of us.

			Paul Whitehouse is the most genuine man I know. When this book was proposed Paul was seriously concerned that he might be seen as ‘cashing in’ on the show’s success. There are those in the public eye who might not care too much about the ethics of what they do, but Paul does. Deeply. I had to convince him of my belief in this book, my heartfelt desire to explain what fishing means to us both and, indeed, to examine how we fish.

			I’d also like this book to be a way of us giving back, of setting others on the path that has brought us each a lifetime of the most intense pleasure and satisfaction. Merrily, merrily down the stream we go. So why not get on board with these tales of our angling lives?

			Perhaps, in part, because of the success of Gone Fishing, the last few years have seen a sharp rise in the number of those who would like to go fishing or have wanted to return to a sport they enjoyed as kids. The trouble is that fishing isn’t at all easy to access or to make a start on.

			Go into any tackle shop and the array of gear is frightening, especially now that megastores are the norm and the small-time dealer, who probably sold tobacco and pet food alongside crow quill floats, has long gone. What is lacking today is the old guys (normally men but not always – there were, of course, some legendary tackle-shop ladies) dispensing advice along with the maggots and hooks and floats. Many of them showed endless patience and regarded tackle dealing as a calling, a sacred duty to pass on knowledge from one generation to the next. John, for example, learned to tie his beloved half-blood leaning against a counter at the age of six and has never really seen the need to try much else in the knot department since. But there are further questions: Where to go? What do you need? How do you set up? All these basic steps are vital but hard to fathom in the modern, glossy tackle emporium – or even on the internet that so often flatters to deceive.

			Catching a single fish can often seem an impossible dream, and that’s where we hope to step in. We’re the old boys who used to help the first faltering casts, the first hesitant sessions by the water. We’ve got over a hundred years’ fishing experience between us, and we’ll share the lot in this book. We’ll share our ignorance, too, because fishing is something you never fully understand or have all the answers to. It’s the one sport that constantly surprises, and it’s that magic that keeps us both as mesmerised as we were the very first time we cast a line on the water.

			We’re all about simplicity as fishermen, cutting out the unnecessary clutter that today’s tactics and the tackle industry have cooked up, often in the name of profit. We truly believe that with simplicity come depth and clarity. We’re not saying that we are mired in a dusty angling past; more that we’re down to earth about a sport that should be easy, accessible and stripped of gobbledegook. We’ve both absorbed the advances made over the last half century; but we’ve not thrown out what worked before, and we haven’t forgotten a lot of older lessons and skills that have been successful for ever.

			Some of what we learned in our short-pants days has stayed with us, and what we knew way back then still forms the basis of how we think and fish today. The funny thing is that while tackle and bait have both made huge strides within our angling lifetime, a good deal of the really interesting, tactile stuff that makes fishing an art form has been overlooked these past forty years. We’ll talk about the best of the modern and rescue the best from the past. At least that’s our aim.

			We’re all about diversity, too, breaking artificial barriers between the different disciplines within fishing. You can trace these back to Victorian England for sure, a time when the mill owners fished the pure salmon and trout rivers of the country and the mill workers caught what they could in the canals close to home. We’ve never been fans of class division. If any technique is fun and exciting, and if any fish is worth catching, then we’ll be up for the experience: dry fly on a chalk stream; floating crust on a carp pool. It’s all the glorious sport of fishing to us, and we’ll go posh or down and dirty as the mood takes us and as the opportunities arise. We simply don’t hold with the one method/one species mentality. There’s so much variety and so much to enjoy in angling that it would be a massive shame to deny yourself what’s out there. That’s the philosophy in Gone Fishing – and that’s what you’ll find here in How We Fish.

			We realise our luck and appreciate what a privilege it is to write a book about what we love. And perhaps we are writing it at just the right time for us. We are not saying we are old enough to be on the edge of existence exactly, but with age come experience and wisdom, and sometimes sufficient knowledge to accept that you don’t know everything and never will. That’s certainly true about fishing.

