
[image: image]

[image: image]

CHRIS NEWTON 

A Midsummer

Night Stream

Scenes from an angling life

[image: image]

[image: image]

Smashwords Edition

Hooked on Books

2nd Floor, 6-8 Dyer Street, Cirencester, Gloucestershire, GL7 2PF An imprint of Memoirs Books Ltd. www.mereobooks.com

A Midsummer Night Stream: 978-1-86151-932-0

First published in Great Britain in 2019

by Mereo Books, an imprint of Memoirs Books Ltd.

Copyright ©2019

Chris Newton has asserted his right under the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade  or otherwise be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover, other than that in

which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

The address for Memoirs Books Ltd. can be found at www.mereobooks.com

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Contents


[image: image]




Dedication 

Introduction



The canal 

The pool in the wood 

At sea on the meres 

Shark and baked beans 


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​BBC Bill and the Last of the Summer Wine 

[image: image]


“You can’t catch them on a line” 

Suits you sir 

A dream of silver 

The wildest fish 

A fence too far 

Potted sewin 

Nuts in Mayo 

A midsummer night stream 

A river runs through it, but not on Wednesdays 

Of wheels and water 

Something in silver 

In search of Hugh 

Season’s end 







	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication









[image: image]


This book is dedicated to the memory of my father,

Tony Newton, in gratitude for all the times he took me fishing as a boy, and to my late mother Nora for her

interest and encouragement, and for teaching me how to cook the catch.
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Chris Newton has been fishing for six decades and writing about it for three. Over the years the focus of his passion has moved from coarse and sea fishing to fly fishing for trout, sea trout and salmon, but he remains at heart an all-round angler and nature lover who is happy to be stationed beside any body of clean water at any season with rod, binoculars and camera. The author of two acclaimed books on fishing-related matters, Hugh Falkus, A Life On The Edge and The Trout’s Tale, and a regular contributor to Trout and Salmon and other magazines, he works as an editor and ghostwriter. He describes this entertaining book as ‘a little retrospective self-indulgence... a chance to write about my own experiences and my deepest feelings about fishing’.
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Some years ago, in a jaded moment, I set off for a solo angling holiday in Wales. Its declared purpose was the pursuit of summer sea trout, but the real agenda was the capture not of fish, but of the past. I wanted to try to get swallowed up by the lovely business of fishing as I had been thirty-five years before, as a boy on the banks of the Bridgewater Canal. I had become disillusioned by the superficial quick fix of the day trip, the impossibility of leaving behind the mobile phone, the deadlines and the family responsibilities. I wanted, in short, to take a holiday from being grown up.

I failed, of course. For a day or two, taking a little time off from real life did enable me to concentrate on water and weed and weirpools and to think a little less about my responsibilities back home, but the nagging awareness of the trivial headaches that might be waiting for me in the post, in my email inbox and on the telephone answering machine brought the holiday to a distinctly downbeat end in less than a week. More to the point, I was exhausted. After five days of exploring half the day and fishing most of the night, my back ached, my shoulders were stiff and my hands were scratched and sore. The rear-view mirror of my car revealed eyes of pewter in a mask of stubble. I felt I would never want to cast another fly as long as I lived. The truth is, fishing hurts. The piscatorial Arcadia portrayed in the more romantic fishing books and selectively retained  in our own fond memories is very different from the sweaty, gritty, stiff-backed, hollow-eyed ordeal of a twelve-hour day by the river, let alone several of them in succession.

On the drive home I pondered the myth of the carefree schoolboy and reflected that the worries of the average ten-year- old – tedious or impossible schoolwork, parental retribution, peer rejection – are just as daunting at the time, if not more so, than those he will face in later life. And I remembered how often those early outings had ended in despair and anguish because the fish had failed to cooperate, at a time when I could not hope for another appointment with them for weeks, or months.

So I gave up trying to recapture the angling Arcadia which dominates the imagination of every angler with a soul (which is most of us, I hope) – until now. I decided to see if it was possible to capture the flavour of the angling dream in writing while giving an honest account of the reality of the fishing experiences behind it, and to this end I started assembling some stories of my adventures on the river bank, from memory and from my diaries. The stories are all true, subject to a few details that have had to be reconstructed from an incomplete memory, and there is no exaggeration about any of the fish mentioned. The people named are real too, in most cases - I have felt no need to disguise them, as I have (I hope) said nothing likely to upset them.

