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This book is dedicated to my dad.




Prologue

It’s 7pm and darkness is descending on the streets of Mexico City. I’m sitting directly behind the driver in a van which has seen better days. Up ahead is a police car, siren blaring, blue and red lights flashing. It is trying to carve a route through the late rush-hour traffic so the other members of Iron Maiden and I can make it to the show in time. We alternate between mad, 80mph dashes on the wrong side of the road to lurching, abrupt halts. I begin to feel slightly queasy as the driver slams on the brakes once again as a ‘civilian’ car, with a driver who hasn’t read the script, pulls out in front of us. Our driver is wearing sunglasses. In the dark. He’s either forgotten to take them off or, more likely, he’s living out some long-held car-chase fantasy. Now we’ve come to a halt and the driver of the aforementioned ‘civi’ car has got out and tried to punch out one of the cops … chaos. This is a police escort: it sounds glamorous, it is anything but …

I close my eyes, lean back in my seat and try to block out all the madness. Now in my mind I am by the side of a lake. It is early morning and mist hangs over the water like a ghostly veil. I am fishing. Out on the lake, the dorsal fin of a large tench cuts through the mirror-calm surface, sending out oily ripples in a perfect circle. I bait my hook with two grains of corn, pack the feeder with groundbait and lob the whole lot out 20 yards or so into the lake. With the rod on the rests, I clip on the bobbin, light my stove and put the kettle on for the first tea of the day.
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Why do we go fishing? Someone once said (OK, it was Billy Connolly), ‘Fishing is like meditation, only with a punchline.’ Excitement is not a word most non-fisherfolk would associate with the sport, yet for me it’s a key part. Delicious anticipation is a phrase I like. Planning a trip and the build-up puts me in a good mood for weeks beforehand.

The primal need to hunt. I think most men have an instinct to put food on the table, whether it’s a guy earning a living in a high-powered job or simply someone dangling a worm, trying to catch his supper. You can try to rationalise it all you want, but I suppose I go fishing because I just love it. Clapton, where I grew up in east London, was not exactly a place of babbling brooks and pristine lakes. We did have the Lee Navigation, a canal river, running down the bottom of our road. Perfect, you might say. Unfortunately not. On a summer’s day you could smell the river – a sickly perfumed aroma – a mile away, such were the levels of industrial pollution in the waterway.

This didn’t stop curious kids though. The Lea was bordered on one side by factories and on the other by Hackney Marshes. The marshes might as well have been called ‘The Forbidden Lands’ as far as I was concerned. My mother was always telling me, with pointed finger, ‘You’re not to go over the Marshes!’ Of course, being a fairly normal eight-year-old boy, I’d be over there all the time. My brave mates and I would be on ‘full alert’ the whole time, as those badlands were roamed by all sorts of thieves and vagabonds.

Hackney Marshes were, though, an oasis in an urban jungle. It covered about five square miles of green marshland before you got to the famous football pitches (there are dozens of them, laid out in a grid). There were a couple of ponds or ‘bomb craters’, as the area had been heavily bombed during the Second World War. We plundered these for newts and sticklebacks. I remember one day marvelling at the sight of a kestrel hovering above the marsh. For a lad who was only used to sparrows and bedraggled starlings in our little back garden, this was truly an incredible sight. The bird above might as well have been a pterodactyl.