			There was a night nearly seven years ago when we were sitting by the River Wye, sharing a single rod. It wasn’t dark yet but it was getting there, and the early bats were skimming the water. It was comfortingly quiet, too, apart from the flick of a few small trout and the occasional sploosh of a frustrated salmon marooned in the tail end of a low-level summer pool. It was so tranquil. We weren’t talking much – when we did it was in hushed tones. It was almost like being in a church or some other holy place where you just drink in serenity and peace. Or those lulls in your life, just before sleep, when you’re happy, secure, in a good place.

			And then, crash, bang, wallop! Out of nowhere Paul’s rod is hooped in his hand, his reel is screaming and our world has gone crazy. We’re hopping around like the kids we still are, scrambling to control the fish, put up the net, and trying but failing to bring order out of chaos. Then there’s a barbel lying in front of us in the half-light. It is massive and gorgeous with its burnished bronze scales and coral fins. It swims away, gold in the torch light, and we are as happy as grown-ups can be. As good as it gets. Ecstatic in the moment.

			We met years back, when the TV show first started, though our individual paths had skirted a couple of times before then. What soon became apparent was that as anglers, we’re birds of a feather. Paul is slightly more fly focused than (so-called) Bait Fishing Bailey, but we both cover all the fishing bases, and each of us even won fishing matches back in very much younger days.

			What’s been wonderful through years of filming is the obvious fact that we look at water and fishing challenges through similar eyes. We read what’s going on and communicate almost telepathically. We take enormous dollops of pleasure from fishing, from trying to catch anything in every way possible, providing that way is simple, thrilling and moderately efficient, too. The joy of fishing and how to do it. That’s entirely what we want you to get out of this book.

		

		
			PART ONE

			WHY WE FISH
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Why We Fish

			Paul: Blimey, there was a time when we never thought to justify our fishing or even explain our love for it to ourselves or anybody else, come to that. Everyone fished; it was something we all did. Half the kids in my primary school class had rods and every family had at least some tackle, even if it was stuffed in the attic. Angling was an unquestioned part of national life, like doing the pools, going down the pub or heading to the seaside on a bank holiday. The rich went salmon fishing and the poor went to a pit or a pond – I went to Kings Weir on the Lea – but we all went somewhere without a thought of doing anything else, outside of football and cricket, of course. It wasn’t a case of why we went fishing. It was a case of why ever wouldn’t you?

			John: What I do know, partly from being a history teacher who ran fishing clubs, is that you can’t push anyone into being an angler. The passion is either in you or it isn’t. That’s the tragedy of modern-day childhoods for me. The past thirty or forty years, kids have lost their freedoms and have to do everything now under strict adult supervision of one sort or another. Children can’t know if they like fishing or not because they never have the opportunity to explore it properly on their own.

			For me and Paul and most anglers over forty years old, fishing was our private existence of magic and mystery. It was our entry to the natural world and we went on our tod or with like-minded mates. We faced our challenges, solved our problems, confronted our fears and came out the other side stronger. Kids are so divorced from the outdoors now that the most recent Oxford Junior Dictionary omitted words like acorn, adder, catkin and conker! Paul and I were deeply embedded in nature as children, and angling was simply an expression of that. If this book can get anyone, kids or adults, back to fishing, back to cold, wet weather, back to nature, then that’s our whole aim.

			Why do we fish? We can rattle on for a long time about fishing being in our DNA, about its rich literature, about tackle collecting, fly tying, its defeat of stress and a hundred other aspects that are a part of fishing but not at its core. Fishing is truly about immediate, intense memories that imprint themselves for ever.

			Paul remembers his first ever humble roach from the humble Lea Navigation on a humble shred of Mother’s Pride white bread. It was all ever so humble when he was uprooted from the Rhondda Valley to Enfield at the age of five and this summery afternoon saw his fishing beginnings. Dad was leader of the Whitehouse adventure, Mum and sister spectators, and Paul was the wide-eyed pupil. It began with a float, a delicate crow quill, tipped with a hat of vivid scarlet paint the colour of a look-at-me smear of lipstick. Paul was handed the rod and told to watch that speck of colour and never, ever let his eyes stray from it. He was captivated, mesmerised, and when the float finally went under, the Whitehouse family shrieked out in unison, ‘It’s gone!’

