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SOWING THE SEEDS

I was just a small boy when my father first took me
spinning for the monstrous pike that lurked in the deepest,
darkest corners of The Pit. With vast open waters a
kilometre long, it scemed my young cyes couldn’t reach the
horizon. Nevertheless, my mind quickly conjured-up
dreams of leviathans with which one day, I would do battle.
We never, ever saw another fisherman during our trips. |
enquired if it contained carp. My father told me it was an
intimidating, cruel water. That it would break a man who
tried to unlock its mysterious secrets. Yet it was already
casting a spell on me. In years to come, that spell would
drive an obsession that still burns brightly as ever today.

ameless noma

The seeds of a dream had been planted firmly in the mind
of a future specimen hunter who was willing to believe.

The Pit is a beautiful, wild and windswept gravel pit of
around 70 acres, dug close to my home during the middle
of the last century. It has everything. Huge expanses of
open water, dark, secluded bays, swamplands, forests,
numerous overgrown islands, sun-baked shallows and an
abundance of wildlife - an idyllic place for a young
naturalist. Growing up, I became increasingly drawn to the
water and by my carly teens, was regularly making the
treacherous cycle ride to catch dragonflies and explore its
neglected banks for a sighting of my future prey. As usual,
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one hot afternoon during the seemingly endless summer
holidays, I sncaked into the works site, precariously
climbed the mountains of sand and gravel and slid down
the far side, landing on the edge of a small, weedy bay.
There, at long last, 1 caught my first glimpse of the
creatures I had been dreaming of. There were two carp,
probably mid-doubles and being accustomed to
considering a two-pound perch as enormous, these were
absolute monsters. Big and broad, wrapped in an
immaculate coat of blue-grey velvet, they browsed
majestically in the crystal clear water, glowing intensely in
the summer sunshine against an emerald carpet of vibrant
green weed.

Eventually, as the sun began to fade, I sped off excitedly towards
home with the image etched permanently into my mind. |
vowed that one day. when I was old and confident enough, 1
would return to hunt them.

PREPARATIONS

In the winter of 1992, after several years catching carp from
different waters, | felt it time to begin my adventure into the
unknown and seek out the carp that I had held in my
imagination for so many years. It soon became apparent that
fishing the water was considered by most as being too daunting
and pointless a task, especially without any knowledge of its carp
stock, which was likely to be very low. | disagreed.
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The harder the better as far as 1 was concerned, after all, any
successes would be all the more rewarding and it was always
the mystery that I found so enticing, without which there
would have been no appeal. | knew what I needed to know -
simply that they existed. Gradually discovering in what
numbers and to what size would be where I was to derive my
greatest thrill and satisfaction. Sure, there were waters available
that would guarantee fish to over 30 pounds but that didn’t
really mean anything to me as I would just be repeating what
plenty of others had done many times before and besides, the
fish all had names. like pets and I hated that. Quite simply, I
wanted my own!

As it was wintertime and any weed growth would be at a

minimum, I sct about creating my depth map. A detailed survey

is something that [ have always done on waters that I intend
spending any length of time fishing. They can be an invaluable
source of reference and help one to see the water as a whole
quickly and easily, as well as eliminating the need to use a
plumbing rod every time one fishes. At that time, the gravel
works company were still on site and 1 was able to obtain an
accurate map of the water and the surrounding area. By
splitting the map into equal parts, I created blown-up segments
of each individual area of the lake. I worked with my plumbing
rod to a strict grid reference, allocating at Ieast an entire day to
cach one in order to explore it as intricately as possible. By
working every weekend and disciplining myself to a
methodical sequence, come April, I had covered every mile of
bank side with rod and float and had worked extensively on

Firgt cast common
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the distant areas of the main lagoon with an echo sounder, boat
and motor. All the individual area-maps were merged together
and a large master copy was made, a smaller version of which
would accompany me inside my notebook. I now had a
thorough knowledge of the lake’s topography for the purpose
of predictive location and awaited June 16th eagerly.

THE FIRST TRIPS

Locating the carp was always going to be a testing task on such
a vast expanse of water, Using the information gleaned from my
water map, it was primarily a case of evaluating the conditions
and marrying them to the topography, considering such aspects
as air temperature in relation to water temperature, the winds
strength and direction, and equally importantly, its ‘age’. Also
relevant is the influence of the sun. Results show, the three
main areas that have consistently produced results for me - and
on other waters for that matter - are ones that are south-facing
and receiving of the sun from carly morning and for the
duration of the day. Sunlight equals warmth and life which
equals food and comfort for the carp so it therefore stands to
reason that they will take preferential interest in such areas.
This basic approach gives a starting point and with a little
intuition, more pieces of the puzzle can be put into place as we
fish and spend time with the water.

