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Foreword
by Stephen Webster

Mark Hix – the one that got away

Japanese folklore has it that an unlucky fisherman, after many days spent in the lotus position on the riverbank with not so much as a nibble, finally lost his Japanese discipline, broke down and ate his bait, thereby inventing sushi. To my knowledge, Mark has never eaten his bait, but I do know that he has never let the lack of a catch determine whether he and his fellow fishermen enjoy a good lunch or not.

Mark absolutely loves fishing, and for him, like most fishermen, the escape from the city and the break from the daily grind are as important as what ends up in the keepnet. Despite the pastime, hobby, obsession being classified as a sport, Mark has been quoted as disagreeing with that classification. Admittedly, when he hooked and landed a sailfish weighing 40kg (88lb) off the coast of Costa Rica, the ensuing 45-minute battle between man and beast was as knackering as a 100-yard dash. On the whole, a fishing trip is more gastronomical endurance than physically exertive.

I consider myself fortunate to have accompanied Mark on several fishing excursions. On the first, I was tasked with hauling up some lobster pots that had become snagged on the seabed just off Lyme Regis. Under instruction from Mark, I held on to the rope, while he slowly motored the boat away from the lobster pot. However, my finger became lodged between the rope and the boat edge, and soon started to bleed. Seconds away from the situation going a bit ‘Pete Tong’, the pot shifted and the pressure subsided. As a consolation, the pot contained a lobster and not a crab. The next day, the chef at HIX Oyster & Fish House served up said lobster in a stargazey pie, complete with a sparkler in its claw, as my birthday cake.

Mark also helped me improve my fly-fishing technique in Miami, of all places, in the middle of the Art Basel Miami fair. Despite spending several hours casting our flies in and around the mangroves in an open skiff under the blistering Florida sun, we never caught a glimpse of the bonefish we were hoping for. Instead, we landed three of the strangest-looking fish imaginable, which resembled a horse’s head, complete with big brown eyes. The captain informed us that these were boxfish – a less streamlined creature you couldn’t imagine. Despite this, the largest one went home with us, to be served by Mark as a box brunch.

My great-grandfather was a shrimp fisherman on the Thames. The tradition of looking below the waterline for lunch stayed with my family, and my father, brother and I bonded through fishing. Between the ages of 6 and 13, fishing occupied most of my waking hours, as we compiled our own stories of rogue conger eels, Dover sole, shrimp, crabs and dustbin bags of mackerel that my brother and I couldn’t give away in our neighbourhood (back then, only cats ate mackerel in Gravesend, Kent).

Mark’s Fish Tales are as one would expect – unique, global, thoroughly entertaining and loosely entwined by the sport of fishing.
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Introduction

Angling: it’s potentially cold, it’s definitely wet, it can be lonely and chances are you won’t catch anything. But it’s about so much more than that to me. It’s become a social event that involves cooking and having a laugh and a bit of banter with the boys.

I shoot a little bit in season, which keeps me busy when the salmon and trout season finishes in autumn and winter, but, given the choice, I’d rather be on the river or out at sea. Shooting a bird above your head is instant; once you’ve shot it, you wait for the next one to kill. But with fishing there’s a bit of a fight – sometimes a hell of a fight, depending on what you’ve hooked– and then there’s the opportunity to release the fish or take it home for supper.

Nine reasons why you need to get into fishing or already are

Here’s how I got hooked – these things bring me back to the water again and again:

1 Fishing is incredibly addictive

When I was a kid, I was really into golf, but fishing gradually started to take over, and by the time I was 16, that was that. I grew up in West Bay in Dorset, right by the seaside, so if you saw the sea bubbling – which indicated there were shoals of fish around – you just grabbed your rod and went down to the beach or the pier. My grandmother used to grill or pan-fry mackerel when they were really fresh, and she would pickle the rest. Now, I probably go fishing two or three times a month and I can’t even imagine how many hours I’ve spent doing it, though I’d still say it’s not enough.

