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A trip to Scotland ends a long-held ambition as an intrepid 
duo both catch their biggest fish from British waters

of the deep
monsters

Words and photography
by Dave Lewis

C
asting my mind back to the early 
1980s, I remember taking my Orkney 
Strikeliner boat to County Kerry in 
Ireland. On the first morning, while 
tope fishing in just 20 feet of water at 

Fenit, my friend Andrew Leaves landed a near 
100lb common skate using only uptiding tackle.

Ever since I photographed that great fish I 
have wanted to catch a skate, and on several 
occasions I have dropped my bait with the 
hope of hooking one. Several trips planned to 
fish the productive deep-water lochs off the 
west coast of Scotland have been cancelled due 
to the weather, so when I crossed the border 
just north of Carlisle in April and continued 
towards Dunstaffnage Marine in Argyll and 
Bute, I was still a skate virgin.

My host was Roger Eaton, who had invited 
me to fish aboard his immaculate, early 1970s, 
vintage Mitchell 31, called Blue Fin. The boat 
is based at Dunstaffnage, just a few miles 
north of Oban, the undisputed skate capital 
of Europe, and this time I had happened upon 
a 36-hour window of beautiful spring weather 
sandwiched between Atlantic gales.

As the anchor slipped over the side, shattering  
the mirror-calm surface and falling to the 
bottom some 500ft beneath our hull, I had a  
feeling today would bring something special.

The scenery was magnificent. We anchored 

midway between the mainland and the east 
coast of the Isle of Mull, the isles of Jura, Islay 
and numerous others visible to the south and 
west. Snow-clad mountains made a dramatic 
backdrop to the north. 

The sea, at first, was glassy calm, so much so 
that when one of the area’s iconic Caledonian 
Macbrayne ferries passed close by it was all but 
impossible to differentiate between the sea 
and the sky at the horizon.

I have fished aboard enough charter boats 
to be able to quickly assess the way a skipper 
runs his boat. Within a short time I knew I was 
fishing with a top-drawer skipper. Not only is 
Blue Fin immaculately kept and equipped  
with well-maintained quality hire tackle, 
but also Roger has wealth of experience to 
complete the package.

He started charter fishing at Ullapool back in 
the 1970s when the this historic port, arguably 
where the sport of fishing for Scottish skate 

originated, was in it’s heyday. A move to the 
Isle of Islay saw Roger switch to a career 
fishing ‘creels’ for lobster, crabs and prawns, as 
well as serving as coxswain on the local lifeboat. 
A return to the mainland and charter fishing is 
the latest chapter of his life, so expect to hear 
a lot more from Blue Fin in the next few years.

stout tackLe
Dragging more than 100lb of muscular flatfish 
up through 500ft of water requires stout 
tackle, and Roger recommends and supplies 
80lb-class outfits. I had brought along an extra-
heavy Shimano Blue Rose tropical jigging rod 
and TLD 30 two-speed combo which, over the 
course of our trip, proved ideal. My reel was 
loaded with 80lb Power Pro braid connected 
to a 20ft rubbing leader of 100lb Suffix Zippy 
via a Bimini Twist tied in the braid and a 
Bristol Knot in the mono.

A simple running leger was formed with 

“It is only possible to fish for skate in  
500ft of water during neap tides”

Strong tackle is 
needed to get a big 
skate to the surface

A skate slips out of 
the transom door 
and into the sea

Dave’s second skate of 
the trip was calculated 
to weigh at least 171lb
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a sliding boom to carry the necessary 2lb of 
lead on the 100lb leader. To the end of this  
I attached one of Roger’s stock of heavy-
duty 200lb mono rubbing traces, which is 
necessary as skate have numerous sharp spines. 
This in turn clips to a short 1ft, 200lb mono 
hooklength, which terminates in a size 12/0 
bronzed O’Shaughnessy hook.

Bait is a large, whole mackerel or several 
calamari squid, but on occasion spurdogs very 
quickly strip these baits back to a bare hook, 
which is especially tiresome as reeling in to 
check your bait in such deep water is a real 
chore. When this is the case, a lesser-spotted 
dogfish, which is much tougher, makes an 
equally effective bait.

When fishing in 500ft of water, if tangles are 
to be avoided it is necessary to follow certain 
procedures. Firstly, when the skipper cuts 
the engine, don’t be in too much of a rush to 
drop the first bait over the side. Wait a few 
minutes to allow the boat to swing to her 
final position in the tide, and only then lower  
the bait, making sure you control the descent 
to minimise the risk of the bait swinging 
upwards and tangling; in such deep water it 

takes several minutes to reach the bottom.
Once the first bait is fishing on the seabed, 

wait another few minutes to again assess the 
angle of the line, then drop a second bait, 
and so on. In calm conditions Roger fishes 
a maximum of four rods for skate, cutting 
down to three, or just two, under choppier 
conditions when the boat is swinging.