June came and my first fishing trip began at noon, The ever-

faithful Harold Archer, my wise, old fishing guru for many years
had come to visit me. By this time in his seventies, he had a
wealth of experience and knowledge regarding all coarse fish

and especially carp, being one of few anglers to have caught
specimens consistently from as far back as the sixties. For
several years, he had helped me stay grounded and not get
swept away with a rising trend to over-complicate matters
when a simple common sense approach was, as always, the
way to go. He was my very own Mr. Crabtree.

To my utter delight, that first afternoon, I landed the most
beautiful, classically proportioned common carp I had ever
seen. It weighed 15 pounds and was in immaculate condition,
most likely never been hooked before. I sat pondering on my
instant success. Surely things couldn’t be this casy? The next
two blank and bream-ridden months confirmed this not to be
the case! Despite fishing regularly throughout the summer, it
was August before I made contact again with the knee-
trembling power of a carp in the shape of a fighting-fit double-
figure mirror in the most pristine condition. This, along with
three more doubles and a couple of gut-wrenching losses
brought my season to a close by the end of October but at least
I knew I could catch them when I could manage to find them.

My second season started productively with two super-
powered mirror carp of 18lbs and 221bs, coming within an
hour of one another on a mild June morning. The sheer power
of these fish had me gasping for breath as 1 held on tight to
stop them finding sanctuary amongst the sunken branches [
had hooked them by. I had found my paradise. Over 70 acres
of glorious, mature English gravel pit and not a single soul in
sight, completely disregarded by every other carp angler in the
country.

Chvnlu, 20 from
the branches

carpaddict | 109



%

The Pit’s carp were indeed nomadic creatures. Their habits
and behaviour governed by the weather. It was vital to
understand how and when their movements were likely to be
influenced by the conditions and it was certainly no use just
sitting and hoping for them to visit you. During a summer hot
spell, I caught a long, lean, 20lb common from a shallow
island margin at around midday. That evening, a low front
moved in and a fresh, south-westerly wind prompted me to
move to an area all the way down at the other end of the
lake. Early the following morning, the very same common
was in my net again suggesting that no matter what amount
or quality of bait is used, nothing will stop carp from vacating
an area if a change in the weather urges them to do so.

I caught a further seven carp that summer from the sunken
branches, but what The Pit gave with one hand it took back
with the other. During a wild and windy moonlit night
within that magical two-week autumn period when the carp
seem to feed heavily, which in this case fell in late October, |
suffered two tragic losses that left me with my head between
my knees in despair. The first came around 11pm and like all
the takes I had experienced, was firm and fast. The fish kept
its distance, just a hard and heavy resistance way out into the
blackness. The taut line between us squealed in the wind
but my heart sank as I soon realised it had gained control of
the game by finding something immoveable to hide behind.
Nothing would coax it from its stronghold and I eventually
pulled begrudgingly for the break.

The Pit had a mysterious grip on me from the beginning and
when the buzzer sounded, time stood still, the heart stopped
and the Earth seemed to fall away from underneath, as 1
moved to make contact with the elusive creature
responsible. A lost chance wrenched the heart, even more
so when it followed a long period of inactivity which could
so often be the case.

Deeper into the night around 3am, I hooked something
clse, something heavy, which was using its weight to stay
well away from the bank. Outside my canvas bivvy, the
roaring wind was deafening and waves were lapping at the
edge, soaking me to the bone. I began to gain on it until
that awful, sickening feeling of a suddenly-slack line
confirmed something had severed our contact. I dwelled
on the fact that conditions like this at that time of the year
were renowned for big fish feeding well and concluded
that there was every likelihood that I had indeed just lost
two of the lake’s bigger inhabitants. I cursed myself and
swore that next year, I would have my vengeance.

SECRETS REVEALED

By 1994 I had captured several beautiful carp from The Pit
and I am sure that most, if not all, of them had never been
caught before but the painful losses of last year were still
niggling away at the back of my mind.Although I had
fished several parts of the lake in varying weather
conditions throughout the summer and autumn months,
only the area of sunken branches was producing more than
the odd fish for me and my previous experience of these
types of arcas was telling me that the success probably
wouldn't last for much longer as such a small spot would
undoubtedly become increasingly associated with danger.
There had to be something clse, somewhere, a place in the
lake that the carp frequented regularly and for lengths of
time. If such a spot existed, it was almost certainly going to
be out in the open expanse of the main lagoon and
probably not too far away.

