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  WHY SOME FISHERMENS TALES ARE TRUE
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      But I will lay aside my Discourse of Rivers, and tell you some things of the Monsters, or Fish, call them what you will, that they breed and feed in them.
      . . .

    

  


  
    Izaak Walton, The Compleat Angler, 1653

  


  
    Its a disturbing experience  seeing something that doesnt exist.

  


  In July 1993 I was floating in a leaky wooden canoe on a muddy Amazon lake, known simply as Lago Grande (big lake), looking for arapaima. Unusually for a fish, Arapaima gigas is an
  air-breather. Despite having gills, it has to surface at half-hour intervals to burp stale air from its swim bladder and gulp a fresh mouthful down. Its a quirk that allows these
  super-predators to stay active in stagnant water, when other fish are going belly-up. And without doubt its one of the reasons they grow so huge. Just how huge is not known for sure, but
  they are commonly said to be the biggest freshwater fish in the world, with some supposedly reliable sources quoting a maximum length of fifteen feet. So they shouldnt be too hard to spot,
  particularly as theyre also not exactly camouflaged, being decorated all over with vivid red markings. So why hadnt I seen a single one?


  Perhaps they had all been harpooned or netted  the one drawback to being so large and visible. But local fishermen assured me that there were still arapaima in the lake, mainly because
  theres a very deep hole, over seventy-five feet deep, off the southern end of the central island where their encircling nets cant reach the bottom. A few days before, Jos had
  even pointed some out to me:


  There! The size of this canoe! . . .


  But the distant ripples looked no different from any of the others that he had pointed out earlier, made by river turtles, caimans at periscope depth, and other fish. Or so he said. As far as I
  was concerned, he was seeing things that were invisible. I recalled how other fishermen had told me that the lake was encantado  enchanted  how an invisible force sometimes
  held canoes out in the middle, and how the fishermen had strange dreams when they camped here, dreams about ghost ships from an underwater kingdom whose occupants silently beckoned. No wonder
  fishermen have such a reputation for invention and exaggeration and for being all-round unreliable witnesses. Perhaps the arapaima wasnt a real fish at all but rather a spirit living in
  another dimension, a spirit you can only see once youve lost your grip on reality after too much time staring at the water.


  Or maybe I needed to look harder. Back home, beside an English pond I could locate a feeding carp from the tiniest whorl on the surface, spun by its tail as it rooted head-down in the silt. But
  this water spoke a different language that I couldnt yet decipher. Where Jos saw a clear signature I saw a meaningless scribble.


  But foreign languages can be learned. In time I started to recognise the subtly different ripple patterns. My eyes began to enhance detail and eliminate noise, to sharpen edges and slow down
  time, so that I too could tell not just the species but also the size and direction of travel  even, sometimes, whether or not the ripple-maker knew it was being watched. But back then, my
  first time in the Amazon, it felt as if the lakes inhabitants were mocking me. Dejected, I stared at the water and pondered the strange mechanics of perception  the perplexing fact
  that you can only see something properly if you already know what youre looking for.


  Such was my state of mind when, thirty yards from the boat, the surface opened and something huge heaved into the air. The size was right for a very big arapaima, but the shape was all wrong.
  What Id seen  if the blurred after-image wasnt deceiving me  was an arched back, bright pink in colour and bearing a row of large triangular points. It was like some
  huge gear wheel in the lakes workings, briefly cutting into the air before spinning back into the depths.


  What it was not like was any living creature in the real world.


  Back at the hut that night I described it to Jos, who knew the lake better than anyone. He regarded me over his ragged moustache and then asked where I was keeping my secret bottle of
  cachaa  and why I wasnt sharing it with him.


  Nothing like that lives here, he said.


  All the other fishermen I told about it said the same thing.


  So what do you do with an experience like that? Do you keep talking about it in the face of disbelief or even ridicule? Or, like a puzzled spectator at a magic show, do you admit that your eyes
  must have been tricked  or, rather, your brain has misinterpreted the signals from your eyes? For the sake of my sanity, I allowed the outlandish vision  which had once screamed for
  attention  to fade from my memory.


  And thats how things would have stayed if I hadnt gone back the next year. I was still looking for arapaima, but I also cast lures into the lake margins for smaller species 
  tucunar (more widely known as peacock bass), surubim, and aruana  usually to return to the water but sometimes for the pot. On one particular day, when these fish were proving more
  elusive than usual, there were several pink river dolphins breaching in the area of the deep hole. These (the scientific name is Inia geoffrensis, but they are known locally as botos)
  are among the Amazons strangest looking animals  humpbacked with a bulging head that contains an echo-location organ and sports a narrow, toothy beak. I decided to pack up fishing for
  the day and try to photograph dolphins instead.


  With my 135mm medium-telephoto lens, I had to be pointing right at them to get them in the frame. But they appeared through the surface without warning, in random positions, for just a fraction
  of a second . . . and by the time Id reacted they were gone. However, with the bright sunlight and fast film, I could set both a fast shutter speed, to freeze the action, and a small enough
  aperture to give a good depth of field so I didnt have to fiddle with fine focus. I then waited with the camera raised, ready to react to the loud exhaling puff that signalled a breach.


  The next couple of hours saw me almost dislocate my neck several times, as I snapped round and pushed the shutter, as well as nearly tipping myself out of the boat, which was wobbly enough even
  when I was keeping still. I had an idea that Id clicked on a dolphin or two, but there was no way to know until I had the slides processed.


  Several weeks later, when I got back to the UK, most of the frames were much as I had expected  shots of the sky and skewed horizons, some with anonymous splashes or spreading rings
   but I did have a couple showing a dolphins humped back.


  Then I held another slide up to the light  and there it was: the shape that had been transient and blurred on my retina, now clear and sharp on film. But what on earth was it? The picture
  was published in BBC Wildlife magazine, sparking speculation that it might even be an unknown species. I returned to the lake the next year with a video camera provided by the BBC Natural
  History Unit, and after a six-week stake-out I captured it on videotape in just three grainy frames  but it was unmistakable.