The marsh was bordered by the Coppermill Stream and Walthamstow reservoirs. The Coppermill ran for around two miles from one of the reservoirs, before joining the River Lea opposite Springfield Park in Clapton. Of course, this was another no-go area, cut off from curious boys by an eight-foot-high fence, but by taking a running jump and clambering up, you could hang on and get a glimpse of the river on the other side. The stream was usually clear and, if you were lucky, you would see a shoal of big roach or bream holding in the current between the swaying fronds of weed. I would hang on to the top of the fence until my sinews strained and my mates drifted off to more exciting pursuits, like walking on the railway line. They say forbidden fruit tastes sweeter. Perhaps the fact that these no-go areas were attractive to me is why I still have a deep appreciation and respect for the countryside.
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My dad Fred, like a lot of working-class men, worked hard all week and looked forward to his fishing on Sunday. He started to take me as soon as I could hold a fishing rod. He, my older brother Patrick and myself would go to the Grand Union Canal on the gasworks stretch (yes, it was as grim as it sounds), usually on a Sunday afternoon. I fished happily for the eager, small perch, while Dad patiently fed his swim with hempseed before slowly building a netful of ‘goer roach’. The day would end with him letting me ‘poach’ his swim and being rewarded with a beautiful, silver roach, red fins sparkling, a stark contrast to the glowering spectre of the gasworks opposite. Who knew such beauty could exist in such harsh surroundings? Certainly not the people going about their business on the street that backed onto the canal. We would enter and exit it via a gap in the railings (why were all my favourite places fenced off?), even though my dad had all the London Anglers’ Association permits. We would trudge, laden with tackle, back to the car conveniently parked near the pub. My dad would pop in ‘for a quick one’ and I would wait for him on the boozer’s step, happily munching crisps and guzzling lemonade, or ginger wine in winter.

Sometimes, music would start up in the pub and, on sticking my head through the door, I’d see my dad up on the small stage. In those days, most public houses had a resident pianist and Dad liked nothing better than getting up with him and singing a few songs. Sinatra, Perry Como and Dean Martin would form the bulk of his ‘set’. He had a pretty good voice and, whenever he walked into his local, the regulars would always call out, ‘Gorn, Freddy, give us a song, son!’ After a few pints of beer he would usually oblige. It used to surprise me at first, because he was quite a shy man, but perhaps that was the point. Music was important to him, enough to overcome any inhibitions and get up on the stage. I can relate to that. He also played the ukulele and accordion before he badly damaged a hand in an accident at work.

My mother, Kathleen, also loved music. Born in County Mayo, Ireland, she was taught to read music and play the violin from an early age. She always broke out the fiddle at parties, and could pretty much play anything. Her real joy, though, was traditional Irish folk music. She knew loads of jigs and reels. Most of them had funny names like ‘Mrs O’Reilly’s Kitchen’. Or maybe it was ‘Mrs O’Reilly’s Chicken’. Once, when I was very young, I went to the cupboard where she kept the fiddle and, intrigued, I started to try and play it. She must have heard my screeching and scratching, because before long I heard the sound of urgent footsteps coming down the hall. Panicking, I quickly shoved the instrument back into the cupboard. In my haste, I slammed the door on the fragile neck of the violin, breaking off the headstock in the process. Mum was not pleased.

The only other place we fished around that time, apart from the Grand Union Canal, was Tottenham Locks on the Lee Navigation. The river from Tottenham right down to its confluence with the Thames at Three Mills was little more than an open sewer. Above the lock, however, the water was clean enough to support life. Loads of willing gudgeon for me, and plenty of my dad’s beloved roach. The river here was wide and windswept, the fish small, but scenically it was a step up from the ‘Cut’.

I still didn’t have the required patience to fish for the roach and couldn’t wait to feverishly start snatching bleak and hapless gudgeon, much to the disgust of my dad. He would sit, heron-like, a huge bamboo pole extended out into ‘the boat road’ or canal middle, an antenna float dotted down for maximum sensitivity. After an hour of inactivity, I would hear him almost whisper, ‘Just ’ad a bite, boy.’

So, my love of fishing grew, and I suppose music was already in my blood. Mind you, I can’t say I was thinking of Mrs O’Reilly or Perry Como when I wrote ‘Wasted Years’ …
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Carp. The king of English coarse fish. The biggest, hardest fighting and arguably – in the case of mirror carp – the most handsome. Today they are widespread and even if you are a novice, you can go to numerous heavily stocked ponds and catch your first double-figure carp – weighing over 10lb – or 20-pounder. Not so when I was starting out fishing, many years ago. The carp then was a rare creature, mythical and considered almost uncatchable.

Friday night in the early 1970s took on a routine for me. When darkness fell, I would be out collecting lobworms or nightcrawlers by torchlight. On Saturday morning, armed with a few dozen juicy lobs, I would hotfoot it over to my waiting customer, John Barry, who would buy them off me for a few bob. John and his dad were a rare breed in those days – some called them specimen hunters or carp nuts. They were among a small band of hardy anglers that camped by the water and fished all night. Nowadays such tactics are the norm, but then it was regarded as extreme. ‘Fanatics’, my dad called them, like they were a sort of piscatorial terrorist group, but they certainly fired my imagination. It was rumoured that one of the group had caught a mirror carp of 12lb! A very respectable weight at the time.

