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       The Diary of a Beach Angler

        By Rob Phillips.
These are real exerts taking form my diaries from August 1989 until the present date.

August 1989
Though I had been fishing on many occasions I had never ventured down to the sea to wet a line.  In fact I only though that this was the realm of the boat angler. 
So it was with much excitement that I joined my brother-in-law Roger Rexworthy on a trip down to Blue Anchor slip way.  Looking back now the gear was basic as was the knowledge but essentially everything was what I was used to; the only real difference was the expanse of water was to say the least big and all the tackle was scaled up.

After 2 or three aborted casts I was happily hitting the horizon, well about 50 yards of it.

Straight away the rod was moving and I thought here we go, only to be told it was weed or tide.  I was not convinced so struck and wound in my scabby bit of mackerel.  To the jovial chuckle of Roger, he never even said told you so, there was nothing on but boy did it take a lot to bring in.
Ten minutes later and that moment I will remember for ever as in a big way it’s responsible for me being the angler I am today.

The rod jagged forward violently (honest it was nearly pulled into the sea, not) and then I lifted into what I now know was a slack liner.  I fumbled and struck not much more weight than the last retrieve but yes there was something different.  Yahoo! as it broke the surface a Pouting of around a pound.

My first ever sea fish and probably my most significant.  I landed several other fish that night including my first ever shark (Dogfish).

The very next day I was down at the local tackle shop and kitted myself out with a new rod and reel and so the life of a beach angler began.
My first ever Rod was a D.A.M. and this rod taught me a valuable lesson and it lasted precisely six casts and one fish.  Yes! But what a fish it was.  Read on………

October 1989
My first real trip on my own saw me arrive at Donniford with enough time to dig some lug.  Easy I thought as I was using my father in laws brand new fork.  I must have move 20 tons of sand for a measly 5 lug tails.

I was absolutely knackered. 

The wind started to blow hard from the North West and the sea began to build.  I was out of my depth.  I lost my entire lug on the first cast as it flew back and hit me in the face.  I resorted to the slither of mackerel at least I could keep that on the hook.

I cast out about 30 yards and had what I though was a massive bite and it took all my strength to get about 50lb of weed in.  After about 5 casts with the same bait the rafts of weed I was bringing in were getting bigger and I was more disillusioned.  I had a good two hours until my wife picked me up.  “What a crap sport this was”.  Once again my rod lunged forward against the weight of the weed; I was really struggling so for the first time ever I learnt to pump the rod.  Wind down and lean into the rod pull back.  I was making steady ground but the cheap outfit I was using was beginning to fail.  The handle of my cheap reel was turning in the casing and the rod was beginning to creak.

With one last wind and pump, there was an almighty crack as the rod snapped just above the join and I fell backwards on to my arse.  Could it get worse?  Yes where the bloody hell was the fork?  

My rather poor headlamp could just pick out the very tip of it some twenty yards out to sea.  My father-in- laws words echoed in my mind “don’t lose the fork it’s brand new” Oh well my first and last fishing trip was a disaster.  I grabbed the two sections of rod and walked forward forlornly to try to at least retrieve my trace.  As I followed the line to the edge of the surf I was greeted by a large raft of weed probably weighing well over a 100lb.  I lifted the surface of the weed to locate my trace and was stunned to see two big eyes staring back at me and a gaping white mouth.  Before me lay the biggest fish I had ever seen.  I had eaten cod in the chips shop but surely they were not as big as this.  I was ecstatic and ran up and down the beach shouting.
As I waited in the car park of Donniford beach for my wife to pick me up on the way back from skittles I shielded myself from the Northerly gale, not at all reassured by the corrugated iron banging in the hedge behind me I sat back and thought to myself bring it on.  That very moment ingrained in me the real quality a Shore Cod angler needs.  That is to look at the weather and realize the worse the conditions the better chance of Cod.  Mad men every one of us.

To just bring the story to a close 10 minutes before my wife arrived, a rather large Rottweiler dog came towards me from out of the blue and I froze with fear.  He wandered over as I trembled in trepidation and put his head on my lap and fell asleep.  Very surreal!
The Cod weighed 14lb 8oz and I ate it with my father in law the next day and because it was so big and so fresh it tasted like shite.  I was never brave enough to tell my father in law about the fork I managed to get another from Gliddons and persuaded him that it was green it must have been one of his older forks that was black.