2 Not to mention exhilarating

Take it from me: nothing beats fishing for getting the adrenaline going. I still remember a 40-kg (88-lb) sailfish I caught in Costa Rica, back in 2002. It was caught on a fly, which is very light tackle for a heavy, fast, fighting fish, and it took a good 45 minutes to reel in. I was knackered afterwards. There’s definitely a bit of that primal drive of man versus beast, though as most angling is for sport, you release it afterwards. Or sometimes it gets away from you, which is frustrating. Either way, the fish gets to live to fight another day and there’s still a thrill in making the connection.

3 You get to buy kit, lots and lots of kit

Shopping for fishing tackle is like being in a sweet shop. I’ve probably got thousands and thousands of pounds worth, but most keen fishermen do. I have around 20 or 30 rods, and thousands of flies: there are all different types depending on the time of year, the species of fish, the levels of sunlight, for example. You can even make your own flies, but thankfully I haven’t got that addiction – yet – so I go to places like Farlows in London’s Pall Mall, Robjent’s in Stockbridge, Hampshire, or The Tackle Box, the local gear shop in Lyme Regis, Dorset, where I have a boat. I also tend to keep one set of kit in London and another one exactly the same in Dorset, so that I don’t have to transport stuff about. Basically, you can never have enough.

4 Angling can be a real adventure

You can combine a holiday with a bit of angling anywhere in the world. If there’s water, there’s probably fish – and no, I’m not talking about the pool. I always pack travel rods and small amounts of kit in my suitcase, as you never know. Years ago I bought a Hardy smuggler fly and spinning rod, which is an eight-section rod designed to fit in your pocket, hence the word smuggler. I take it everywhere and on a short getaway it takes up next-to-no room in a small travel bag. A few months ago, for example, I took a salmon-fishing trip to Iceland. The warm weather caused snow from the surrounding mountains to melt, so the river levels rose, meaning we only caught three salmon between the six of us. But who’s counting? However, while you can be a fair-weather fisherman, if you’re dead serious, you need to brave the storms, which means you need more kit, and more visits to the ‘sweetie shop’, just in case.

5 There are different types of fishing to try

There are more varieties of angling than I could possibly list here: fishing with lures and plugs, fly, coarse, float, freshwater. You can fish on the side of a river, or in a river with your waders, at sea, even in a canal if you’re a real optimist, although canals can be great spots for the pike. The type of fishing you do is usually dictated by the season, but I enjoy them all. Size doesn’t necessarily matter either, because you use different weights of rod depending on the size of what you’re catching. A small fish can be as rewarding as a huge one if the chase has been exciting enough.

6 You can eat for free

One of the great benefits of fishing is that you won’t have to pay for your dinner, assuming you don’t count what you will have forked out after spending so long in the tackle shop. The sensation of eating your catch is indescribable. In Dorset, we often eat mackerel, which are particularly plentiful, but I also have four lobster and crab pots out there. I’ll pull them in at the end of a trip and they might contain as many as six lobsters or 20 or more brown crabs and the odd spider or green crab. It’s not rod-and-line fishing, but it still counts. I’ll often have some mates round and cook the lobsters or crabs on the grill or in a wood-fired oven, or sometimes I’ll make them into a curry. You should also remember that some species should be returned to the water, so make sure you know what you’ve got. And don’t worry if you come home with nothing – you can still go and have a steak (more of which later).

7 It’s like meditation

I like fishing in a group, but I also like doing it alone (especially if you’re not having much luck, so your shame’s not too public). It can be calming and takes you away from the day job. I regard it as a form of meditation, and it is. Obviously, if you’re catching, you have to concentrate, but if you’re not, you can often find your imagination drifting off in creative directions. You’ll also try to get inside the mind – or rather the stomach – of the fish. You may well know they’re there, but not what they’re feeding on at that particular moment. A sea bass, for example, munches on anything from a sprat to a sand eel to a small or large mackerel, so you might need to try different flies or lures, or even live bait. I fished in the New Forest recently and caught three big trout in 15 minutes, just because I randomly put on one green fly they seemed to like, but that was more luck than judgement or experience.