  I also looked into the mystery of its identity, and a long time later, after talking to countless people, pieced together the shocking story. Its one that, in some ways, I would rather
  not know. But even so, there is a happy ending, for both the creature and me. The creature is exuberantly alive, almost flaunting its strangeness, and I am not losing my marbles. My
  fishermans tale was true.


  And in a strange way this discovery gave me a broader validation. Although a few friends saw my shoestring travels as unusual and interesting, in the eyes of most I had lost my way. After
  attending primary school in southeast England, I had won a full-fees scholarship to an exclusive public school, where, at the age of sixteen, I scored the best exam results in the schools
  history. But then my trajectory flattened and nose-dived. I emerged from university with a degree in zoology, vaguely prompted by my interest in fish, but no idea of anything I wanted to do. So
  instead of crushing knuckles underfoot on the career ladder, here I was, in my late thirties with a trail of abandoned jobs behind me, making less than the minimum wage from selling occasional
  magazine articles.


  Part of the problem was my father, who in his youth had been a farmer but whod been disinherited after hed abandoned the family trade to become a priest. As a teenager,
  predictably, Id rejected organised religion, but I seemed to have absorbed other, more profound things from him that I couldnt shake. One of these was an indifference to the trappings
  of worldly success. Or perhaps I was just saying this because, with my threadbare employment record, and something else that nobody knew about, those things were never going to be mine anyway. And
  this wasnt quite true either. On very special occasions, Dad would wear a gold watch on a chain. It had belonged to his father before him, one of the last farmers in England to work the land
  with heavy horses, and one day, Dad always reminded me, it would be mine, in the unimaginable future when he would no longer be here. Meanwhile, as I squandered time, he did a good job of
  concealing his disappointment, even when it was compounded by my youngest brother Martin following my erratic footsteps, dropping out of university to become a wandering English teacher in Spain,
  France, and Italy. Occasionally a letter from a girl in Brazil would turn up at my parents house and Id see the looks next time I talked about my research trips. I felt
  that if I could only magically transport my father to an Amazon lakeside then he would understand. Because this was where, for whatever reason, despite all the blood-sucking insects and mud like a
  First World War battlefield, I became properly alive. It was hardly the Garden of Eden, but it was the gateway to a state of mind that he would recognise. Because, despite our differences, we
  shared one fundamental belief: that there is more to this world than whats visible on the surface.


  My sighting of the Lago Grande monster and subsequent proving of its existence is also why I have more time than most for other unlikely tales. Now if somebody tells me they have seen a giant
  animal lurking in the water, I dont automatically dismiss it because there is no photograph. Native fishermen dont carry cameras. Nor do I swallow it without question, however. Such
  stories need to be subjected to scientific scrutiny. And for all the exaggeration and mutation that can arise in the retelling, some fishermens tales do contain nuggets of shocking
  truth.


  Theres also some hard science on this side of the argument. Unlike land animals, aquatic creatures have their bodies supported by water so they are not subject to gravity as a factor that
  limits growth. This means that if conditions are right, they can keep on growing throughout their lives  so-called indeterminate growth. A land animal, however, that kept
  growing after reaching maturity would start to have trouble moving from place to place and, hence, finding food. This is gravity putting the brakes on growth. Every terrestrial or airborne body
  design has its optimum maximum size. But its a very different picture for weightless fish, which occasionally throw up giant freaks.


  With fish, its all about food. If theres a lot available and it doesnt cost too much energy to get it  disputing with competitors and watching ones back
  against predators  a mature fish will have a big energy surplus. Some of this energy will go towards breeding, the production of large quantities (normally) of eggs and sperm, but some will
  go towards further growth, which brings the advantages of fewer predators and a bigger mouth, for feeding on even more food. . . .


  A dramatic example of this principle at work is what has happened to the size of carp in English lakes over the last forty years. In most waters where they were found, the biggest individuals
  used to grow to about twenty pounds; now they commonly reach thirty pounds or even much more. The rod-caught record has leapt from a longstanding forty-four pounds to nearly seventy pounds, an
  impossible monster for any level-headed angler of the 1970s. This can largely be attributed to the vast quantities of high-protein bait, similar to bodybuilders food supplement, that carp
  anglers have been shovelling into the water. Compared to tiny grubs and larvae hiding in the gravel or silt, these highly visible balls of food represent a huge energy intake for very little
  effort, and the carp duly keep growing and growing, with some individuals reaching sizes previously unheard of. So when a freak fish, much larger than those seen normally, is reported from the
  wild, what appears not to make sense logically might be perfectly possible biologically.


  But then were back to the question of proof, which is another matter. Fish can be very hard to find and even harder to examine closely. And what is surprising until you think about it is
  that this is truer in fresh water than it is in the sea. Rivers and lakes make up a tiny fraction (0.01 per cent) of the worlds water, yet we know less about what lives here than in the
  distant oceans. The reason for this is simple. Seawater is clear: we can see into it. But drop a cameraman into most rivers or lakes, and he wont see or film a thing. Fresh water is a better
  place to hide. And in the absence of pictures, our preferred form of hard evidence, were back where we started: with fishermens tales  which leads to one other way of
  discovering whats down there.


  Casting a line into the water is like asking a question. Something could be right underneath you, but you cant see it  its there but not there. And sometimes only a line
  will make it real, despite the odds against this happening being very long. After hanging limp and lifeless  maybe for hours or days or weeks or years  it will twitch and run, and the
  cane or carbon-fibre in your hands will bend like a divining rod. Then, if your gear and nerves are sound, you will bring something out into the light, seemingly from nowhere, from another
  dimension. When this happens, it has an element of magic to it, like pulling a rabbit from a hat.


  This book is a series of such investigations into the murky world of fishermens tales. The tales are of river monsters that are frighteningly large or dangerous  or both. Fish that
  swallow men whole, others that eat them from within, and others that pack a killer punch. And the truth, though elusive and sometimes complex, is often every bit as unbelievable as the myth.
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  KALIS ACCOMPLICE
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      When Atropos who snips the threads of life misses one thread she cuts another, and we who do not know why one thread is missed and another cut, call it
      Fate, Kismet, or what we will.