I never again brought cheap tackle.

November 1989

Saw most of my fishing come around the Donniford and Minehead Golf links area, lots of Codling to 6lb and on the odd occasion I had at least 6 in a session.  Witnessed a lovely 16lb Cod from the rocks at Alabaster (right of Blue Anchor) Also a 9lb Ling from blue Anchor beach in an open competition.  Used the time well to develop my watercraft.

My diary gets a little sketchy between 1990 and 1993 but I do remember catching bucket loads of Codling in the 2 to 4lb range and in fact in the winter of 1992 I managed 17 sizeable Codling in one 4 hours session.
Spring 1990
Saw me join Watchet and West Coast Sea fishing club.  We fished one of our first matches down at the now famous Sillary sands (Lynmouth).  My friends Mike Bridger and Keith Liddle took a rope ladder down in a tireless wheelbarrow.  We fished all night and landed about 30 Small Eyed and spotted Ray, we also landed Bass, Turbot, Gurnard, Flounder, Pollack, Conger, Whiting and Pouting.  I landed a new club record Small eyed of 10lb 2oz.  In those days a double figure Small Eyed Ray was rare and that fish won me a rod and reel in the Angling times.

Winters of 1991-1992 
These will affectionately be known as the Cod years and looking back these were the last years Cod would shoal in significant numbers.  Most if not all trips were accompanied by Cod an average of 4 or 5 fish was the norm.  The Cod would arrive as early as late August and stay on well into March.  I was hitting the beach at least 3 nights a week and in those days we used to dig our own Lug and Rag as there were very few that supplied bait.
In 1991/92 I recorded 187 in size Codling with the biggest 16lb 11oz from Hinkley point and a total of 5 fish over 10lb.  Most fish however were between 2lb a 4lb.  21 fish were over 5lb 8 of which were over 8 but not doubles.  These figures seem to be from so long ago but they will be repeated if we reduce the pressure on the Cod stocks.

Whiting and pouting would gather in vast shoals and on one occasion I landed 36 down at Gasworks on my 3 hook flappers.  Several of the fish were over a pound and we monsters in comparison to those landed down at Chesil..

1993

This was the years my diary started in earnest and I must have had time on my hands.  My diary started on 3rd of January 1993.  Down at Donniford pipe, Low water was at 7pm and there was a slight Easterly wind on a tiny 3.1 meter neap tide using Rag I managed my first Codling of the year which was barely in size.

A couple of weeks late I fished a 5.5 meter tide with low water at 5.30pm again on the pipe.  This time I was faced with a strong South Westerly wind and used Rag, tipped with squid. I landed Codling of 3lb 8oz, 4lb 8oz and 1lb 8oz also a Rockling and a small Whiting.

The following week on the same venue I had Codling of 2lb, 2lb 8oz, 1lb and 1lb 8oz and a good pout of a pound all from a 5am low water 4.5 meter tide with a Southerly wind.  In those days Donniford pipe used to pump out neat sewage at a fair rate of knots.

February saw me hit Sillary sands and golf links with lots of whiting and dogfish, nothing that amazing but during one trip down at Sillary I had a little sign of things to come.  I was retrieving after what appeared to be a decent bite when everything went solid.  I then went on to wind in the remains of a Pollack of about 4lb.  It had been bitten clean in half.  I later had another significant run on a Sand eel which resulted in my 60lb hook link being bitten through.  I now have no doubt that both runs were from Tope.  Since then fish to 60lb are a regular occurrence and our club record near 50lb by Clive Hodge came from the very spot I missed mine.
Early July 1993

Saw me venture down to White mark in the early morning with low water around 6.30am, dead calm seas and winds and a mid range 4.8 meter tide.  Using Sandeel I had a solid pull down bite and was rewarded with a lovely nodding battle, at one stage the fish dived for cover but my Paul Kerry Supercast 2 and Shimano 2CFS reel was more than a match for it.  With 3 more pumps a massive Spotted Ray of 5lb 8oz broke the surface.
This fish earned me a gold medal and was released to fight another day.  This still remains my biggest Spotted Ray.