8 Even if you don’t catch anything, it’s still great fun

In 2014, five of us visited Ballyvolane House in Cork, Ireland, owned by Justin and Jenny Green. We were told on arrival by our two gillies (a Scottish term that roughly means ‘fishing attendant’) standing in the car park that because the water was low – the opposite problem to what we often encounter—the salmon couldn’t run the river to their spawning destination and were holed up in the saltwater estuary. Essentially, there were no fish. Luckily, one of my companions was armed with a cool-box full of his very fine meats (he’s a butcher), including porterhouse steaks and a big old rib of beef, racks of lamb and guanciale (cured pork from the cheeks of a pig). I had also brought a couple of sides of my own smoked salmon and – to wash it all down – we loaded a couple of cases with red. After lunch, we all felt reinvigorated, and during a two-hour session in the early evening, I had a brief but exciting encounter with a salmon that chased my purple shrimp fly across the surface, before disappearing down the river. It was encouraging at least.

9 You never know what you’re going to catch

Landing a fish successfully or not catching anything, that’s all part of the fun – the not knowing bit – and even a close encounter with a fish can get the adrenaline going for the rest of the day.

Fishing has taken me all over the world, but everything I learned was close to home. Wherever you are, wherever you go, whatever you’re into fishing, I hope these tales will inspire you to pick up a rod and have a go, because unless you try, you will never know. It’s quite common for new anglers to catch fish on their first attempt – I’ve often been ‘out-fished’ by someone I’ve only just introduced to the sport, which is momentarily frustrating but soon followed by the sense of, ‘Oh, I have a new fishing buddy.’


Cast of characters

Compared to my earlier experiences as a kid, when it was simply something exciting to do at weekends, after school or on holiday, fishing has become a bit of a social event for me in later life. It’s always been well documented as one of the top five most popular outdoor participant sports, but I don’t really regard fishing as a sport – more of a good day out with some of my like-minded friends. I’m sure they will all agree that the word ‘sport’ doesn’t really come into our favourite outdoor activity. And, of course, the incentive, apart from a good lunch, is to rock up to the destination with our gear and catch fish.

Cooking on an open fire by a river isn’t a sport either, but it is a crucial part of our social day out. We rarely talk pre-fishing about what kit and flies we’re going to take, but we do discuss what the menu is and choose wines to match. Some passersby may think we’re competitive, as from the outside our fishing lunches may look a bit extravagant compared to what anglers normally consume. However, because we’re in the hospitality business, these are really quite normal working lunches while enjoying some banter with friends. If there are a few of us, maybe four or five, we often use the bonnet of an old Land Rover to set out our lunch – we can present different dishes on the various flat surfaces of the bonnet, creating the perfect grande bouffe.

A few names and characters crop up more than once throughout the book: they are mates, people I fish with on a regular basis – and those I have the most fun with, of course. These characters play a big part in Hooked, even if there’s not a lot of hooking going on, as you will discover. Knowledge and shared fun is what fishing is all about. I’m sure they’ll agree that there is always something to learn from others – and that just when you think you’ve learned a particular technique, something changes. Let me introduce them:

Nigel Hill is a good example of one of my experienced fishing buddies. He’s a commercial multi-species fisherman whom I regard as one of the best I know with a rod in his hand – many of the Dorset locals would certainly agree and love the opportunity to fish with him. I first met Nigel when I moved to Charmouth in Dorset. I was killing an hour fishing on the promenade using a small float and rubber lure, and he came up to me and started chatting, as you would expect from a proper local in a small village. He said he lived just near the beach and started talking about fishing, so in half an hour I got to know quite a lot about him. After bumping into him every so often for a couple of years and him dropping the odd bit of fish into my restaurant, he invited me out on his boat for a spot of bass fishing on a wreck. What a day we had: 180 sea bass in commercial rod-and-line fishing terms is a damn good catch and it was non-stop from our first drift.

The following day Nigel returned to the same wreck we’d fished and caught nothing, which is why we need to respect fishermen and the price of wild fish. Nigel is always experimenting with different lures and methods, and doesn’t think twice about sharing his knowledge with me. His garden shed has more kit than the local tackle shop and enough stuff to last a lifetime – but obsessive fishermen just collect fishing equipment that may or may not work in tempting fish.