So here’s the book. I hope you like it.

Chris Newton June 2019
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The canal
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Two small magicians, each with a jam jar 

Cast spells on the water with hazel twig wands...

Ralph McTell, ‘Barges’

It was Howard Pemberton’s elder brother Brad, standing in the inspection pit in his father’s garage torqueing down the cylinder head nuts on the family Vauxhall Cresta with a wrench held between big, oil-blackened hands, who told us about the car that had gone into the Bridgewater Canal. There was a family of four on board, said Brad, Mr and Mrs Harold Longworth and their offspring, Graham and Valerie, and the car had shot off the towpath where it joined the road up past Broadheath and disappeared in a cloud of mud and bubbles, not that anyone was there to see it. It was a spruce green 1955 Ford Prefect, with the chrome side strips and bumper overriders but not the optional heater, according to Brad.

The next day the police located the Prefect and hauled it out with ropes, but of the Longworth family, said Brad, there had been no trace.

“You ‘ave to watch your brakes with them Fords” he said. “Never ‘appen with this. Ten-inch drums. Stop on a sixpence," and he went back to wrenching.

For the rest of that summer of 1960 I fished in fear, imagining each time my line caught on a snag that I had hooked Mr or Mrs Longworth, or perhaps Graham or Valerie, and that my next heave on the line would bring a grinning cadaver lurching to the surface. I could find nothing about the tragedy in the Sale and Stretford Guardian, but Brad could explain that; it had all been hushed up to protect Ford’s sales figures.

Certainly there were bodies in the canal – those of domestic animals, usually, of the kind you’d expect from a watercourse which served several of the denser suburbs of south Manchester as an informal refuse disposal system; cats and mongrels, ducks and hens (people kept poultry then for the eggs, rather than as a statement of harmony with Gaia) and homing pigeons that hadn’t.

One year we had an Airedale. It drifted up and down between Timperley Bridge and the station right through the school holidays, sidling into our swims every so often to allow us to monitor its progress from cherished ex-pet to bleached, disintegrating blob.

That’s canals for you, squatting at your feet, oily and silent, waiting, watching and occasionally giving you a nasty turn, just to make sure you don’t start taking them for granted. I never liked to picture the squalor of the canal bed, particularly after the tale of the Longworths. No doubt there was all manner of esoteric refuse; tin cans, typewriters, footwear, the jettisoned hauls of burglars, unexploded bombs.

The barrier between the bright world above and the unseen one beneath was breached only by our lines and hooks. Though the water was dirty, it was by no means poisonous. To the repeated astonishment of non-fishing adults, it held plenty of fish – roach, perch, silver bream, occasionally even a stray tench to set our hearts racing.

Over the course of half a dozen seasons in the late 1950s and early sixties I got to know those fish very well. The canal was two miles from home or (once I was allowed to go under my own steam) about fifteen minutes by push-bike. I fished it for the first time on an August day in 1958, when I was eight. Brian Cowburn’s father had offered to take Brian, Michael Rogers, John Finlay and me fishing; real fishing, with rods. I was already nurturing an interest in proper angling because I had reached the age when paddling about in Baguley Brook (Paddly Brook, we called it) in shorts and wellingtons with a shrimping net had begun to make me feel self-conscious. I knew of older boys who did their fishing with rods and lines in real rivers and lakes, and felt I should be joining them. We didn’t have any rivers or lakes to speak of within a boy’s range of home, but we did have the Bridgewater Canal.

The afternoon began with an unbargained-for wait in John Finlay’s kitchen while his mother forced him to do the washing-up, an act of cruelty I had never imagined possible. I remember sitting at the green Formica kitchen table, my heart going out to John as his tears of desperation mingled with the suds.