    

  


  
    Jim Corbett, Man-Eaters of Kumaon, 1944

  



  The river is a roar in my ears as the unseen creature starts to drag me, step by stumbling step, towards the murderous water at the tail of the pool, and the moment when I can
  go no further on land. This is the fish I have been hunting for three years  and the archetypal monster I have been after all my life. But such is its power, and the weight of monsoon water
  on top of it, that my desire to capture it with a line now seems like madness.


  I want to stop time, to put off the moment, but the whirlpool in front of me continues to turn relentlessly clockwise between the left-to-right surge along the far bank and the countercurrent at
  my feet. This wheeling back eddy, spun from the main flow by a bulge in the black rock opposite, was my secret weapon, my means of evening the odds in what would otherwise be an impossible
  situation. And until a few moments ago, my plan was working. Id managed to confuse the fish enough to bring it into the narrow strip where the river runs backwards, where the weight of the
  water was working with me, not against me. But now the fish seems to have worked out where I am and what Im trying to do, and it has turned back into the main flow and is heading exactly
  where I dont want it to go. If it reaches the outlet, there will be no holding it. And with this side of the riverbank transforming from a boulder beach into sheer cliff and mountainside
  rearing hundreds of feet high, there will be no following it either.


  I picture the fish in the boiling depths, shouldering its way through the lightless water  the great broad head filled with teeth and the thick muscular body trailing tentacles from every
  fin. Such is its appalling momentum through water that would grind a person to pieces that I can already taste the sickness and despair that will flood through me when the line cracks like a rifle
  shot and the rod springs back lifeless in my hands.


  Then where will my investigation be? This story of a man-eating fish in fresh water, hundreds of miles up a rocky river, will remain just a fishermens tale. Although the biology adds up,
  I need hard proof, otherwise the outside world will continue to dismiss this tale as the colourful fantasy of illiterate peasants. And Ill be just another poor, credulous soul who swallows
  anything hes told. A broken line will convince nobody.


  The fish skirts a small slack at the tail of the pool, just before the exit funnel. This is my last chance. I clamp down on the reel as hard as I dare, trying to heave it in here. The rod creaks
  in pain, its Kevlar and carbon-fibre sinews surely about to transform into splinters. But Ive edged the fish off its course. The line sings a high, tinny note as a tail like a black flag
  breaks the surface: its huge with two pointed lobes  definitely a monstrous goonch. And then its gone, and the line is being torn away, faster and faster. The moment has
  come.


  As I rip off my radio-microphone, a voice behind the camera yells at me not to do it, but James keeps filming. My privileged role as world-travelling TV presenter is a Faustian pact. In moments
  like these, my soul is not my own but instead laid bare for millions to see. I cant just shrug and later mourn in private the one that got away. Ive got to do whatever it takes.


  Even in the knee-high margins, the water almost knocks me over. With the rod held high, I launch myself, pulling with my other arm and kicking with both legs. Immediately I regret my decision.
  The river seems to have accelerated, turning the far bank into a blur. But I cant turn back because theres now sheer rock behind me. With a start of horror I realise Im now in
  the strip of water that falling boulders, dislodged from the cliff above, regularly bomb. Even the small buzzing fragments hit with the impact of high-velocity shrapnel. An irrational voice tells
  me that my struggles might call down a fatal rain on top of me.


  Then I remember the fish. From this perspective, the accounts of people dragged under take on a reality more vivid than ever. I mustnt be swept down over its position  wherever
  that now is. But Im tiring with every breath. The water clutches at me, like a malevolent living thing, and a black fear supplants my original motivation for this act of folly, driving my
  leaden limbs towards the distant shore.


  Pinpointing exactly where this story starts is difficult, but with hindsight I see a slow inevitability reaching right back to the moment I caught my first fish, aged eight or
  nine, from the River Stour in southeast England. The river ran through the village where I grew up, and beyond its mirrored surface I discovered a secret world, populated with mysterious
  inhabitants that few people saw. Over the years its winding course led me ever further over the fields, always wanting to see what was around the next bend.


  In my above-surface life I was drawn to study zoology, and later to teach it, but I found the emphasis on theory suffocating and, as a result, wandered lost for several years, supporting myself
  with a variety of odd jobs, from building-site labourer to farmhand to motorbike dispatch rider in London. Meanwhile my interest in fishing was waning. Britain has lots of people and not much
  water, and by my mid-twenties that water had become crowded with other enthusiasts. Fishing no longer satisfied my craving for mystery and the unknown, so I hung up my rods.


  But the chance discovery of a magazine article about a fish in India (the mahseer, a giant golden-scaled carp that lives in thunderous rocky rivers) changed all that. In March 1982, at the age
  of twenty-five, I dusted down a couple of rods, packed them inside a length of drainpipe, and boarded an Ariana Afghan DC10 to Delhi. I had just 200 concealed under my clothes and scarcely a
  clue as to how I was going to survive the next three months. But not having the means to spend my way out of trouble made me learn quickly. It was the start of a new addiction: to the amplified and
  compressed ups and downs of travelling alone through an unfamiliar landscape, which energises to the same extent as it drains. Then there were the fish, mahseer and others, which in this context
  appeared hyper-real, even more wondrous than the shiny creatures of my childhood.


  On my return home, having studied some instructional books about journalistic writing, I wrote a couple of articles about my experiences and sold them to a fishing magazine. That was a
  revelation. Despite later rejections, I realised that here was a possible way to make some kind of living from my interest.


  So I started digging for information about other exotic river fish. Over the next ten years I made five more expeditions, each between two and five months: to Thailand, where my hunt for the
  Mekong giant catfish (Pangasianodon gigas) got me arrested for spying; to India again, where I caught a monstrous southern mahseer (Hypselobarbus mussullah) of ninety-two pounds; and
  three times to the Congo rainforest in search of the goliath tigerfish.