It’s amazing to think that, now, almost anyone can go to one of the heavily stocked pools and catch carp of that size, all day long. Things change. Now you can record an album on your laptop using digital sounds. Said album can be sold via your own website, publicised on Instagram, with videos shown on Facebook. Too easy? After all, isn’t it all about the journey, the struggle? Doesn’t the effort involved make the achievement worthwhile? Maybe. I think it’s a case of relative reality.

The waters John and his dad fished were known as ‘The Pits’, run by the now defunct Abbotts Angling Society near the village of Stanstead Abbotts in Hertfordshire. The Pits were dug out for sand and gravel in the 1950s. By the mid-1960s the holes in the ground had been flooded by the River Lea to form several lakes, and the whole site had matured with willow trees and sedge beds lining the banks. The ‘Abbotts’ had taken on the fishing rights and my dad had bought permits for himself, my brother Patrick and me. I treasured Sundays ‘over the Pits’, and it was a lush oasis compared with Tottenham Locks and the inner-city Grand Union Canal.

A typical Sunday would see us up at first light and driving to Stanstead Abbotts from Clapton. Up to Stamford Hill, down St Anne’s Road, past my school, St Ignatius Primary. We would pick up the old Cambridge Road, continuing on through Edmonton and Enfield, the streets deserted, Sunday morning sidewalks in the blue-pink light of the early day. The concrete sprawl would fall away as we entered Cheshunt, Broxbourne and Hoddesdon. Forgive my misty-eyed nostalgia. Those memories are worth savouring, as now those once pleasant country towns consist mainly of spiteful one-way systems, bland grey business parks and bustling crowds. No doubt more prosperous. Better? Mm …

Sometimes we wouldn’t set out until Sunday lunchtime as my dad often worked the mornings, finishing off a job somewhere. This had its benefits, though, as he did enjoy a lunchtime pint. This would usually mean stopping at the Queen’s Head at the top of Marsh Lane in Stanstead Abbotts. As a boy, I’d get a shandy and crisps outside while I waited for Dad, but at 14 or 15 I could be smuggled into the pub itself for a half of lager. Ah, a man at last, I thought, sitting with Dad having a beer, not realising the journey had just begun.

Inspired by the exploits of John Barry and his crew, and my newfound manliness, I decided I would spend the next trip to the Pits trying to catch a carp. So, instead of tying the usual 2½lb hook length and 16-hook-and-maggot perch-bashing combo, I changed tack. I attached a size 8 hook, which I had scrounged from the debris-filled bottom of Dad’s fishing bag, direct to my 4lb reel line. I had also just inherited my brother’s Apollo Taperflash hollow steel rod, him having given up fishing for reasons I could not understand. Mind you, he had caught a 3lb common a few seasons earlier from one of the Pits, on a ‘roach pole’ to boot! Perhaps it was burnout, too much too young. A case of ‘I’ll never top that.’

By this time, Dad and I didn’t always fish side by side and he let me wander off to explore on my own. I’d found a tasty-looking swim. It was set on a spit of land that jutted out into the pit. From this position it was a short chuck to a gravel plateau crowned with a stand of sedges.

Two big lobworms were placed on the hook, with an Arlesey Bomb (cutting-edge technology at the time) placed a foot above the end tackle, held in place by a split shot. As I was using a centrepin, another of bruv’s hand-me-downs, the line was pulled off the reel with my left hand. By gathering the line loops between the bottom three rings, then swinging the rod gently sideways and forwards, it was possible to cast a fair distance. The worms plopped down perfectly, six inches from the reeds in about two feet of water. The rod was placed in two rests, and a silver foil bobbin was made from my sandwich wrapping. I sat well back from the water’s edge, remembering that carp were clever, wily, and I was a specimen hunter!