Andy Kress started the same day as me at London’s Le Caprice when I took the head chef job there nearly 30 years ago. We had briefly crossed paths at The Dorchester in Park Lane a few years before, and he was doing a stint with me at Le Caprice in readiness for the opening of another landmark London restaurant, The Ivy. I took him on his first mushroom forage in Epping Forest, near where we both lived at the time. He got the bug and became a much better forager than me, learning all the Latin names for the mushrooms and the best spots to find them. In return for the small amount of fungi knowledge I passed on to Andy, he bought me my first fly-fishing rod. So that’s where it started really, with trips to rivers and reservoirs, and Andy showing me the various knots and types of flies.

I first met chef Mitch Tonks in Wales at the Abergavenny Food Festival donkey’s years ago. We hit it off straightaway and seemed to have an awful lot in common. We have become great friends and do food festivals and events together. Ironically, we opened our restaurants, The Seahorse (Mitch’s place in Dartmouth, Devon) and HIX Oyster & Chop House (my first place in London), within a couple of months of each other. Although Tonksy isn’t exactly a fishing buddy, he’s obsessed with boats and we do fishy stuff together, which makes up for it.

Now, purveyor Peter Hannan is most certainly the star of meat, but he’s also spent years trying to work out how to get me on the Irish fish, as year after year I’ve travelled to Ireland in the hope of catching my first Irish salmon, and failed. His Glenarm Estate beef features heavily on our riverbank feasts and the big chunk of beef on the barbecue turns the heads of other anglers and passersby. I recently presented Peter with the Derek Cooper Lifetime Achievement Award at BBC Radio 4’s Food and Farming Awards, and extremely well deserved that was. Not that Peter needs any more awards, as he cleans up every year and often doesn’t enter through embarrassment.

Robin Hutson, chairman and CEO of The PIG and Lime Wood groups, is another fishing buddy. His wife Judy probably thinks we’re having an affair because, as she says, he has more photos of me on his phone than of her. This book is based on our riverside feasts: these are a must. Even when it rains and conditions are ‘unfishable’, our lunch still goes on – well, actually, it goes on a lot longer. Robin and I have created a new level of riverbank dining, which proves that picnics don’t need to be dull and that, if you are into your food, you can create something simple but special to impress your family and friends. Our riverbank dining started a few years ago with a cold pie and some cheese and pickles from the local high-end deli in Stockbridge, Hampshire. This is opposite the must-go-to ‘sweetie shop’, Robjent’s, as we like to refer to this tackle shop, where we purchase tackle that we don’t really need to help us catch fish.

Our early days of bought pies and bits has changed a lot, and lunch on the riverbank now consists of anything from a Turkish meze feast with barbecued kebabs and quails to a simply grilled cuttlefish with salsa and a salad. We’ve even had an Asian broth simmered on the barbecue, while I once barbecued a 75-day-aged rib of Peter Hannan’s beef and simmered a sauce with fresh morels to go with it. Robin usually supplies something special from his cellar to wash it down before we get back on the river. There have, of course, been days when we’ve been caught in the rain on the riverbank and, consequently, our lunch has become something of a long, drawn-out affair, but still lots of fun and full of chit-chat. Although fishing is a solitary sport, your companion is crucial. Rob is the perfect partner – but not in the way Judy thinks!

Ben Weatherall has a bit of an advantage in the river as he is just over 2m (6ft 8 inches) tall and can zoom in on a swirl in the water or a fish lying on the bottom. I make an annual pilgrimage up to Ben and Silvia’s estate in Dumfriesshire, Scotland, not only to try and nail a salmon or sea trout, but also to have some fun and shoot a few birds.

Oliver Rampley is a fairly recent acquaintance, but already a great friend and fishing ally – and an inspiration. He moved out of the luxury concierge business in the UK to pursue what he loves in Florence, and now has a hunting, fishing and bird-watching guide company called Altana. I visit Ollie a couple of times a year, and we share like-minded passions on both foreign and British soil.

Steve Edge is a very old friend from when I first moved to Shoreditch in London, back in the early 1990s. I would often see him walking to work, with his hand-carved stick, wearing extravagant but elegant handmade clothing and with flowing locks of blond hair, and always thought he was one of the local nutters until I was introduced to him properly in my then restaurant, the Rivington. Once engaged, to my surprise we talked fishing non-stop for about three hours over a bottle or two of good ordinary claret. Since then, we’ve seen each other a lot, although we rarely fish together. But we do give each other fishing-related presents and talk about our international fishing adventures when we meet up.
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