  Then, after co-writing and self-publishing Somewhere Down the Crazy River about travels in India and Central Africa, I made my first expedition to the Amazon in 1993, on the trail of the
  arapaima, the mythic fifteen-foot air-breather. After my experiences in the Congo, which included partial blinding from malaria, I thought this would be a breeze, but the difficulty of this new
  mission exceeded all expectations. For six years the course of my investigation twisted and turned through the many layers, both real and mythological, of this bewildering region before delivering
  me at the centre of the maze, where the armour-plated giant revealed itself.


  My photograph of that fish, draped over my shoulder with its mouth threatening to engulf the camera, appeared in a British national newspaper, where it was seen by a TV producer in London. He
  immediately set about pitching the idea of a documentary about this spectacular species, and after two years, during which I returned to the Amazon at my own expense to shoot DIY footage for a demo
  tape, we were commissioned to make a five-part series. Jungle Hooks, filmed and first screened in 2002, has since gone down in history for showing the first capture on TV of a giant (two
  hundred  pound) arapaima  and the unscripted crashing of a single-engined plane into the Amazon forest.


  But television is a fickle business. Our proposals for a follow-up series (one of them about alligator gar in the US Deep South) were rejected. I tried to be philosophical about this, knowing
  that the decision often comes down to budget and is not necessarily a judgement on the merit of the idea. In fact, without my own self-funded research and helpful friends in the Amazon, Jungle
  Hooks would never have been made.


  Then in 2005 I received a phone call. My friend Gavin Searle, who had filmed and directed me in the Amazon, was having another existential crisis. As usual he was questioning why somebody with a
  masters degree in anthropology had just crawled out of yet another reality TV show. I need a break, Jezzer, he said. Why dont we go to India? You take your rods
  and Ill take a camera. Maybe we can cut something together when we get back and sell it to cover our costs.


  I was at a loose end myself, scratching around for odd bits of proofreading and copy-editing, but this was something we could do on a shoestring. Even so, the idea of selling a programme made on
  spec relied heavily on wishful thinking. So we phoned the commissioning editor of Jungle Hooks at Discovery Europe for some guidance. The response was not what we expected: an immediate
  summons to London and a commission to make a five-part series  not because they particularly wanted a series about India but because it was time for another Jungle Hooks.


  But this stroke of good fortune also made life more complicated. We had to form our own production company and get an official filming permit. This was straightforward in theory, but six weeks
  later we had no reply to our application. Fishing in India is very seasonal, and the Himalayan snow melt was fast approaching, followed by the monsoon, which would wash away all of our plans. But
  our paperwork had vanished into a bureaucratic black hole. Finally, in desperation, we handed a large sum to a fixer based in Delhi, and submitted a new application. Our permission
  returned after a week. At the time of writing, our original submission remains buried in somebodys in-tray. It has been there for more than five years and counting . . .


  We arrived at the Kali River, a grey snow-fed tributary of the Ganges, where it briefly forms the border between India and Nepal, two months later than wed intended. Our target was the
  golden Himalayan mahseer (Tor putitora), a fish said to grow to two hundred pounds, although these days a fifty-pounder is a rarity. Traditionally they are targeted during their annual
  breeding run on their way up to the headwaters as the monsoon waters rise, and then on their hungry return, with river junctions being the most productive spots. But intercepting the migration is a
  hit-and-miss affair and can cause offence to some local people, who consider river confluences to be sacred.


  From Delhi we took the overnight train north to where the flat Gangetic plain abruptly ends and the mountains begin. Then we spent a day in a jeep on twisting roads cut into rock, contemplating
  the sickening drops just feet from our wheels and the crumpled skeletons of buses far below. When the road ended, we shouldered our bags and set off downriver on foot along a path scratched into
  the mountainside. Soon I was in a lather of sweat, cursing the straps that cut into my shoulders and the long unwieldy rod container that is my constant burden. But the views of the river were
  breathtaking. I lost myself in the slow rhythm of my footsteps until eventually the path dropped down and approached a pool. The next thing I knew, after emerging breathless from some shrubs, I was
  looking up at a Mayan pyramid  huge stone steps climbing high into the air. It took a moment to work out what this was: a low-angle view of terraced fields, with only their stone-built
  retaining walls visible.


  After dumping our kit in a stone hut, I clambered over a field of boulders to the river, anxious to fish before dark. At the tail of the pool the water funnelled into a fast chute alongside the
  far bank, which drove a large, slow back eddy on the near side. Approaching low and quiet, so as not to disturb anything lying close in, I selected a six-inch wooden plug, painted in a lifelike
  fish-scale pattern, and cast upriver (but down the countercurrent) to the wedge of slack at the edge of the pools outflow. Engaging the reel, I started to retrieve, with the lures
  vibrations making the rod-tip bounce as its diving vane took it under. The next casts were progressively closer to the far bank, falling just short of the ridge of spiky waves where fast and slow
  water met, which in some indefinable way was beckoning me. Drawing a deep breath, I loaded up the back-cast, flinging the lure with all my might, and landed it in the target area. After just a
  couple of turns, the line caught on something solid, which then moved: a gleaming eight-pound mahseer  long, rubbery-mouthed, with scales like golden pennies. Maybe we werent too late
  after all.


  But nothing else followed. It was as if the river had been emptied of fish. As fishless day followed fishless day, we started to despair of getting enough material to make even one half-hour
  programme, never mind five. If this had been merely the personal jaunt we had originally planned, we could have just shrugged our shoulders. But the stakes were now much higher. The total absence
  of anything on my line forced us to dig ever deeper for other, peripheral material. We filmed inch-long snow trout fry in a rock pool. I discoursed on the gentleman anglers from the days when India
  was part of the British Empire. Gavin made me grab a snake that was lying on riverside boulders on the pretext that it could have been a fish-eating species. So when our guide Vinay said something
  about the Dharma Ghat man-eater, our ears pricked up.