It was a totally different feeling. Usually by this time I’d half-filled my keepnet with stunned roach and perch but now, here I was with my stall set out. Big fish or bust. I felt more than slightly fearful. I’d never, up to that point, caught anything bigger than a half-pound roach. What if I did hook a carp? This was a new feeling: adrenalin, the buzz. I was utterly absorbed …

As often happens, the take came out of the blue. The foil hit the butt, the poor old centrepin whined and the rod hooped round as something made off with the worms. My mind was reeling (pardon the pun). I was going to land a carp, gain the respect of other anglers, my dad. I’d be in the Angling Times maybe! Pints all round in the pub. Dad might even let me smoke. The fish might even be bigger than my brother’s!

I grabbed the rod and tried to stop the fish as the rod buckled, and the carp, for I had no doubt now that’s what it was, powered off across the pit.

Then the line broke. As did my heart. The silence was deafening as I watched the line hanging limply from the rod-tip. The carp disappeared into the depths, along with my dreams. In my excitement I’d tried to stop the fish instead of letting it run, clamping my hand on the spinning reel. A classic rookie mistake. And God knows how old that line was on the centrepin.

That was the last time I fished the Pits – or anywhere for that matter – seriously for the next ten years. That summer around 1972 or ’73 singled the end of my childhood years. My parents and careers officers at school were all asking the same question: ‘What are you going to do with your life when you leave school?’ The big question that faces everyone. Like most 15-year-olds, I hadn’t a clue. I’d never been interested in the academic side of school life, coasting through lessons until it was time for sports, well, football. I had been a Manchester United fan since I could remember. They were the days of George Best, my idol, Law and Charlton. Like most young boys, I had dreamed of becoming a footballer. I played for the school team and, when I was around ten or eleven years old, I was sent along with another boy called Doug D’Cruz for a trial with the Haringey Borough team, or Tottenham Boys as they were known. On a bright autumn day, my brother Patrick took me down to the trial on a vast windswept pitch somewhere in north London.

The game was a bit of a blur. It seemed like there were about 50 hopefuls competing for the attention of the coaches. No time, no space … I was desperate to impress, of course. But, according to my bro, my performance was restricted to a couple of head-down dribbles, then losing the ball. Oh, for some coaching! The game was over before I knew it. The coaches had seen enough and the fresh-faced fourth-years were lined up for selection. Dreams still intact at that point …

The men lined up, notepapers on clipboards, rattling and fluttering in the gusty wind as they prepared to call out the names of the future stars.

The names were called, the list growing, but still no mention. Then it was over. The coaches thanked everyone. Goodbye. I hadn’t been chosen, nor had Doug. Ouch. I felt hugely disappointed, and slightly embarrassed. If life was a game of footy, I had just been booted into row Z by a burly defender! An early lesson, but perhaps a bit hard for a ten-year-old. Looking back, if I’d had real ambition, or real ability for that matter, I would have kept trying. As it was, I kept playing for another three or four years, then stopped. Maybe it was one too many freezing rain-lashed mornings on the battlegrounds of Hackney Marshes football pitches against boys stronger and more determined than me.

At around 15 years old, feeling lost and clueless, moping around the house one day, I wandered into my older sister Kathleen’s room. She had a record player and I would go and look at her records from time to time. The Temptations, Marvin Gaye, Percy Sledge, Deep Purple. Deep Purple, eh? What’s this? This was not her usual taste. I picked up the album. I must have looked like Neanderthal man discovering fire for the first time: curious, a bit wary. The album was called Machine Head. I removed the record from the sleeve and placed it on the turntable. ‘Highway Star’. The song built slowly, a burning fuse, Ian Gillan’s primal yet musical scream leading the band into what would be the chugging anthem to my teens. Ahh … this is what I want to do!

Fishing took a back seat, although I still had a permit to fish the Pits and I went occasionally, usually with a girlfriend. This was little more than a ruse on my part, though, and I spent more time fumbling around with bra straps and buttons than trying to catch fish. Like my early fishing exploits, this usually led to tangles and frustration. My dad, who had taught me how to tie a spade-end hook and handle a roach pole, hadn’t taught me much about the opposite sex. I’m still learning.