			This was magic, real magic. This was no card trick or third-rate subterfuge from the end-of-the-pier show. That float was this lad’s connection with the underwater world and its disappearance created a joyful astonishment that burns as brightly now as it did then. The young Whitey looked at that roach, all four inches of it, and he knew he had never seen sheer beauty before. The silver-and-blue tinged flanks, the scarlet-and-black centred eye, and the fins of burnished red left him agog with a wonder that has never palled. Every capture, even now, conjures the same miracle, illuminates a similar memory.

			For John, too, a red-tipped float was his object of wonder for five years, till he was eleven and lost it one wild, wet, windy morning when a Norfolk tench stormed into a reed bed, taking the tackle with him. The loss of the fish was bad; the demise of the float was worse. That concoction of crow quill and cork body had been his constant waterside companion.

			One evening in particular is eternal, at dusk, always the magic hour, when the street lights were on and the old mill dam shone in pallid mirrors of watery gold. The quill rose, lay flat, moved a foot to the left, disappeared beneath the surface. The rod, a brutish tool of solid bamboo, grunted as a proper perch bored this way and that. That fish was lost, but it was seen three times, rolling just out of reach, huge, barred in black stripes, a dream-like monster to a kid of barely seven years old. ‘You can’t lose what you never had’ goes the wise old saying, but try telling that to John that July evening as his tears streamed down and Dad through gritted teeth told him to shut up, buck up and let’s get home.

			So, for us, don’t try to pin fishing down to this, that or the other. Fishing’s more of a life force, a desire that can kindle when you are a kid and will burn till you die at whatever age you might achieve. It can also be a life saver. John had never taken the issue of mental welfare that seriously, being an old-school northerner at heart. You could be sad, you might be down in the dumps, but ‘pull yourself together, lad, and get on with it’ was the dictum he had grown up with and lived by.

			John: Not quite as easy as I thought, this life of ours. Winter 2021/22 was a very bleak time for me. Though I hesitated to admit my gnawing despair to any but a very close few, I realised I was experiencing mental depression of a kind I had spent a life hearing about in others but doubting in myself. Deep down in my mind and, worse, in my soul, I felt a different person, like some volatile beast was eating me from the guts out. Everything became difficult, then threatening and finally terrifying. Waking up in the grey dawn light became a horror for me, and by the start of December, I was at my wit’s end. My two pillars in life, my wife Enoka and Paul, worried hugely – and simply told me to go fishing.

			Throughout the winter and into the first stirrings of spring, I left the house at around 2 p.m. and drove for fifteen minutes through the placid Herefordshire countryside to a swim on the Wye. (For the dead keen fishers out there, I chose this swim because it was possible to access in the winter muds, because it fished well in most river levels and because there were few serious snags.) It became my place of calm, of salvation. Night after night, I nestled there amid the reeds, watching the sun set over the hills directly opposite. I listened for the stable hands to feed the horses in the paddocks, waited for the geese to flock in, for a shower of goldcrests to swarm into the alders and for my very own pal, the robin, to come and visit. At 5 p.m. every day, the front porch of the black and white cottage on the floodplain to the west was lit, and around the same time, on clear nights, the stars began to sparkle in the black, Welsh/English borderland skies above. It was a time of peace, reflection, deep breaths and increasing wonder at the majesty of the natural world. A few fish came my way – brilliant, battling barbel that quickened the blood – but most nights passed quietly. It was akin to a hibernation.

			By April, I was a man restored. Better than counselling. Better than pills. Cheaper than both. The love of a wife and friends and the healing powers of that swim on the dark, deep, ever-rolling River Wye had done it all.

			So, you can see the depth of meaning that fishing gives our lives, but we also like to think that we give back. In our view, it is an incontrovertible truth that no one out there in the field of conservation cares for fish in the way that thinking anglers do. This is not self-interest – two anglers simply wanting to magic up more or bigger fish so that we can catch them. Not a bit of it. Fishing engenders love for fish, a passion for pure waters, and it is no coincidence that both of us are trustees of Fish in Need, a charity fighting for a better deal for our finned friends.

			Anglers also understand rivers in a way no one else does. That’s not some sort of idle boast, but a recognition that anglers spend more time by rivers, watching rivers and trying to work rivers out than any other group of people. This concentration leads to an absorption that can be exceptionally clear-sighted. Sometimes answers invisible to most people are in clear view to committed anglers. Their approach to issues on the river is elementary but almost always correct; false arguments are put aside, and simple truths are realised.