  Somebody had been pulled under the water, he told us, a couple of miles downstream from our camp. People said it was the work of the soos. Downstream, in the Indian plains, a soos
  is a Ganges river dolphin (Platanista gangetica), a creature very similar to the Amazon pink dolphin, apart from its colour, which is grey-brown. From my travels I knew that river dolphins
  arent always the cuddly creatures of popular imagination. In the Amazon they bite paddles smacked against the surface to shoo them away from nets and grab the keels of canoes, which they
  then rock furiously in a gesture of defiance. Carnivorous hunters, they locate prey by sonar and then clamp it in a multi-toothed beak. Larger prey is given a fatal ramming first. But their normal
  diet is fish, either swallowed whole or torn apart. A human would not normally be on the menu, although at eight feet long and three hundred pounds, a Gangetic dolphin would be more than capable of
  grabbing a swimmers leg and pulling him under if it wanted to. But dolphins arent found this far upriver. Because they are air-breathers, you would see them if they were here. So this
  soos is not a dolphin.


  But they said it makes a sound like a dolphin. When it opens its mouth, the inrush of water sucks its victim down. This, though, could just be a description of the river. Moving water can exert
  its own fatal suction. Rocks create back eddies, which accelerate into whirlpools. Current lines move in unpredictable directions and at variable speeds. Halfway down our camp pool was a large
  rock, and sometimes the water flowed past it smoothly and quietly; but then, seemingly at random, it would start to rip and spin. This rock has a ledge just under the surface, where its
  possible to stand with the water halfway to your knees. It looks an obvious place to wash dishes or bathe. But take one step further, and youre in thirty feet of water. A little further out
  the river looks as if its boiling, with huge upwellings rolling the surface layers  a reminder that water spins in three dimensions: not just round and round, but up and down too. In
  this depth of water, a person caught in one of the down-currents would stay on the bottom, with eardrums ruptured and lungs full of water. Perhaps its no accident that the Kali River is
  named after the Hindu goddess of death and destruction. Perhaps the perpetrator was the water itself, with no intermediary in the form of an underwater creature.


  The only problem with this reasoning is that the Dharma Ghat victim was taken in shallow, slack water at the edge of the pool. The same went for a young man who disappeared at the Roll Ghat
  ferry crossing a couple of miles upriver. If this was elsewhere in India, a likely culprit would be a mugger crocodile (Crocodylus palustris). But the river here is at an elevation of nearly
  1,400 feet and the water is too cold for them. And again, if they were here youd see them hauled up on land warming their cold blood. Indias other crocodile, the narrow-jawed,
  fish-eating gharial (Gavialis gangeticus), is likewise not found at this elevation. And the same goes for pythons.


  Casting the net wider, could the killer be a bull shark? Unknown to most people, this species, which normally lurks in warm and temperate coastal seas, has the disturbing habit of entering
  rivers and sometimes wandering a long way up them, something most sea fish are unable to do. Dharma Ghat is a thousand miles from the sea, but bull sharks have been reported in the Mississippi
  above St. Louis and more than two thousand miles up the Amazon. And the species is known to swim the Ganges. If it were simply a matter of distance, we would have to consider a bull shark a
  possible suspect. But this is another animal that doesnt venture into the mountains, being restricted to warm water. And although bull sharks are known to navigate small rapids in the Rio
  San Juan in Nicaragua, the rapids it would have to scale to get here are far bigger, not to mention the man-made barrier at Tanakpur, a hydro electric and irrigation dam, which effectively puts an
  end to this line of speculation.


  Faced with events that seem to have no natural cause, it would perhaps be understandable if some people invoked the supernatural. Maybe the forces at work are not simply the product of gravity
  acting on water but also the earthly manifestations of a divine will. In the Ganges, known to Hindus as mother Ganga, there is a custom of ritual bathing, to wash away sins and hasten
  the end of the mortal cycle of death and earthly rebirth. But on this stretch of the Kali, it is noticeable that nobody bathes in the river. This fact might just be due to the cold water, which
  comes from glaciers in the high Himalayas, but it might be something else. Even the buffaloes, which people keep to plough their terraced fields and that normally need no persuasion to wallow in
  water, have to be driven into the pools shallower margins with blows to their thick hides.


  Then we met Man Singh. One day, two years before, he had heard his young granddaughter screaming from the head of the pool. When he got there, he saw a huge underwater creature dragging his
  prize buffalo into the water. But hed seen this animal before and knew what it was. He said it was a goonch.


  When I heard this word, a twenty-year-old memory surfaced. It was my first visit to India, and I was on the West Ramganga River in the Himalayan foothills. I was fishing with a bright silver
  spoon in a rapid, and my lure had just splashed down near the far bank when something took it with a sickening lunge and carried it away downstream. Then, just as suddenly, the line was dead.
  Either it had swum round a sunken snag or it wasnt playing by the rules and had just decided to sink to the bottom where my eleven-pound line would make no impression on it. So, abandoning
  the rules myself, I heaved a rock a little upstream of the point where the line entered the water. On the fourth or fifth throw, it was on the move again, and I stumbled downstream after it, trying
  to draw level and apply pressure from the side. Then it went to ground again, and this time it felt different. Here there were large branches washed up on the banks, and I visualised others on the
  riverbed, with my line wrapped around one of them. This time the boulders didnt work, so in desperation I laid the rod down and kicked off my shoes in preparation for following the line
  down, although there was no way Id keep my footing once the water was past my knees. It was more of a gesture than a realistic plan.


  A scraping sound caught my attention, and I saw my rod moving towards the water. Thinking it was only the current, I picked it up and immediately felt the fish, which was coming towards me now.
  The memory is then a bit blurred. I know for sure that I didnt land it by grabbing the jaw, as the teeth were unlike anything Id ever seen. Then there were the tentacles festooning
  its scaleless body, and its tiny eyes. At four feet, eight inches long (including tail tentacles) and weighing about thirty pounds, it was the largest fish Id ever caught. But there was
  something repellent about it, even though it would be another two decades before Id hear this species (Bagarius yarellii) stand accused of being a man-eater.