When we eventually got to the canal, I assembled my home- made rig, which was a 5ft garden cane, painted with bands of blue to simulate whippings, and an old wooden Nottingham reel given to me by Great Uncle Alec and lashed on with string. The reel would turn only when great force was applied to its rim, but because I knew nothing of reels I concluded that this was how Nottingham reels were designed and that you had to wind the line on and off by hand; I did not realise that it had seized up and was all but useless. I had loaded the reel with string and to the end of the string I had knotted a length of 4lb ‘Luron 2’ nylon monofilament (the pun in the name did not occur to me until many years later). For the  business end I had a red-tipped porcupine-quill float, some split shot and a packet of eyed hooks, bought from Haslam’s hardware shop in Washway Road with my father that morning. This was all the tackle I owned. For bait, we had worms in jam-jars – what else? It was hot and sunny as we tackled up on the cindered towpath. The others had boys’ fishing outfits – miniature glass- fibre spinning rods with tiny, useless, fixed-spool reels – except for Brian Cowburn, who was using a rod made for him by his father from a tank aerial. In those days, not much more than a decade after the war, tank aerials were thought to be just the job for a low-budget boy’s rod. I tried Brian’s and found it absurdly heavy and floppy compared to my rigid cane, but as

Mr Cowburn was there I praised it politely.

Every fifteen yards or so, openings had been cut in the reeds to allow access to the water. Most of these bays were occupied by grown-up anglers on baskets, so we trampled out little bays in places which were not really fishing spots and swung our tackle out over the reeds. When we trod on the reeds, they produced a sweet garden-pea fragrance; even now, when I smell crushed reeds, I am back beside that canal. We could hardly cast at all, but that didn’t worry us – the water looked deep enough to hold anything you wanted it to, right up to the edge. Compared to Paddly Brook, it was the Marianas Trench.

It took me a while to get my float to cock properly, like the pictures I had seen in books, but almost as soon as it had done so it went under. Is there a god of young anglers? He was certainly on duty that day. I pulled back, and up flew a perch

bright, stripy, spikey, beautiful and bigger than anything I had caught from the brook, even the six-inch stone loach that had lived for a year in an old washbasin with just some stones stolen from Mr Barlow’s rockery for company. It was exactly the way things are supposed to happen, and as you can see, I have never forgotten it.

We were there for perhaps an hour and a half, and I caught seven more perch, all the same size as the first. I’m pretty sure no one else had as many; Brian Cowburn, in fact, put in a complaint to his father because I had caught more than he had. On Mr Cowburn’s instructions, we put most of the perch back, though I defied him by bashing one over the head so that I could show it to my parents.

I couldn’t wait to go again. For the rest of that summer and throughout the next, I besieged my father with weekly demands for further visits. Most of them were granted; thanks, Dad.

After a while Dad started leaving me to fish while he and my brother and sister went off to do the shopping. Within a season or so, my parents found the pressure to allow me to go on my own unbearable, and relented. So from the age of ten, still in short trousers, I was cycle-born and free. I began to fish the canal pretty much whenever I wanted to.

The idyll continued through my twelfth and thirteenth summers. From Sale Library I borrowed books by the gods   of the game, men like Richard Walker, Fred J Taylor, Bernard Venables, BB and Maurice Wiggin, and learned everything I could about fishing. Or at least, about fishing as it was practised in the great waters of the south of England; there were many references to broads, fens, drains, chalkstreams and gravel pits. I pored over my father’s Ordnance Survey maps for evidence that a fen or a chalkstream might be found within a Sunday afternoon drive of Sale, without success. We had drains all right, but not the kind people went fishing in.

After a season or two I acquired a proper rod, 11ft long and made of whole cane with a glass-fibre tip. It was a dreadful thing by later standards, heavy, floppy and fragile, but it was a proper working rod, with rings and a reel seat. With its help, in due course, I caught many roach and silver bream. But for a long time, no more perch; years later I read that a ghostly disease had ravaged Britain’s perch population in the late fifties, so I must have squeezed in my angling début just in time.

I got to know some of the other anglers. Most of them were older, much older; middle-aged, unhappy-looking men, weekend fishers who would come stomping past in ones and twos when the sun was well over the yardarm, laden with huge baskets and boxes and nets, to set up camp for a day away from the missus or the factory (it was from these men that I first learned that there are other reasons for going fishing than to catch fish). Despite the extra walking required, they seemed to prefer the deeper water further up towards Brooklands, which left the shallows by Timperley Bridge to me and the other boys. The quest for depth would seize me in due course as it does all young anglers, and many older ones – what a false god it is! – before enlightenment dawned.