			There is a philosophy that enjoying nature is good for the soul and we’d agree. Canoeists and swimmers are rightfully allowed to use our rivers and waterways, but an understanding of the delicate ecosystem that nurtures aquatic life should be rule number one before setting forth on a river. Not all anglers are saints, but river welfare is at the core of what we do and love. Anglers also pay for the privilege to fish. It’s illegal to fish without a rod licence, and we often pay on top of that to fish a particular venue. This money goes to the Environment Agency or private owners, or to clubs and associations who lease waters, monitor them and work hard on their upkeep. For that reason alone, the question of why we fish is answered: for our own wellbeing, of course, but also for the wellbeing of the waterways we visit.

			Indeed, without fisher folk, our nation’s fish would find themselves in a far darker place. We’ve all got a part to play in this mission to make the voice of fish heard. Perhaps you join the Angling Trust or the Wild Trout Trust, both of which initiate essential river rehabilitation. Perhaps you engage in group-working get-togethers organised by your angling club and improve river habitat for fish welfare. Local Wildlife Trusts, even the National Trust, all show remarkably little interest in fish or concern for their welfare. Positive pro-fish input from all of us could change that in time if we worked together. There are many anglers who never get off their backsides in this respect. Let’s be different and fight for our fish when and where we can.

			John: When I was a kid, I lived a woodland-walk away from the River Goyt, a tributary of the Mersey, in Greater Manchester. Aged six, I’d trek down to Otterspool, a glorious water – a churning place that had lived up to its name sometime before the Industrial Revolution, but in the very late 1950s ran orange or green or whatever dye the mills upstream were using that day. I loved the roar of the weir and the scent of lushly damp loosestrife, but what I’d have given for a fish or two. Today there are more than a fish or two – there are lots and lots. There are even barbel and grayling, two species, like dowager duchesses, disdainful of any home that isn’t the finest. Miracles can happen.

			There was and still is a pub close by, which my dad was in the habit of frequenting on warm summer evenings. One August, when the garden was all abuzz with the insects of the night, I learned a big lesson.

			Two United States Air Force lads were staring into pints and talking about their fishing. It seemed they hadn’t had a bite in days, and just as I was about to squeak up and put them straight about the fishless waters of the Goyt, Dad caught my arm.

			‘Leave it,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t spoil their fun, eh? It’s their holiday and if they’re happy, that’s the thing.’

			‘Don’t worry, sir, we know,’ said the older of the two, who had the hearing of a bat. ‘We’re just having a fine time, fish or not.’ He looked at me and could have repeated the old mantra that it’s not called catching, it’s called fishing. But he didn’t. ‘A fine time,’ he repeated. ‘Who needs fish to spoil things?’

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			When We Fish

			We anglers are so lucky that our sport is 24/7, that you can dangle a line pretty much every hour of any year for something that swims and has fins. Even as we write these words, there will perhaps be an Inuit in Greenland pirking for a great halibut in frozen water a thousand feet deep, a polar bear looking on with hungry interest. Or two friends on holiday from the Indian plains casting a fly for a Himalayan brown trout, Everest resplendent way to the north. In New Zealand an angler might be tussling with a mighty rainbow trout in the crashing waters of the Tongariro River. Someone, somewhere will be fishing this very second. It’s the sport that never sleeps.

			We fishers are also blessed with the element we most commonly explore. Whether our fishing is done in running, still or salt water, what we see is beauty, a gorgeousness set ablaze by the sun’s rises and sets, times when it might seem that you are casting into a cauldron of fire. How kind of the fish to feed hardest early and late, even if it means that you need to buy a good, loud alarm clock and be prepared to take your supper close to midnight. Not that the heat of the day should always be overlooked. Some mighty fish have been taken in baking conditions, when the watery world has been moribund under the noon sun. But we want to talk about night, a time when few practitioners of their sport except anglers are about their business.

