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Tackle talk

Spinal tip -

ONE OF only a handful of European
members of the Rodcrafrers” Association
of America - arguably the spiritual home
of rod-building - the vast majority of
Ward's clients entrust him with the choice
of blank and its rrimmings and he runs his
fingers along each rod-to-be like a prospec-
tive racehorse owner feeling the flanks of a
thoroughbred.

Somewhere in the construction process,
a blank inadvertently acquires a ‘spine’, a
part that is stronger than the rest. Place the
rod under load and it will attempt to rotate
so that the spine is aligned over the top of
the curve.

Ward's job is to ensure that the spine is
in its correct position from the outset, by
attaching the rings so that upon the arrival
of a fish, line, rings and blank are immedi-
ately all pulling in the same direction, like
the planets on a lucky day.

He also ensures that the number and
location of rings is sufficient to avoid line
and rod coming into abrasive contact, when
the latter arches in response to a carch.

These objectives are not always taken
into account by those who mass-produce
rods of the off-the-rack variety, and the
fact that Ward’s business stands or falls by

Spinningayarn ...

IT'S A good job he loves what he calls
‘thread art’, for if the client’s artistic
demands are particularly detailed it is the
most  painstaking  component  of
his craft.

A computer helps him in the v
tion of the tartans, fish, flags and
countless other patterns and images that
he is asked to produce, but turning
graphics into reality still comes down to
many hours of intense communion with
the lathe, its motor turning the rod while
he binds the threads tight to the blank,
careful layering gradually picking out the
required image.

The rod is then coated in resin and dried
in a purpose-built cabinet which keeps the
temperature sufficiently high to stop air
bubbles leaking into the resin and which
also turns the rod to ensure that the resin
dries level. The rod is then lightly sanded
down and finally polished.

When he is not working on the blank,
Ward turns his attention to the other area
of the rod ripe for customisation, the grip,
where foam inlays are painstakingly
designed, cur and installed ro make up the
image or pattern required by the client,

“Its actually very therapeutic,” he
insists, in response to your suggestion that
rodbuilders need the patience of a saint, “1
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his attention to such details occasionally
earns him a sneak preview into what the
industry’s big guns are planning next.

Rather like the way in which the car
industry adapts technological break-
throughs gleaned from Formula 1 motor
racing, so angling manufacrurers occa-
sionally run their latest ‘tweak’ past Ward
for a thorough work-out, before deciding
whether to produce it in numbers.

He's currently taken a shine to a Fuji
palm-rest reel fitting, in which the reel is
attached to the rod by a clip similar to a
ski-boot fastener, which he feels offers
more grip than the traditional coaster.

It’s smart, but for sheer funkiness it is
outscored by two blanks leant against his
study wall, one of them boasting six sides,
the other with its rings positioned in a 180-
degree spiral along the rod’s length.

Christened ‘Cape Fear’, you soon realise
why he found the hunky hexagon's combi-
nation of lightness and power irresistible
when he first saw ir. The blank’s lower half
barely breaks sweat in your hands as he
sets about bending the tip almost into the
shape of a Polo mint.

As for the spiral, its aim is to improve a
rod’s stability under load. It’s a long way,

am patient but 1 have a fuse that
blows occasionally. I'm due to become
a grandfather shortly and the family joke
is that I'll be known as *‘Grumps’ rather
than *Gramps™.”

Alittle hesitation, then, before we finish
with an awkward point. We have seen
with our own eyes the craftsmanship, dedi-
cation and sheer man hours for which he
charges berween £300 and £800, and
we're believers, but many sea anglers
measure  aesthetics purely in pounds
and ounces. How many of them will
view buying into Chris Ward’s expertise as
a luxury  purchase rather than an
investment?

“The only thing an angler wants to
know is if it will catch more fish for him
than his existing rod,” he responds unhesi-
tatingly, “and-the answer is always ‘yes’,
because a rod designed purely with that
angler in mind - his rod in every sense - will
always be the one he uses.”

Even mealtimes are custom-built in this
house. Lunch is an array of raw ingredi-
ents; meats, cheeses, salads, sauces, snacks
and bread. How they are combined is left
to the judgement of a writer and photog-
rapher who haven’t eaten since sunrise.

It is Chris Ward’s turn to be taught a
thing or two about creativity,

he admits, from his very first ‘commission’,
a Burma pole rod buile for himself which
still resides in a corner of his workshop.

“I was 14 when [ made it,” he recalls.
“I've always been interested in the way a
rod looked but its only in the last four or
five years that I've been able to concentrare
on building my own.”

A rich tan colour, the venerable Burma
exudes a timeless style amid its modern
counterparts, like Lauren Bacall in a room
full of Demi Moores. Several bands of
coloured threads show that even back
then, Ward’s ideal rod had personality to
go with its performance.

Past and present: Chris shows off his very first
L4
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