These men peppered the water with multi-coloured maggots and Spratts Silvercloud groundbait and sat hunched over long roach poles made of glass fibre or Spanish reed. Sometimes they got the fish to co-operate, at least the small ones, and filled their nets with silver roach and skimmers; more often, they caught little or nothing. On these occasions, they simply grumbled and blamed it on the fish.

To me, it was obvious why they were so unsuccessful. They were all coming down at the same time, and far too  late at that. On crowded summer Sundays the bites invariably stopped soon after breakfast. How had they not discovered this, and learned to creep out on a weekday dawn as I did?

My library books revealed a few other things these men did not seem to know. One was that you don’t have to use maggots for roach – in fact on heavily-fished waters you should avoid them. When I read that bread paste was a good bait for the big ones, I filched some bread from the bread-bin, concealed it in my bedside cupboard for a few days until it was stale, soaked and mashed it as described in the book, squeezed the water out through a cloth and took it to the canal for an evening session.

I picked a spot away from the grown-ups, along a reed- lined stretch near the bridge which the other anglers always dismissed as too shallow and too near the road and the station for fishing. I threw a few loose pieces of the paste in and waited. When the water was calm along this part of the canal, as it usually was, the surface was criss-crossed by the reflections of the semi-detached houses opposite. You could chart the progress of your float through your swim with great precision as it slid at the pace of the minute hand of a grandfather clock along the tiles, past the chimney stack, across the guttering and out into grey space that led to the next roof.

Several times the float completed its slow creep past the tiles and chimneys undisturbed, but then, just as I was beginning to run out of patience and thinking about reverting to maggots, it went decisively under. A few seconds later I found myself netting a thumping roach, twice the size of the usual run; ten ounces or more. I put it in the keepnet, jubilant, feeling like the cleverest angler in England. I caught another, and another. By the time the sun had set and the air was turning chill, I had taken seven cracking roach, all between half a pound and three quarters of a pound in weight. They weren’t just bigger than usual, they were in better condition, without a torn lip  or a frayed fin between them; these were the older roach,  the ones that had learned to disdain the maggots which had tempted them in youth and had consequently been enjoying a life free from the trauma of capture – until now, of course.

I decided to keep this discovery to myself. I thought that if I told the other anglers about it, they would soon all be using bread and it would lose its magic. But after a couple of outings, the bites stopped coming so freely. I had discovered how quickly fish learn. So I moved on to cheese, particularly attractive, said the book, to chub; perhaps there were some in the canal, all unsuspected (and unsuspecting) because no one had ever used the right bait. I scaled up to a size 6 hook as instructed by Dick Walker in No Need to Lie, four sizes bigger than anything the regulars would dream of using, and moulded pieces of Cracker Barrel mild cheddar on to it. I did not catch any chub, but I did win the roach back for a while.

The next summer I got interested in hempseed. I had read many references to this arcane substance, so deadly a bait for roach that it had apparently been banned on many waters. I had no idea whether it was allowed in Cheshire, or if those in authority gave a damn how we did our fishing up north for that matter, but I had certainly never heard of anyone actually using it.

I found a packet in Bailey’s tackle shop in Regent Street, Altrincham; I remember that it came from Holland and bore the name J P Sluis. I boiled the seeds in a milk pan when  my mother was out shopping until the white insides were showing, as instructed in the book. The smell was pungent, yeasty and sickly. I think I got into a bit of trouble over it when she came home.

On the Saturday, the rest of the family were going out for the day. As was customary by now, I wasn’t going with them. I had more important things to do.

I set up the usual float tackle and started to go through the motions with maggots, but every twenty minutes or so I would look around to check that no one was watching, walk a few yards to the right and toss in a handful of hempseed. Then I would press a grain on to a size 18 hook-to-nylon and cast out for a few minutes to see if anything was happening. For a long time, it wasn’t.

I think it was about midday when the action started. I noticed that the surface around the place where the hempseed had gone in had started to stir and shimmer in that thrilling way that speaks of fish. I cast, and the float shot under with incredible speed, much faster than I had ever seen it move before, and of course I struck and hit thin air. I missed a lot more bites before I discovered that I was over-exciting the fish. Throwing a dozen grains in at a time might coax a hittable bite, but a handful would send them berserk.

By evening I had caught twenty-three roach, all of which weighed over half a pound and the largest 1lb 4oz. It was the biggest roach I had ever seen anywhere except Tatton Mere, but that’s a story for a later chapter.