  Since then Id seen pictures of goonch in the water that could have weighed two hundred pounds. But do they grow big enough to take a person? This seemed to be the ultimate tall tale
   until I thought about it. When somebody is in the water, with nothing to hold on to, its possible to pull them under using very little force. As for a fish eating someone, its
  not as far-fetched as it first sounds because some fish can swallow whole prey almost the same size as themselves. Going by the relative size of its mouth, I reckoned a goonch would need to be nine
  or ten feet long to swallow a small adult human. But some freshwater fish can grow this big. Earlier that same year, an eight foot, ten inch Mekong giant catfish, weighing 646 pounds, had been
  netted in Thailand  the largest freshwater fish to be fully authenticated.


  To reach such a size, a goonch would need an abundant food supply. But mahseer populations have plummeted in the last half-century. Then Vinay speculated what the food supply might be. It was
  something wed seen ourselves at the pool where we were camping. One morning a procession of people wound down to the river, carrying a bundle wrapped in cloth. At the riverbank they made a
  platform from the logs theyd also been carrying, set the bundle on top of it, then set the logs alight. After the flames had been going for a while, there was a dull liquid pop, the sound of
  a skull cracking, believed to be the moment when the soul leaves the body. The mourners then scooped water on to the flames, sending steam billowing into the air, and pushed the fires
  remnants into the river with poles. Downstream we saw spreading rings from a rolling fish.


  Vinay suggested I put out a super-strength handline, baited with singed goat meat. But there was no time to mount a proper campaign, beyond trying to catch a smaller goonch from elsewhere, to
  show what the alleged culprit looks like. This turned out to be a mission in itself, but the sixty-pounder I caught was the first specimen of this species ever to be seen on TV. The main story,
  however, was filed under unfinished business.


  And thats where it might have stayed if another friend of mine hadnt watched the series a couple of years later. Wildlife filmmaker Lucy dAuvergne had just finished a
  two-year stint filming chimpanzees in Tanzania, and she saw the story as being of interest to a much wider audience. She put together a detailed proposal and cut a five-minute taster DVD and took
  this to Harry Marshall, boss of Icon Films in Bristol, the UKs main centre of wildlife filmmaking. Harry carefully placed this bait and then waited, a process that took several months, while
  interested parties circled, until Animal Planet decided to give us the go-ahead.


  One of our goals was to get the first underwater footage of goonch. But going underwater into the goonchs environment was a daunting prospect. Because nobody had done it before, there was
  no telling how one of these supersize predators might react to a person at close range. To give ourselves the best chance of the footage we needed, we enlisted veteran underwater cameraman Rick
  Rosenthal, whose interest we managed to pique. Rick is a passionate fish conservationist, whose work is all about getting close to the oceans largest and rarest creatures and showing their
  intimate lives to those of us who cannot go where he goes. Waiting on the edge of a bait ball, while marlin spear and slash just feet away, is all in a days work for Rick, and having such
  experience in our team was an enormous boon. Part of the key to Ricks success over the years is that, where possible, he doesnt use air tanks and all the other scuba paraphernalia.
  His normal diving kit is a mask and snorkel  and one breath of air. And this was all we were going to use in India. Scuba diving, in contrast, would have been a logistical nightmare,
  requiring us to drag a compressor, tanks, and other bulky gear into the mountains. The size of the team and the cost would have multiplied too. All that to turn ourselves into large underwater
  objects blowing off clouds of noisy bubbles, which would very likely send all other underwater life heading for the horizon.


  Although nervous about this mission, I was not a complete novice underwater, having learned to scuba dive in British coastal waters in the early 1990s. I took it up out of a desire to see my
  imagined landscapes for real. But diving in rivers and lakes held no attraction for other divers, who saw this as looking for brown fish in brown water. So I did what they did, and I
  clocked up the hours sucking bottled air on reefs and wrecks. But free-diving, or breath-hold diving, beyond wandering around on the surface with a snorkel and the odd short duck-dive, was totally
  new for me. So before going to India I took a course at the British navys Submarine Escape Training Tower (SETT) at Gosport near Southampton.


  Free-diving is as much a mental discipline as it is a physical one. Borrowing much from yoga, it is anything but a macho activity. A relaxed body and mind means slower oxygen consumption and
  more time until you need to breathe. In the weeks before the course Id done exercises to stretch and loosen my ribcage and abdominal muscles along with breathing routines to increase my
  tolerance to carbon dioxide build-up in the lungs, the trigger that makes you involuntarily inhale well before youve exhausted available oxygen. Lying on my back, I could empty my mind and
  let time slowly pass, not wanting to hurry it along, familiar now with the spasms that start to ripple through the diaphragm, which I gently ride, aware but detached as I slowly check my watch, now
  nearing the end of its second, third, or even fourth revolution. But in water the body is more active, as is the mind, which cuts the breath-hold time. In the tank I managed to pull myself feet
  first down a rope to thirty feet, pushing tiny squirts of precious air through my Eustachian tubes to relieve the pressure on my eardrums, and puffing through my nose to ease the squeeze on my
  low-volume mask. But for some reason I couldnt descend head first. My ears, always a bit slow, refused to equalise in this position, probably a result of nervous tension
  constricting the tubes. At ten feet, the pain would stop me going any further, which was immensely frustrating, as I had plenty of air left. My pulse was insistent and loud, and the more I tried to
  shut it out, the more it hammered for attention. Maybe part of my mind was thinking ahead to cold gloomy water and hidden monsters in caves.


  Then we were in India, where news came from our intended location, Corbett National Park (named after the celebrated hunter, conservationist and author, Jim Corbett), that suddenly made our task
  seem near-impossible. We would not, after all, be allowed to get into any of the pools along the parks stretch of the West Ramganga River because of the risk from mugger crocodiles. We would
  have to find somewhere else  where the goonch were unprotected and, therefore, much more scarce and wary. The Kali was a nonstarter because it was too dangerous  not only because of
  the possible presence of a man-eating specimen but also the strong currents and poor visibility, which, according to the latest intelligence, was down to zero now following rain.