Unknown to me, around that time another boy was going through the same process. Dave Murray grew up a few streets over from me, in Clapton, but we had never met. We were introduced by a mutual friend, Dave McLaughlin. The two Daves were a little further along the road to stardom than me. Both owned and could play electric guitars. Wow! Not only this, they also worked together at De Havilland’s shoe factory in Homerton. This meant they looked the part as well. They always had the latest platform boots in fashionably gaudy colours, albeit supposed ‘seconds’ – ‘The buffer slipped, honest, guv.’ They were also the only other lads with long hair in the neighbourhood. With our shared love of music we naturally gravitated towards each other and were regarded as hippies or freaks, which suited us fine! I used to stroll about in a full-length fur coat, bright blue loon trousers and a bobble hat. This, remember, was not Hollywood or Hampstead, but in east London where everyone was supposed to conform and couldn’t afford to do otherwise. You left school early, got a job to help pay family bills, and had a steady ‘bird’ or girlfriend. When old enough to drive, you’d buy a car, preferably a flashy, noisy one where you and Tracey or Dawn would drive around the streets. If you weren’t ‘hard’ you certainly had to act as if you were. God forbid you showed any weakness. The years would pass, marriage, kids, work, until one day you’d end up spent at 60, coughing your guts up in the pub after another cigarette and too much beer. All done to the tune of ‘My Way’. It didn’t appeal to me one bit, so that was motivation sorted.

I always thought I would be happy just making a living playing music. I didn’t have lofty ambitions to be a rock star. I looked at it like an apprenticeship: learn your instrument, your craft, and maybe you could make a living. Having said that, I couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to be in a big band, and have fame and fortune …

It was sometime in 1972 that the two Daves and I met up at Dave Murray’s house with the idea of playing some music together. I had told them I was a singer, despite the fact that, apart from a talent contest at a holiday camp when I was about ten, I had never sang in my life before. I had a microphone, though, which I had begged my parents to buy me for Christmas in anticipation of meeting up with the ‘Daves’. The fact that I actually owned a mic convinced the chaps to give me a try.

Singing, I thought, would give me an ‘in’ with these two cool dudes without actually having to learn an instrument. I wanted to be in a ‘band’, I didn’t want to worry about trifles such as actually being able to play.

Dave Murray owned an amplifier and, luckily, it had multiple inputs enabling us to plug in both guitars and my microphone. Not exactly state-of-the-art.

‘What we gonna play?’ said Dave Mac.

‘D’you know “Silver Machine”?’ I asked. Hawkwind’s song was riding high in the charts at the time. I watched Dave Murray place his hand on the fretboard of his EROS SG copy in the barre chord position and he counted off, ‘Na Na Na, Na Na Na, Na Na Na’ etc. He played the four-chord sequence perfectly and I felt the thrill of a loud, clear, electric guitar for the first time. He could play! I was impressed. Dave Mac joined in and both guitarists cued me in for the vocal. I had no idea what was going to come out of my mouth. I was a pretty shy kid but I thought, Well, this is it. No time to be bashful.

‘I … I just took a ride,’ I bellowed into the mic, ‘in a silver machine … and I’m still feeling mean!’

The lone speaker in Dave’s little amp farted and growled in protest but there was no doubt, something resembling music was being produced. We finished the song.

‘D’you know “Whiskey in the Jar”?’ said someone excitedly. Off we went, Dave Mac singing this time, a little more restrained and melodic than my ‘shouty’ style, and Dave Murray was playing the solo note for note. The characteristic smooth-neck pickup sound was there already. Next up Chuck Berry’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’, Dave knocking off the intro like a pro, and me back on vocals. I was dizzy. We were a band! Before we called it a day, I asked Dave to show me some chords. He demonstrated the barre chord A (as in ‘Silver Machine’), and then handed me another guitar that had been standing in the corner. Wow! It was a Woolworth’s job, a spiteful red colour with a finger-shreddingly high action. I gritted my teeth and pressed down the strings in the position Dave was showing me. Pain shot through my fingers but I clamped down. I would master this chord, for I had already worked out that if the chord shape was moved up and down the neck, the A became A, B, C, D, etc. (It was only after playing for two years that I went back and learned open chords.) Dave said the guitar was for sale for the sum of £5. I had to have it. I was back the next day with the money after promising my dad that I would help him out at work for a couple of days.