Around six o’clock, with my deadline approaching and sport fading, I noticed two middle-aged anglers approaching on their homeward trudge, both laden like mules, sweaty, grunting and flushed, though not, I guessed, with success. I lifted the net ostentatiously (and not without difficulty) out  of the water as if I had just happened to choose that moment to start packing up. The fish on top flapped weakly in the evening sunshine. I dug up the biggest roach and made sure it was in view.

“Bloody hell!” said the first man. “You were int’ right spot then.”

“Caught them on hempseed,” I said, swollen with pride. “Bloody little liar” said the man. You just ’appened on t’

shoal. We’ve been after them bastards all day.”

“No, hempseed, look,” I said. “Dutch, you know.” I showed them the baitbox, which had a few damp grains still sticking to it. They peered, exclaimed, exchanged glances.

“That’s banned, that is,” said the second man. “Alan Vaughan catches you, that’s you off t’ water for good.” Alan Vaughan was the bailiff; he lived opposite.

“And yer tackle taken off yer,” said the first man. “And up in front o’ t’ magistrates,” said the second.

“Oh it’s perfectly legal!” I protested, though I could feel my face reddening. “It’s only banned on the South Forty Foot and Hickling Broad, and, er, the Great Ouse.” I pronounced  it “Owze”. These places were just names to me; borrowed icons of coarse angling, collected from my library reading. But I dropped them without conviction. Of course, the men were right. My wonderful day had all been too good to be true; I had broken the law. I was lucky not to be down at the station now, submitting to the inking of my fingertips and looking at several years in Borstal.

The men marched on, leaving the question of whether I was to be reported agonisingly open.

So it was guilt, and the fear of jail, that stopped me from using hempseed again, at least for a while. Later I discovered it was perfectly legal on the canal; it had never occurred to anyone to ban it.

One Saturday morning I arrived at my favourite spot by the footbridge to find a newcomer in my place, a slight youth about the same age as myself. He was using a Spanish reed match rod, tipped with built cane and fully fourteen feet long, and he was sitting on a tackle basket at least twice the size of my junior model. To either side of him were boxes of coloured maggots and casters and buckets of groundbait, just like the grown-up anglers.

His name was Pete Nelson, and he turned out to be the first angler I’d met who looked as if he might be able to teach me a thing or two. Pete’s house in Sylvan Avenue backed on to the canal from the other side of the railway, so he could, if he’d wanted to, have chucked in his groundbait from the bottom of the garden before setting off; and Pete knew all about groundbait. He demonstrated how to work a shoal of roach or bream into a feeding frenzy with a cloud of ground bread and particle baits, as they are called now; no need for hempseed. He used very small hooks, size 18 or 20, with single maggots, chrysalis (we hadn’t yet learned to call them casters) or punched bread. He did canal fishing the way the grown-ups did it, but better; he would start earlier, read the signs, change tactics until he found the fish.

My philosophy was rooted in the natural approach, thanks to Walker & co – big baits on big hooks, throw out a few samples and wait. Good for singling out the big fish, not so clever where there aren’t any. In those days we were certain there were always big fish, just waiting to be caught, not discovering until much later that this was not quite true.

Pete was 13 like me, but he dressed 16. I remember him always in black, well before it became the classless fashion colour it remains today; a black leather jacket or waistcoat over a white shirt, black jeans with turnups, black winkle- pickers, while I was still in sandals and hand-knitted Fairisle pullovers. Even his fishing basket was painted black, the paint a handy dodge to keep the wickerwork rigid. Pete was James Dean to my Julian from the Famous Five, though facially he looked quite a lot like Allan Clarke from the Hollies, who were becoming very big then and like us were from the Manchester area. When I got to know him a little better I pointed this out to him, but someone had already told him, a girl I think.

For two seasons we fished together, not just by Timperley Bridge but further up around Dunham and Broadheath and sometimes on more distant waters like Lymm Dam, Irlam Old River and the River Dane. We got there on our bikes, of course, our baskets cutting into our shoulders, rods and bank-sticks tied to our cross-bars. For these outings, we would meet up at dawn at the railway bridge on Carrington Moss, a couple of miles out from home.

At first Pete was as enthusiastic about these expeditions as I was, but some time during our third summer, by which
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