
There are few better sights in
angling than a whiskery barbel
fi nally sliding into the net!

»
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BATTLING 
WITH BERTIES!

We set Matt Godfrey the challenge of catching a river barbel on the pole. 
Having never achieved it before, he was a little apprehensive!

River barbel are 
arguably the 
hardest-Þ ghting 

freshwater Þ sh, so when 
Pole Fishing challenged 
me to catch one on the 
pole, I was really excited 
but a little nervous! 

The Þ rst issue I had was 
identifying a venue where 
I felt that I stood a chance 
of  hooking one. I know 
the Trent reasonably well, 
so that was an option, but 
my recent river Þ shing 
has taken me to the 
Warwickshire Avon at 
Evesham. This throws up 
the occasional very big 
barbel, but they are very 
unreliable and normally 
caught using specimen 
methods, PVA bags and 
strong feeder gear. A bit 
further upstream is a 
private stretch of  the river 
that a lot of  the Evesham 
regulars told me was 
alive with barbel! After 
speaking to the bailiff  I 
secured a guest pass for 
the day and couldn’t wait 
to give it a go!

I arrived to Þ nd a very 
different Avon from that 

at Evesham. It was much 
narrower, faster and 
extremely varied, with 
some really wild-looking 
pegs. Local expert Dave 
Harris suggested a swim 
that was just below a 
narrow channel. Here, 
really tall grasses have 
grown out, leaving only 
a 4m width of  extremely 
fast water for about 20 
yards. I must admit that 
it was one of  the most 
mouthwatering settings 
I have ever Þ shed in, 
with lush lily beds on the 
deeper and still inside, 
with the water becoming 
more turbulent across the 
far side. I was told that the 
peg has good barbel form 
in winter but in summer 
they move upstream into 
the channel to my left, 
and usually get caught 
by Þ shing upstream 
in the boiling water. 
This day was becoming 
increasingly interesting; 
I was now planning to 
catch a barbel on the long 
pole, Þ shing upstream 
into turbulent water in a 
narrow gulley! 

I decided to place all 
my eggs in one basket for 
the Þ rst part of  the day, 
Þ shing and feeding just a 
single line as close to the 
barbel’s lair as possible. 
I sat and watched the 
river for a few minutes, 
noticing an obvious eddy 
in the turbulent ß ow at 
14.5 metres upstream, 
around two-thirds of  the 
way across. Plumbing up 
here revealed a hard, ß at 
bottom with around four 
feet of  water. Although I 
was still Þ shing right up 
in the main ß ow, I felt able 
to present a bait fairly well 
in the slight eddy. Fishing 
in this was important 
because every ß oat that 
I tried rolled over when 
I attempted to Þ sh in the 
more turbulent water. I 
also planned on holding 
a bait still over a bed of  
feed for a long time and 
was sure that this slightly 
gentler current would 
ensure my feed would not 
be washed away. 

The tackle had to be a 
little bit special because 
I didn’t want to hook a »

challenge-beating Þ sh 
and lose it! I’ve only ever 
caught small barbel on 
rivers, the biggest being 
about 4lb, and even they 
pulled like a train on 
heavy leger gear. So a 
strong pole was needed 
and I opted for a Sensas 
Power Match 734. These 
are still light and stiff  
but have reinforced No4 
and No5 sections. I also 
opted for an extra-strong 
Big Fish top kit to give me 
extra pulling power. 

For elastic, I needed 
something substantial but 
it also needed to stretch 
when the barbel powered 
off  on its initial run. I felt 
that a solid, tight elastic 
would be too harsh, so 
I opted for Preston 17 
Hollo – plenty of  power 
but also a good amount of  
stretch when needed. 

My main line was 
0.23mm Sensas Classic 
Power to a 60cm 
hooklength of  the same 
just to give me a break 
if  I unfortunately got 
snagged. I was planning 
on hair rigging baits, so 

hook choice was an eyed, 
size 12 Korum S3, one 
of  the strongest hooks 
on the market, extremely 
sharp and impossible 
to straighten out; all 
important when Þ ghting 
thick-lipped barbel in 
powerful ß ow. 

I plumbed up with 
both a ß at ß oat and a 
large round-bodied ß oat 
but found the water boils 
constantly dragged the 
ß attie out of  place. The 
round-bodied ß oat sat 
much more solidly in the 
ß ow and was obviously 
the better choice. 

I used a pattern that I 
was given when Þ shing 
a World Championship 
on a big river in the 
Czech Republic. They are 
extremely strong and 
still holding together 
after three years of  use! 
Junior manager Steve 
Sanders had them 
speciÞ cally made by the 
famous Hungarian ß oat 
manufacturer Szilard; 
and they are perfect for 
big baits in ß owing water.

I settled on a 5g version 
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shotted with an olivette just 
above the hooklength, plus 
some extra large shot added to 
compensate for holding back in 
the ß ow. The ß oat was actually 
overshotted so that it would sink 
if  it ran through with the ß ow. 

However, by holding back hard, 
the extra shot prevent the ß oat 
riding up out of  the water. 