So the weekly music paper the Melody Maker replaced the Angling Times as my read of choice, and Black Sabbath, Free and Purple replaced George Best and Manchester United. The next ten years were spent chasing the dream of being a professional musician, and such childish things as footie and fishing were cast aside.

Looking at the moody Ritchie Blackmore and Paul Kossoff, my new heroes, I couldn’t imagine them doing anything but practising guitar and fighting off adoring female fans. Ritchie trotting down for roach? Kossoff employing the floating-crust method for carp? Never! From now on, I decided, I would dedicate my life to music. Everything else was uncool. I left school at 15 with this vague but heartfelt notion. At the bottom of the employment food chain, I performed a number of dead-end jobs including being a milkman, office boy and cushion stuffer! At least I had an income and I eventually saved enough to buy my first ‘proper’ guitar. It was a Gibson Les Paul Gold Top for £235; the result of a summer spent working on a building site. I still have that guitar and use it for work today.

Ironically it was joining Iron Maiden that relit the fishing fire once more. Drummer and roommate in those days was Clive Burr, a keen angler, and Dave Murray who also liked an occasional ‘dabble’, so days off on tour were usually spent trying to find somewhere for the three of us to go fishing.

It was on one of those days in Alpine Valley, Wisconsin, that I caught my first-ever carp. Up to that point, I hadn’t even known carp were present in the United States. We were at that time touring the States opening for the Scorpions, supporting our latest album The Number of the Beast. We had a day off in Alpine Valley and the hotel grounds backed on to a small river. Clive and I checked out the creek. It looked pretty good, narrow but quite deep. It had a strong flow but a few tasty-looking eddies and pools. But, was fishing allowed?

‘Fishing? In our little ol’ creek?’ said the lady at the front desk. ‘Well, ya can if ya want but there’s nothin’ in there but a bunch of dirty big ol’ carp!’ she exclaimed. At the time, the carp was regarded as a ‘trash’ fish in the US. Nowadays, thanks to people like ex-pat Wayne Boon and organisations like the American Carp Society, people are affording more respect to the species. Anyway, hearing there were carp present in the creek was music to the ears of us English boys abroad.

Clive, Dave and I set off to Sears department store as we hadn’t brought any fishing gear with us. In the great American tradition, Sears was the original superstore. You could buy anything – from candyfloss to automatic rifles, and everything in between. We managed to pick up some gear, though the bass rods we bought seemed quite puny compared to the stuff we used back home. In fact, they were those all-in-one ‘fishing set’ rod and reel combos that come in a flimsy plastic case. The close-faced reel contained some robust-looking line, though. You could have towed a barge with it.

Equipped with our new tackle, we headed off to the creek. I settled down in a nice slack area off the main flow. Clive and Dave headed off downstream. By this time it was early afternoon. The July sun was high in the sky and the Midwest was in the grip of a heatwave. As it was the day before the show, the odd punter had started to arrive (the hotel was right next to the gig). I’d managed to get hold of some hamburger meat and thought this would be as good a bait as any for the Yankee carp.

The set-up was simplicity itself. The clothesline-like line was threaded through the rings of the bass rod (all four feet of it). Attached was a large hook baited with burger (‘Would you like fries with that, sir?’); weight was a drilled bullet. This lot was chucked out into the deep slack and the rod laid on the ground.

The hours passed and the sun blazed down on the three pale English boys. I heard a rustling behind me.

‘Ah, you are fishing! Are you going to eat zem?’

I turned around to see Klaus Meine and Rudolf Schenker from the Scorpions. It was a long time ago, but I swear Rudolf was wearing leather trousers despite the raging heat.

‘Well, I won’t catch much with you two standing there in all your stage gear,’ I quipped. ‘You’ll scare them off!’

Suitably reprimanded, the two Scorpions scuttled away, tails between their legs.