At home, my bedroom wall was covered with maps, acrial
photographs, charts and all manner of things to do with
The Pit - it was constantly in my mind. I scanned the pages
of my note books. Since my first session, I had kept
meticulous records of every detail relevant to carp.
Everything heard, seen and experienced whilst at the water
was logged. I recalled many a night that I had lay on my
bedchair listening to the sounds of distant crashes, carried
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to me from elsewhere on the mild west winds. Though I
never saw them show during daylight hours, I roughly
knew that these fish were jumping in an area of open

qater far from the bank and well out of casting range. 1
knew from suryeying the water what was out there and the
more I thought about it the more it screamed ‘carp'! - I'd
just always considered it out of reach. During the time
spent compiling my water map, | had discovered a small
bar that extended from the bank, into the lake for several
yards. For the majority, it was shallow ¢nough for me to
use it to cast from, carefully tip-toeing along it as far as |
dared, wearing chest waders wrenched up under my
armpits. This gave me the ability to fish effectively out
towards the area that I now believed was holding a number
of carp in periods of low pressure and the associated west
and south west winds.

My first opportunity came early summer and I could hardly
wait to ram the gear into the car as I watched low clouds
rolling above my home in exactly the right direction for my
intended arca. Everything was geared for distance. My 13°
3Ib Daiwa Amorphous rods coupled with the new SS9000s
and my homemade helicopter rig with a single bottom bait
were the order of the day. 1 arrived carly evening and
tentatively waded out with my throwing stick and as many
baits as I could fit into the pocket of my chest waders. The
westerly wind that had been blowing strong all day had
become conveniently calm and I put out the hard, perfectly
round, 20mm readymades with relative case, spreading
them in a line about 30 metres across. Out went the four
rods, spread at the same distance as the freebies, lines

clipped up bowstring tight to the 40z leads, and the
waiting began.

A fast run at 11.30pm produced a double-figure common
but yet again the advantage was soon lost. As that fish was
landed another rod ripped off only to have the line severed
on the strike. Clearly, the 151b mainline was nowhere near
up to the job of coping with such rugged terrain and I had
no choice but to return on subsequent visits with the ever-
faithful 351b Quicksilver for a decent chance of landing the
fish I was to hook in this area.

With two rods remaining in the swim, the wind had again
strengthened and 1 dozed in and out of sleep until I was
woken by a strong and steady take at 5.30am. As soon as |
hit it, I had no choice but to play it gingerly as it was
inevitable that the line would be damaged and the risk of
losing the fish was great. 1 had hooked it a long way from
the bank and over some horrendously rough ground.
Slowly but steadily the spool on my reel filled back up with
line that was worryingly frayed. 1 played it as if I was using
a three pound bottom and after a while, trembling like a
leaf, I had the fish close to the bank. I jumped in
immediately to turn it from my casting bar and I could
soon see it, struggling a few yards from the edge. How big?
I had no idea and frankly, at that moment, didn’t care. The
fish teased me, coming so close to the net and then
charging off again, jolting my heart and making me sick
with nerves. Eventually, in desperation, I heaved as hard =~
I dared and was relieved to see it sink into the deep mes
of the landing net.
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It was a good fish, I could tell that by its weight lifting it
onto the bank. I chuckled excitedly, daring to think it might
cven be an upper-20, but reminded myself that really, its
weight would only serve as a bonus. Taking the strain, I was
confused, I felt the scales had to be at fault, so I checked and
looked again. My scales were fine but the broad and bulky,
big-scaled mirror did indeed weigh a tad over 36lbs - a very
big fish for those days in my county. I knelt beside it,
awestruck by its presence on the bank. It was in every way
the fish from my dreams. I had discovered my monster.

Photographs taken and the magnificent creature returned
(un-named), I sat there in a happy daze. T was elated and still
shaking with excitement from the experience. As ever, |
couldn’t wait to tell my father. T thought of all those who
had doubted my sanity for fishing the lake and grinned
smugly, remembering an occasion when the resident ‘tackle
shop big-shot’ mocked me and laughed off my efforts as a
waste of time, making the statement that the water
contained “nothing worth fishin’ for”. They were indeed
wrong, as The Pit had rewarded me with the very fish T had
dared to dream of and that had drove me through so many
blank and lonely nights. My single-minded determination
had paid off. Perhaps it was more than I ever really
expected, but looking out across such an expanse of
unchartered water, I began to wonder what else might it
throw up?

As the west wind grew older and mixed with cooler air from
the North, the action would slow to a halt until a new low
followed a high. This was the time to hit that area, bang on a
new west, south-west wind. Without fail, for the remainder
of the summer - in these conditions - predictably, the carp

would oblige. There was a definitive feeding time in this area
during the summer months. Five in the morning, up until
about eight would almost always produce a run. So
confident did I become of action at this time, that I didn't
cven bother setting my alarm to wake for work. Over the
next couple of exhausting weeks 1 caught over 20 carp from
the area, but it wasn’t long before the effects of angling
pressure became evident and runs from the spots became
fewer and further between.