  So we settled on a pool further up the Ramganga, some distance from Corbett Park, where the fish have a degree of protection because of a temple beside the water. But even this doesnt
  deter the really determined poachers. A couple of years before, Vinay had found a huge goonch here that had been killed by electro-fishing, Indian style. This involves hooking cables up to the
  power lines that stretch between wooden poles along the valley and then carefully dipping the other ends in the water, thereby also causing the lights to dim in nearby Bhikya Sein. Having removed
  the wires, the poacher then scoops the dead and dying fish from the surface. At seven feet, six inches to the fork of the tail, and possibly weighing over three hundred pounds, the monster goonch
  would have been impossible to carry; and even cutting it into pieces might not have been worth the effort, as goonch arent considered good to eat. (A poacher who sold pieces of goonch saying
  it was mahseer was later beaten up for his trouble.) More likely, though, the poachers didnt see it. Unlike other fish, catfish arent weightless in water but rather slightly more
  dense, thanks to heavy bones in the head and a small swim bladder. So the corpse would have slowly trundled along the bottom, between the cliff that forms the pools left bank and the boulder
  beach opposite, to the shallows at the bottom end, where Vinays friends found it.


  But I knew monstrous fish were still there. I had hooked one when filming with Gavin but lost it when it sliced my ninety-pound nylon on a rock. In a state of deepening despair, I then fished on
  for days and nights without a touch  the pool had gone dead. This often happens with fish, but in this case an overzealous assistant didnt help the situation. One evening he spotted
  two young lads who had come down to the river from somewhere high above in the valley. They were deploying a loop line, a length of cord with monofilament nooses every few inches, along the base of
  the cliff. Loop lines are usually strung across flowing shallows, where they can be surprisingly effective. A fish, moving upstream, finds its head inside a noose and panics, tightening the nylon
  between its gills and pectoral fins. And the more it struggles the tighter the line holds it. Strung along the cliff base, a few feet under water, the loop line would intercept the small species
  that suck algae from the rock, but it is a low-impact method that just provides occasional fish for the fishermen themselves. Granted, the boys line could have been a hazard if I had hooked
  a fish, but goonch tend to fight on the bottom and their line was at mid-water, so I was prepared to live and let live. But before I knew it, the lads had been sent packing by a fellow who is
  normally charming but who, so the story goes, took an iron bar to the last person who crossed him, breaking both his legs.


  The incident left me with a nasty taste in my mouth, but soon after dark, when I heard the explosion of a large predatory fish breaking the surface, my thoughts turned to other things. The sound
  of the fish, in the night-time stillness, was immense, like a huge boulder falling into the water. Then it happened again, much closer, and then again. Then we were yelling at one another to get
  the hell away from the water and hurling impotent obscenities at the unseen figures high above.


  This was the low point of the entire trip. I consoled myself with the thought that the lost fish was one of those things, something I could have done nothing about even though a
  camera light had been blinding me at the time, obscuring the direction of the line. But later I realised I was kidding myself. If, after hooking the fish, I had moved out of the corner where I was
  fishing, I would have been in a strategically stronger position. The fish escaped by swimming into a gully in the cliff, but if I had repositioned myself, this wouldnt have taken the line
  round a corner and I could have pulled it straight out. This was a painful relearning of a basic lesson. Before you fish, you must have a plan that takes account of all eventualities. Because it
  may be the only chance you get. Not until our post-monsoon return was I able to make some amends. The sixty-pounder I caught was an impressive fish, but nowhere near the size of the lost
  monster.


  Back at the pool now, these memories returned. Two boys fishing with a thick washing line from a big rock upstream looked on as Rick and I peered down into the water, where it pushed into the
  pool and then kicked ninety degrees on impact with the cliff. I had promised him clear water, but Rick was not impressed. We could see the bottom near the side, where baby mahseer darted into an
  eddy, but Rick reckoned horizontal visibility would be only six feet. As we pulled on our wetsuits I tried to still my nerves. Rick and I had free-dived a cold, murky English lake before coming
  here, but I felt unprepared for this. Without Rick, I wouldnt have dreamed of venturing into that fearful underwater landscape, but his matter-of-fact approach was reassuring.


  As he rubbed liquid soap on to the inside of his mask and rinsed it with water, he said, What I tell everyone to remember is this: when you find yourself wanting to breathe, youve
  still got plenty of oxygen left. With that, he took hold of his camera housing and pushed out into the current. The sun was high, but soon it would swing behind the cliff and plunge the
  water at its base into gloom. There was nothing to do but follow.


  I tried to relax my body and let the water take me. With four pounds of lead on my quick-release weight belt to counteract the lift of my thin wetsuit, my buoyancy felt about right. I dipped my
  head under and felt the water on my face, the one part of me that wasnt enclosed in neoprene. Looking down, I could see my gloved hand, but beyond that, a cloudy green atmosphere thickened
  to obscure everything else. I lifted back up and saw the cliff approaching fast. Okay, what next? Breathing. Slow and unforced, the rubber weight belt yielding as I took air deep into my abdomen.
  And long, slow exhalations to quieten the pulse. In the training tank I had closed my eyes and shut off my mind, leaving just a slender sensory thread connected to the outside world. But here I
  needed to stay aware. The current was now bumping me against rock. Further along I saw Ricks fins flip up and sink from sight as he tucked and duck-dived. Now in his sixties, he told me he
  didnt have the lung capacity that he had as a young man, but he still seemed underwater for an age. I thought about loop lines and anglers lines snagged on the rocks down there, some
  with hooks. We both had knives strapped to our ankles, but we didnt have the luxury of air tanks  only our internal supply, which would last one or two minutes at the most. So we had
  to watch out for each other, diving alternately. This was hugely reassuring when it was my turn to descend, but it was a huge responsibility when I was the one on the surface.