Just then the line twitched. Slowly the slack between the rod top and water tightened. A bite at last! I struck, the rod hooped over and the battle was joined. I still didn’t quite believe it was a carp. The carp, the stuff of English legend, estate lakes, Dick Walker, uncatchable … But a carp it was and a perfectly conditioned double-figure common lay wallowing on the surface in front of me. In the absence of a landing net, I managed to beach the fish. By this time, a bit of a crowd had gathered. Assorted rock fans and returning Scorpions had taken an interest in my catch. So there I was, my first carp landed, ten years after the disappointment of my lost fish at the Pits, in circumstances I could never have imagined all those years ago.
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My first encounter with a barbel was on a trip with my dad when I was about 13. We had decided on an impromptu visit to the famous Hampshire Avon. For those non-anglers, the River Avon is to barbel and barbel anglers what Wembley is to football fans: hallowed ground. I could barely sleep before the trip such was my level of excitement. I’d never seen a barbel or a big chub, let alone fished for them. I’d heard tales of the Avon’s legendary giants. These stories would often be played out on the fishing club’s coach outings. Here, usually along with another couple of lads, I would strain to hear the men talking of the fish of the Stour, Wensum or Avon. Of course, the stories would be exaggerated on each subsequent trip; the fish would grow larger, the conditions of capture more extreme, the angler’s feat more impressive …

Being young and inexperienced, I didn’t dare contribute to the conversation. Rather, I just inhaled it, along with gales of hand-rolled cigarette smoke. Sometimes the stories would take on a more colourful tone. There was one angler at the club, Ron, who was quite a successful barbel fisherman. He was also thought to be over-serious in his pursuit. I can still picture him now, perched over his rod on the riverbank, eyes fixated on its tip, roll-up seemingly surgically attached to his lower lip. All working-class men had dangling cigarettes in those days. Perhaps it was the reverse of being ‘born with a silver spoon in your mouth’. Ron’s obsessiveness didn’t go unnoticed by the less successful anglers like Tom, a notorious practical joker. He was elected to take Ron down a peg or two. He was also the possessor of an impressive ‘todger’, shall we say? On the next fishing trip, Tom crept up on Ron, who was seemingly even more concentrated on his fishing than usual, and there, while his onlooking gallery stifled their giggles, he laid his appendage on Ron’s shoulder.

‘Any luck, Ron?’ somebody said.

‘No mate, not yet,’ replied Ron, still intent on his rod tip.

More giggles, then a torrent of laughs as poor Ron eventually turned his head to see a very different kind of tackle! I suppose the moral of the story is, there is more to fishing than just fishing.

As it turned out, Dad and I were ill-equipped for the deep, weedy and fast-flowing Avon. We only had our usual match-style tackle and we couldn’t hold bottom long enough to stand much of a chance. Dad did manage a decent chub and I a tiny barbel and some small trout, but our flimsy tackle was no match for the mighty River Avon. I did see my first proper barbel, though. Making our way along the bank that morning we encountered another angler. Eager to find out how he was faring, I approached him a little too enthusiastically, only to be told in no uncertain terms to keep away. The angler was long trotting a run, close to the near bank, and I was in danger of blowing his swim. We continued on, with Dad muttering that he was a grumpy so-and-so. The chap must have felt guilty about telling me off because he came up to talk to us later that day. After the usual fishing banter about the weather, water levels, ‘you should have been here last week’, etc., he told us he had caught a nice barbel and did I want to see it? Not only that, he would take a picture of me holding it. He was obviously some kind of specimen hunter as he had an expensive-looking camera. Even at that tender age, I felt like a bit of a fraud posing with a fish I didn’t catch myself, but pose I did. I suppose the fish weighed about 5 or 6lb. I can still remember the unique feel of the barbel, full of wiry, muscular power. It’s somehow a noble fish, and barbel anglers, believe it or not, have a great respect for their quarry. They are a strong fish and take the bait violently, wrenching the rod round and fighting harder pound for pound than any coarse fish in the UK, except maybe the carp. They are also not as widespread as most other fish, such as roach, perch and bream, because of their need for fast-flowing, clean water. I didn’t know it at the time, but the fish I held in the picture at 13 years old was to be the last one I would see for a little while. A lot would happen to me in those intervening years. Not least becoming a husband and father and having a successful music career.