As rewarding as catching a Pit carp was, each and every one
came at a cost. The fishing was both physically and
emotionally draining. My athletic skills were being pushed
to the limits, though improving all the time. Continuous
wading, casting and throwing stick work at maximum range,
very often in the most horrendous of conditions, night after
night, can take it’s toll and one has to be completely self-
disciplined and 100% determined to keep up the required
level of consistency.

Tackle and technical limitations were also being exposed.
Unless each rig landed exactly where desired, it would be
wound in and re-cast. In some instances, I would change the
hooklink as many as five times if the hook point had been
dulled on the retrieve before I was happy with its position. |
was also losing an unacceptable amount of fish through
hook pulls, so I changed two things; firstly, the otherwise
trusty Ashima C130 hook to a pattern with an inturned,
beaked point - the Fox Series 3, and secondly, I got rid of the
helicopter rig. Although ruthlessly efficient at achieving
maximum distance, 1 felt that the line of pull being direct to
the lead and not the hook to be a liability and the problem
was being amplified by the increase in distance.
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A run on The Pit could be a very rare occurrence and such a
fantastic opportunity as I was having had to be capitalised
on. The change to an in-line set up and an alternative
pattern of hook cured the problem of hookpulls and by the
end of autumn I had landed thirty one carp, but just as
quickly as I had found them I lost them. They just seemed to
disappear and I was again plagued with blanks and bream.

With the odd exception and the exclusion of spawning time,
the carp rarely showed themselves by breaking surface. No
matter how hard I watched the water, visual clues to their
whereabouts were seldom given - even when I was on fish
and catching and as time went by, this became increasingly
the case. I would have liked to have said that it was a simple
task of climbing trees in camouflaged clothing and Polaroids
and singling out the biggest fish in the lake, but
unfortunately, in the then coloured water of The Pit, those
sorts of opportunities never arose. Therefore, more often
than not, the process of location had to be predictive and/or
based on areas from which fish had already been hooked.

I think what happens on large, under-pressured waters in
certain spots, natural feeding areas, are visited at once by
numbers of fish in groups, in some cases, maybe all the
population together. Even on a very big water there may
only be one or two of these ‘hot” areas and usually, they will
be frequented in certain weather conditions dependent on
their geography within the lake (I had hit on the periphery
of one such area). The fish's arrival usually coincides with
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the beginning of a change in weather. Otherwise, the fish
tend to scatter, their location becomes random and as a
consequence they are so much harder to find.

On the Pit, I was learning to read the weather. I knew
where to be during a fresh bout of low pressure and big,
mild winds with a westerly influence. T also knew to focus
on shallow island margins, concentrating on night action
when the pressure was high and the weather hot or muggy.
I would usually pick one up from the West Bays during a
new, warm summer easterly but tracking them down during
the ‘in between’ periods was difficult. At these times, as well
as the carp not congregating in any numbers, it would also
be down to the fact that they just weren't feeding as
strongly.

There were several things that could easily deter even the
most determined of anglers from fishing The Pit, but one
night I felt an intense sense of dread and unease that
unsettled me so much that to this day, I still have my sleep
disturbed with nightmares whenever 1 fish the swim of
sunken branches. Behind the east bank runs an old stone
road, an ancient monument and to those who believe, a
pathway for ghosts of centuries past. Underneath its
haunted arches lie eerie black ponds that are reputed to be
bottomless and home to huge, old eels.

After sacking a fish at midnight, I crawled back into my bag
and fell asleep. At around an hour past T was woken
abruptly. The wind had stopped still, the birds silent, yet |
could hear voices - faint voices that turned into cries. They
came within inches of my bivvy. Cries that were not animal,
but human-like cries, those of a woman, possibly two, so
shrill and harrowing, my heart punched my throat with fear.
Then they stopped, suddenly! Not daring to do otherwise, 1
froze for what seemed like an eternity. The ethereal voices
rose again, this time advancing quicker than before and
louder, to the point of causing pain inside my head. 1
became overridden with fear and blacked-out.

Now I don’t know what happened during that hour after
midnight, and having never been a consumer of unlawful
substances, have great difficulty understanding how, after
collapsing on my bed chair, inside my bivvy, did I come to
wake at dawn, 30 yards down the bank, physically
unharmed, but curiously disturbed nevertheless. T have
never suffered from sleep walking. Had something tried to
deter me further from unlocking the water’s secrets?
Subscquent investigation has revealed a long line of cases
involving hauntings in the area.

So far, I had caught over 40 carp from The Pit but the
photographs revealed only 21 individual fish. With these
statistics, a low stock was looking likely but T hoped that
next year would throw up something new and with no close
season, fishing could commence in the spring,

Matt Charlton
Join Matt again next month for the conclusion of this

massively interesting big pit special.

Ed [@
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