			If we do go out after dark in this century, chances are that we’ll be in a city, under neon, the sky invisible above us. Fishing at night in the deep countryside is a different deal altogether, winter and summer alike. Those pinpricks shining like diamonds in the black dome above you are stars, celestial creations we don’t now see in the polluted light of civilisation. There’s little in the way of silence at 1 a.m. by a woodland lake echoing to a cacophony of owls, the scream of a lonely vixen, the snuffles and snores of a hedgehog, and the shuffling badger digging the earth for worms and shrews. There are smells, too, that are new, curious and unforgettable. The damp soil of a molehill newly turned; the fragrance of the honeysuckle that blossoms in the dark; and the smell of water itself, heavy and dank with pondweed.

			John, in his teens and twenties, fished almost exclusively during the hours of darkness because as a single student and then teacher it fitted his lifestyle. He found that if you fish a lot nocturnally, your night vision develops and you learn the sounds of the night and make sense of this parallel universe. A knowledge of the night and an easy familiarity with it gives life a new and deeper dimension.

			And what of the fish? Unless you find yourself on a pool stocked with trout or carp delivered yesterday on a lorry, you are hunting a creature that is wild and hardwired for survival, one that knows darkness or subdued light affords it the cover it needs to feed unthreatened. It is in the darkness that most sea trout run up knee-deep Devon rivers. It is when the moon is up that shoals of big bream set out on their patrol routes, feeding hard until the farm cock crows. It is on a night tide that sea bass run into water barely covering their backs, and when conger eels slither from their rock caves to hunt.

			So, if you are setting out to fish, at least consider being on the water outside of supermarket hours. Waters are wonderful, magical places, but treat them always with respect and, initially at least, with a dash of caution. Fish with a mate, the first few times at least. Take a torch, a phone and plenty of food (though remember to use your torch as little as possible, as the artificial light destroys the night vision you’ll be acquiring). Wear warm clothes; even a mellow dusk can turn bitter by 2 a.m., the coldest part of any night. Make sure to tell family where you are going, when you’ll be back and, perhaps for starters at least, fish a water where other night owl anglers can offer support if needed. Things can go wrong, like the time a twelve-year-old John poured his scalding soup onto a cup held unwittingly upside down in the darkness. Eight hours is a long time for a kid to sit alone with a scorched hand smelling of oxtail.

			Weather is what fishing is all about. Wild fish do not eat all the time. Conditions create windows when they feed hard but then they can switch off again entirely. Just because you are not getting bites does not mean you are always fishing badly. No one can force a fish to feed if the weather is just wrong. Trouble is, it’s often infuriatingly difficult to interpret weather patterns and how they may affect the fish. Educated guesses are the best we can make till fish learn to talk. By and large, settled conditions are good because fish adapt to them, become comfortable and feel happy enough to feed. But sometimes a change in air pressure, say, can enliven fish and spark them into feeding frenzies. Or clouds come over the sun and action starts. Or, conversely, the sun comes out, the water warms and fish begin to feed. You see how maddening the whole game is? There are few hard and fast rules and you can do no more than keep aware of every little flip in the weather, how the fish are reacting, and eventually you just might build up a hazy picture of what is going on in an environment that, to us, will always be tantalisingly impossible to comprehend.

			One thing we are sure about is wind direction. South and west are good – in the UK, anyway. North is poor. East is a disaster, a complete turn-off for almost any fish that swims. Why this is so extreme is anyone’s guess, but all water activity is suppressed and all fly life is completely subdued when the easterlies blow. Everything sulks in an easterly, but it sparks into life when the wind swings round to a blessed south-westerly. It’s a ‘light switch’ moment, and a dead water one minute is on fire the next. It takes our breath away, even now.

			There was a time in Gone Fishing, way back in series one, when we could not catch a tench whatever we did. For a day and a half the lake had been a tomb for Bob and Paul, and the camera crew were starting their slow wind down towards the moment when the director calls it a wrap. Then Paul’s ears perked up … a rolling tench! Some flies, little black gnats, freckled the water. A fizzle of tiny bubbles burst close to his float, and he was like a cat waiting to pounce. Yes! Tench on. Quick, scramble, get those cameras rolling, get that drone back in the sky. A miracle tench, alright – all down to a slight southerly shift in the breeze of which Paul made instinctive and instant use.

			When you have one of these windows, use it! Once again, back in Gone Fishing days, we had a bonanza of big
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