Plumbing up was particularly 
important because I wanted my 
olivette to be just off  the bottom, 
with the whole hooklength 
pinned down. This is the nearest 
thing to ß oat legering on the 
pole without having a bomb on 
the bottom – that would just be 
cheating! 

To achieve this presentation I 
plumb up with a heavy clip-on 
plummet clipped to one of  the 
shot just below the olivette and 
without a hooklength on. If  
you plumb up at dead depth like 
this, when the hooklength is 
added it will be wafting on the 
bottom, giving a very effective 
presentation that also works well 

Matt played the fi sh out
in open water to avoid it
snagging up close in.

for bream and eels. 
The last little feature of  my rig 

consisted of  three No8s spread 
along the hooklength. These 
don’t alter the ß oat shotting, 
they simply help to pin the bait to 
the deck in the boiling water. 

It’s worth noting how essential 
a spray bar is in this situation 
because it allows you to sit right 
over the feed and keep everything 
very still, which is virtually 
impossible to do without one.

The bait menu was dead 
simple: hemp, casters and 3mm 
Sensas Halibut pellets for feed. 
For hook bait I had 10mm drilled 
pellets plus the new Sensas Mega 
Chunks, a large soft pellet-like 
bait full of  oils that ooze out 
when squeezed, which I didn’t 
think a big whiskers would be 
able to resist!

A baitdropper is by far the best 
way to feed in these situations 
on the pole. I use a large, heavy, 
old-fashioned metal version 
because it ensures that I can 
deposit particles exactly where 
I want to on the deck. I wanted 
to put down a large bed of  bait 
at the start because regular 
top-ups could scare the Þ sh in 
the shallow, clear water. For the 
same reason I made a conscious 
effort to tell the photographer, 
Tom Scholey, to stay fairly low 
and quiet – something that 
doesn’t come naturally to him!

I deposited 10 droppers of  feed 
at the start and started with a 
Crab & Prawn Chunks pellet on 
the hair. The trap was set! 

We sat and waited in near 
silence for the Þ rst 15 minutes, 
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and meet the PF Challenge, but to 
also smash my personal best! We 
estimated the Þ sh at between 6lb 
and 8lb and I couldn’t wait to get 
out to try and catch another!

Sadly I failed, and despite 
staying for several hours I never 
hooked another one. I did feel a 
barbel bump against the pole and 
then saw it as it swirled away, 
but I think this Þ sh must have 
just brushed against the line and 
pricked itself. Interestingly, this 
indication came after I had fed 
the peg heavily and then gone for 
a walk before creeping back and 
dropping my rig in over my bait. 
With the river being so low and 
clear, I am convinced that the 
Þ sh were just backing off  into the 
fast gulley and away from all the 
disturbance.

Still, it was mission 
accomplished and, to be honest, I 
didn’t mind one bit that I had sat 
all day for one bite because the 
battle I had and the barbel at the 
end of  it made all the hard work 
worthwhile!

with every dip and bob 
of  the ß oat giving me 
a shot of  adrenaline! 
Around 40 minutes into 
the session I had a sharp 
dip that was deÞ nitely 
an indication from a 
Þ sh, giving me further 
conÞ dence that we were 
going to snare one! 

However, after an 
hour, and with only one 
indication, I must admit 
that the slightest element 
of  doubt had crept in. 

A phone call from Jon Arthur, 
during which he told Tom how 
imperative it was that we caught 
one, piled further pressure on! 
Just as Tom was relaying to Jon 
how we hadn’t had a proper bite, 
my ß oat disappeared and before 
I had the chance to strike three 
feet of  elastic was dragged from 
the end of  the pole! 

“Gotta go, he’s got one on!” 
exclaimed Tom as he dropped the 
phone to grab his camera!

At Þ rst I wasn’t sure if  it was 
a barbel because it didn’t go 
on the mad initial run that I 
expected it to, rather plodding 
around steadily in the current. 
It soon woke up, though, and 
decided to charge upstream 
into the narrow channel. There 
were a few hairy moments 
as my elastic came close to 
bottoming out but fortunately 
the Þ sh turned and swam back 
towards me. I was conscious 
of  the amount of  weed on my 
side of  the river so I played the 
Þ sh out in the main ß ow until I 
could see that it was ready for 
netting. It was a patience game 
for the next couple of  minutes 
and I bided my time as the Þ sh 
swam up and down, before a big 
golden ß ank Þ nally came to the 
surface! 

I was glad of  my 4m 
landing-net pole because this 
allowed me to reach out and 
comfortably net the Þ sh. There 
was one further problem, 
though. How to unhook it 
when I was shaking like a leaf?

It was deÞ nitely one of  
the most exhilarating battles 
that I’ve ever had and I was 
absolutely elated to not only 
catch a barbel on the pole 

Ten of these
went in at
the start.

“Get in!”

These Chunks
are perfect

barbel fodder!

REGULAR TOP-UPS COULD SCARE THE 
FISH IN THE SHALLOW, CLEAR WATER.
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