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Pike Dreams

I had never fished for pike before. During childhood it seemed such catches were reserved for more experienced ‘grown-ups’. The careful rigging of dead fish onto unknown tackle was beyond my waggler and maggot repertoire. Perhaps, at the back of my childhood mind, I did not want to deal with teeth. Gills and scales were sufficient for adventures under the surface. Now as an adult, I was regularly fishing Regent’s Canal in London and pike again seemed an impossible catch. This time because I doubted the existence of such a prehistoric-looking predator framed by so many buildings and so much concrete. On the stretch of canal between Islington and Bow, a block of paint-peeled flats rose out of the nineteen sixties and loomed over some of my favoured spots. Somehow, tall, white letters had been painted onto the brickwork across the topmost storey. These pedantically shouted their dated message: “Tony Blair - Ronnie and Reggie Kray have served thirty years…”!? A protest which made me wonder if any pike in existence remained dormant and abashed at the killing instinct already celebrated above the water.

Nature and landscape fought back one morning. They fought back as they might do for the aboriginal, the shaman; the natives of lands also encroached upon by steel, concrete and dubious enterprise. I say this because I conjured my first pike from a dream. 

In dreams we touch the world around us differently: weave in and out of time, as mysteriously as this long-evolved fish.  I saw all the chameleon colours in the dream of this pike, despite never having caught such a creature with rod and line or held a drooping, white belly across my palm and slipped forceps past the miracle of all those teeth. Most of all I saw the movement: felt a sudden splash of green and silver startling the tails of roach.

I awoke suddenly. It was probably the rare December sunlight casting an amber wash across my room, which had provoked the reverie. A sudden rise of temperature in Winter: traditional pike feeding time. I looked out across the park and the block of gangster rapping flats above the first canal bridge, visible from my window. Spurred by my dream, I suddenly trusted this less than pristine waterway to fuse dream and daylight under a bright, red bubble float.

I had not been fishing for some weekends in a row, partly because of frost cowardice. I needed a shot of foliage and water. At water level it is possible to feel elemental once again; re-align mind and body once more to possibilities beyond office administration. 

With the dream still fresh in my skull, I dressed like a trawler man roused in the middle of the night by the cries of a zealous skipper. Still half asleep, I rebounded like a pinball between shower, frying pan, waterproofs, seat-box and shed, until I was outside, launched into sudden winter sunshine. I cycled hurriedly towards the nearest provider of frozen sardines, barbless trebles and wire traces. 

I felt better with the world as soon as I was on the towpath, pulling my trolley towards gently bobbing barges and the struggles between Coot and Canada Goose.  As I hurried along, I calculated hours of remaining, strong sunlight, locations of wider basins, steepest, most sheltered runs along the raked shelf under the towpath, depths in the centre, direction of the dreaded cormorant diving for fish…far more alert to minute calculation now than at any time when processing purchase orders for the Service Development Unit. 

Despite this tackle box of circumstance inside my head, I eventually continued the intuitive theme of the day and settled on a section of water that simply seemed to speak of pike. It was deeper in body and more green in colour and a little stranger in the subtle movement of its wind-blown surface. 

I set up by a bridge at the end of City Basin: a wider belly of water where canal boats provide cover on the far side, lined by stilted decking. Once established at the water’s edge with rod and line I was reminded again that inner city waterways are also dreams, emerging from the fast march of the city. They carry the slow movement of barges; corn dolls in the window, smoking chimneys on their flat, painted roofs. They filter surprise under the polished shoes of commuters.

I embraced the chill in the air which blew around my face and soon an oily sprat spilled its red juice under my float in the centre of the basin. Adjusted depth held it just off the bottom so that any subtle undercurrent would occasionally move the corpse towards temptation. A few flakes of mashed bread dropped in occasionally, aimed to bring some fry around their lifeless comrade. 

Coots skidded their white noses into fracas by their nests. A water snail floated slowly away from underwater brickwork by my boots. Eventually the temperature took a mid afternoon tumble and I began to doubt myself. I sat hands in pockets, one eye on a warm pub behind, rather than the motionless red float. I began to hedge my angling bets: casting an eye too often along the side margin, where pike are reputed to roam in summer, hugging the side where small perch dart at weed. 

Yet there remained this connection with that small, red float, out in the basin‘s centre. I was in tune with the slow, minute drag on the line, which indicated when a lock had opened somewhere further along the towpath. I saw the subtle tightening of line whenever the dead bait moved over a raised section of canal bed: perhaps introduced to some moped shock absorber, rusting its way into the history books. The city rose behind me unheeded and the water rippling beneath my feet eventually consumed the distant chug of traffic. I felt the ghost of towpath horses, pulling boats before the rise of railways. 

And then it came. The float submerged only slightly and moved slowly from side to side at first. The movement became ever faster, as if the float was being shaken by some underwater terrier. I struck and felt solid weight. Man and fish paused in mutual surprise.  After this moment of suspended animation the world around me returned to full speed and the fish was pulling backwards and left to right; more like an underwater rugby scrum than the linear run of a startled carp. The pike circled and curled up and down through the water column, as if shaking off a larger predator. Yet the fish was so efficient, in moments when I played it more gently, it slowed down with me: our efforts almost mutual in their motion. At these moments in the fight, I imagined this fish sitting with its feet up, smoking a pipe, refusing to exert effort until a greater pull of the line showed it the proximity of approaching towpath. 

It made one last shuddering run towards a narrow stretch of deeper water, under a bridge off to my right. I pulled it back on instinct. Anywhere a large fish runs is trouble for the angler. It seeks unseen, snagging shelter. Finally the fish broke the surface. I held its head up across the ripples as it tried to roll and dive once more. I was sure that it stared at me from under the ducking rod tip, almost resigned now, in its malign glare. With several last shivers along the taught line, it finally came in. Once out the water, the dorsal fin flattened to its back once more. This and the proportionally small fins throughout, lent it a strange appearance: something ancient and sleek and unvanquished, despite its long body lining my net.

I gingerly untangled the wire trace from its nose. The elaborate gills slowed their movement. The forceps found their mark between its teeth more easily than anticipated. I felt the surprisingly rough rub of wet scales on my fingers. 

I held it in the landing net, letting it rest just below the surface, waiting for the gills to puff in and out, stronger and stronger in recovery. I realised it is the first pike landed which breaks the surface most mysteriously. The still, black eyes in a long, toothed snout, cause a ripple at the pit of the stomach in response to the fish’s killer instinct.

When I slipped it back into the water, it sank languorously, almost to the bottom, before deciding to dart into deeper cover, taking its numb rage and camouflage to future struggles against man and prey; to beat its tail against encroaching urban steel. Something elemental had emerged from the water and from the dream which had arisen in myself that morning. 
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