  An object with a Perspex dome on the front broke the surface, followed by a camo-patterned wetsuit and a jet of water from a snorkel. Rick hadnt seen anything. I squeezed the air from my
  lungs and pulled in a full fresh charge, my diaphragm working like a piston, then I pinched my nose, popped my ears, pulled my body into a tuck, and followed my outstretched


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  



  List of Illustrations


  
    

    1. THE AMAZON LAKE MONSTER that nobody believed was real, including me  until I took this picture. This is the reason I dont automatically dismiss other
    fishermens tales.

  

  
    

    2. IN MY EARLY TWENTIES I was an obsessive carp angler, escaping whenever possible to camp beside English lakes.

  

  
    

    3. THERES MORE TO some fish than meets the eye. Carp have powerful teeth in the back of the throat that would crush a finger just as soon as a snail shell.

  

  
    

    4. A FIFTY-EIGHTPOUND MAHSEER, which dragged me down rapids on the Kaveri River in South India on my thirtieth birthday. Local handline fishermen have been nearly
    drowned.

  

  
    

    5. IN ZAIRE (now Democratic Republic of Congo) in 1985, I travelled on one of the legendary giant riverboats  with two thousand other passengers, uncounted stowaways
    and secret policemen, and trussed live crocodiles.

  

  
    

    6. ZAIRE VILLAGE CHILDREN show me a standard-issue, striped (not goliath) tigerfish. Its feared larger cousin, they told me, can almost bite a person in half.

  

  
    

    7. PEOPLES REPUBLIC OF CONGO, 1990. When I took this picture I was incubating a near-fatal dose of malaria.

  

  
    

    8. BATTLING WITH SOMETHING that grabbed a ten-inch piranha. Something about that compact eruption tells me its not made by a normal fish.

  

  
    

    9. FIRST AMAZON EXPEDITION, 1993. Fishing from the island on Lago Grande. Plank-built canoes are precarious in bad weather.

  

  
    

    10. MY FIRST TEACHER of Amazon jungle-craft. Hard-as-nails Jos fishing with gillnets on Lago Grande.

  

  
    

    11. BECAUSE OF THEIR GREAT WEIGHT, fishermen butcher arapaima at the lakeside. Mostly you just see their huge, kipperlike fillets.

  

  
    

    12. FISHERMEN SELLING THEIR CATCH on the waterfront at Manaus. The amount of commercial fishing in the Amazon truly shocked me.

  

  
    

    13. IN MOST OF BRAZIL, fishing for arapaima is now banned, but river people have few other sources of cash. The man on the left became a bodyguard for the town mayor and
    was wounded by shrapnel in an assassination attempt.

  

  
    

    14. THE LAST-GASP ARAPAIMA caught on my Jungle Hooks shoot, using neither rod nor reel. From painful experience I know this fish can be very dangerous indeed, but in
    an unexpected way.

  

  
    

    15. REVISITING THE SCENE of my Amazon plane crash. Only weeks later did I realise how close Id come to dying.

  

  
    

    16. THE FISH THAT HIMALAYAN VILLAGERS say is a man-eater. My capture of this 161-pound goonch, after plunging after it into monsoon floodwater, gave weight to their
    stories.

  

  
    

    17. BREATH-HOLD DIVING IN UNDERWATER CAVES in a cold, cloudy Himalayan river with trailing poachers lines was not my idea of fun. But we did, eventually, get the
    first-ever footage of goonch in their natural habitat.

  

  
    

    18. THIS CUIU-CUIU OR RIPSAW CATFISH was a rare catch. But this armour didnt stop a piranha from taking a mouthful out of its back on the way to
    the boat.

  

  
    

    19. THE BUSINESS END OF A PIRAIBA, one of two catfish species that Amazon fishermen say have swallowed people whole.

  

  
    

    20. WITH A CHAINSAW-LIKE SNOUT on a shark's body, sawfish require careful handling.

  

  
    

    21. LIKE AN ALLIGATOR WITH FINS. But is the much-maligned alligator gar as dangerous as it looks? And how reliable are the reports of fourteen-footers?

  

  
    

    22. GIANT GROUPERS have been known to attack divers by grabbing arms, legs, and even once, a mans head. But this 250-pounder from a river surprised even local
    fishery experts.

  

  
    

    23. BLEARY-EYED DAYBREAK ON THE BRISBANE RIVER. Not such a good time for darkness-loving bull sharks, but at least you can tell if thats an oil tanker you just
    hooked.

  

  
    

    24. AT NINE FEET, EIGHT INCHES long and weighing five hundred pounds, this is one of the biggest male bull sharks (note the clasper) ever seen anywhere. What
    was it doing in a river?

  

  
    

    25. A BULL SHARK made short work of this leg-sized kob in South Africas Breede River. They also check out people  but why arent the Breede sharks
    man-eaters?

  

  
    

    26. THIS FISH HAS SMALL TEETH and very little muscle, but touch it and you could die. Hence the protective clothing.

  

  
    

    27. GET STABBED BY THIS SPINE, with its coating of toxic slime, and the pain is like holding your foot in a fire. Death can follow from gangrene or blood loss.

  

  
    

    28. CAUGHT WITH A LINE BUT NO HOOK, the longfin eel is an unlikely man-eater  until you piece together its grisly modus operandi.

  

  
    

    
      
    

    29. THE TWO THOUSANDMILE RIO PURUS was my second home for nearly ten years. On its way to join the Amazon, the Purus is a confusion of bends and hidden backwater
    lakes. Annual floods raise the water level by up to fifty feet.

  

  
    

    30. THE DJOU RAPIDS, where the Congo River squeezes down to just 1,200 yards. Further downstream its 350 yards. Surely an insane place to cast a line.

  

  
    

    31. HE CRIED IN A WHISPER at some image, at some vision . . . The horror! The horror! (Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 1902).

  

  
    

    32. THE FISH THAT TOOK TWENTY-FIVE YEARS to catch.
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