[image: ]

Sometimes you just get a bee in your bonnet about something. In 1994 I was in the middle of my hiatus from Iron Maiden, which began in 1990. I was dabbling in a few music projects and I had three young children, which is how I got into impromptu short fishing sessions, usually on the River Colne in south Buckinghamshire, near my home. You could always guarantee a few decent chub in the hours either side of darkness, and I did these chub sessions rather than any other type of fishing almost exclusively for a couple of years. I am also a keen reader, and of course angling figures largely in my choice of books. One book I was into at the time was Big Fish Angling by Tony Miles. I loved his accounts of fishing for large fish of most species but particularly barbel. It was this and the reports of big barbel in the angling press that really inspired me to have a proper go for them. Where to fish? My local river was reputed to hold them but I felt that on the stretches I fished they were few and far between. Surely I would have picked them up during my chub sessions?

Boyer Leisure, one of the local clubs, had just acquired a stretch of the River Kennet in Berkshire. It was on the opposite bank to the famous Aldermaston Mill stretch and apparently held loads of barbel. I purchased a ticket and read all I could about the Kennet and its inhabitants. Pre-internet, this involved reading more books and pumping the local angling shop assistants and customers for information. The thing about gathering information is, if an angler has had a good fish, you can bet no matter how much he tries to keep it to himself, he’s bursting to tell someone. I know, I’ve done it myself. It’s ego, pure and simple, and you usually kick yourself afterwards for letting the cat (or carp) out of the bag. There’s also a bit of etiquette involved. When someone is cool and gives you a useful piece of information, you might, after consideration, also offer them a snippet. These nuggets have to be sifted through to find the grains of truth, and the said angler has to be graded. For instance, while mooching around in my local tackle shop, I might hear two anglers similarly mooching, having a quiet chat about a productive stretch of river or the location of a capture of a large fish. This is more likely to contain fact, because it involves minimal bragging. On the other hand, you can go to tackle shops on a Saturday morning and see the angling equivalent of Speakers’ Corner. The offending braggart will usually be a large man with a loud voice telling all and sundry what he has caught, how he caught them, and that everyone else was doing it wrong. He will be standing, legs splayed, arms folded, next to the counter, for maximum exposure. This information can still be useful but has to be graded and sifted more carefully, because it comes with more … er … lumps.

This is why tackle shops with gleaming new rods and reels, racks of tackle and the aroma of maggots can never, and should never, be replaced by internet shopping. Information, and in particular local knowledge, is a massive part of angling, and you can’t find those nuggets on a computer, because if you can Google it, so can thousands of others. So support your local tackle shop. If you go in there you might even get a free cup of tea, hopefully minus maggots.

Armed with hemp, luncheon meat, a newly acquired bait dropper and a spot of newly digested knowledge, I headed one afternoon to the River Kennet. It felt good to be driving west. I get the same feeling when I’m driving home after a day in London – I start to relax. As much as I enjoyed fishing my local river, the Colne, it is an urban river for the most part, and you are never far away from noisy cars and aircraft noise. Driving further west towards the quaint town of Aldermaston, the city’s sprawl began to fall away. I turned off the M4 at Reading and began to see signs for Woolhampton, Thatcham, Brimpton, all names I associated with barbel fishing lore.

The river was located down a small lane next to the Post Office in Aldermaston. After parking up, careful not to block the farmer’s gate, I walked across the field anticipating my first glimpse of the river. It didn’t disappoint; clear, gravel-bottomed runs could be seen between beds of bright-green ranunculus weed swaying to and fro in the powerful current. It screamed barbel! Resisting the urge to start fishing straight away I decided to walk the stretch. I think we all have a kind of sixth sense to some extent, and some swims on a river or lake will stand out and beg to be fished more than others. It pays to follow your instincts. Having walked the bank, I decided to dropper some hemp in a swim I really fancied, and fish it just as the light was fading. Meanwhile, I would spend a couple of hours in a nice-looking slack upstream, though I thought of that first swim as my ‘banker’. I wasn’t really feeling it in the slack area, so it was with great expectation I moved downstream and settled in to my pre-baited spot at around 9pm.

It had been a hot day but now the sun was beginning to set and calm descended on the Kennet Valley
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