WaitinG Game
Fishing for common skate is a waiting game. 
With our baits set it was time to sit back, soak 
up the warming sun and enjoy our coffee and 
the spectacular scenery.

It is only possible to fish for skate in 500ft 
of water during neap tides, with the optimum 

period for a hook-up being the period either 
side of both high and low water slack. 

Almost immediately we had a few rattling 
bites, and Roger correctly predicted spurdogs, 
but added that while this necessitates frequent 
bait checks, the enhanced scent trail resulting 
from pecked baits serves to attract skate 
towards the fishing area.

My outfit was the first to get a skate bite. 
Initially I had suspected another spurdog 
nibbling away at my mackerel, but when the tip 
of the rod started to bend, I grabbed the rod, 
reeled tight and lifted into a solid fish. While 
this clearly was not the barn door monster  
I had be hoping for, it maintained a steady 
bend in the rod throughout the 15 minutes it 

took me to lift the fish to the surface, during 
which time I was thankful of the low gear 
option on my reel.

Sure enough, it was my first skate, and while 
Roger calculated it weighed only around 26lb, 
with the prime stage of tide fast approaching  
I was confident there was more to come.

Moments later my fishing companion 
Terry Thomas was tight to what clearly was a 
much bigger fish. Despite a ridiculously heavy 
clutch setting on Terry’s reel, the fish made 
several solid runs, and from the off Roger was 
convinced it was a very big female. At first it 
was hard to distinguish whether Terry was 
playing the fish or the fish was controlling 
Terry. Once the skipper equipped Terry with 

a full stand-up harness that allowed him to 
exert some real pressure, ever so slowly the fish 
started to come up through the water column.

He fought that fish for around 45 minutes, 
taking his time, making a few yards of line 
when he could, sitting back and holding on 
whenever the fish turned and made a bid for 
the bottom, letting the heavy tackle do what it 
was designed for and take its toll on the fish. 
If you want to make life difficult for yourself 
when skate fishing, use brute force. But if you 
want to enjoy the experience, take your time 
and steadily work on your fish. If the hook is 
well set and the tackle and knots are all sound, 
there really is very little that can go wrong.

When, finally, Terry’s fish glided to within 
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hook the BAit

Insert a size 12/0 hook  into the mouth of 
the large mackerel and out the underside.

Take the hook into the body behind the 
gill and then out through the side.

Pull the hook back to its gape and ensure 
it stands out from the side of the bait.

Two large mackerel baits on heavy-duty 
200lb mono trace and size 12/0 hooks.

“He fought the fish 
for around  
45 minutes”

A home-made plastic boom carries the 2lb 
lead weight needed to fish in the deep water.

A full stand-up harness 
helps Terry Thomas  
take the strain

A first skate 
for Dave, but 

only 26lb

A whole dead 
dogfish bait
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wing-gaffing range, we knew it was something 
really special, and in the end she required a 
second gaff, plus both Roger and I, to secure 
her, then manipulate her immense bulk 
through the transom door. She was a monster, 
a magnificent specimen, and for several 
moments the three of us simply sat back and 
stared at her bulk.

Then we went to work in order to return her 
as soon as possible, me with my camera, Roger 
with first a disgorger to remove the hook, 
then a tape measure to calculate her weight as 
accurately as possible following her release.

Getting the leviathan back out through  
the transom and into the sea was even harder 
than landing her, but eventually we worked 
the skate to the edge of the swim platform 
and a final push slid the fish free, allowing her  
to glide gracefully down through the clearest 
of seas. Using official size/weight charts,  
Roger calculated she weighed 202lb, but she 
was immensely fat and I regard that as being 
her minimum weight.

LarGest fish
I got my first decent skate about an hour after 
Terry. At first the bite was hesitant, but slowly 
it developed into something more positive, 
and after I had set the hook, a 30-minute tussle 
ensued. Once again I was eternally grateful  
to the two-speed gearing of my TLD 30, as 
I was also of the quality and comfort of the 
stand-up harness.

At the time I was suffering severe nerve 
damage in my left shoulder, and playing the 
fish without a harness would have been, at best, 
painful. She measured out at 171lb, my third 
British species over 160lb, I was delighted.

As we set off on the drive home, Terry and 
I realised that between us we have more than 
100 years of sea angling experience, yet the 
previous day both of us had caught our largest 
fish from UK waters. Certainly, we will be 
returning to fish the rich waters of Scotland. n

Need to kNoW
charter Boat
n Aside from common skate fishing aboard Blue 
Fin, Roger Eaton offers fishing for a wide variety 
of species, with the option to fish in nearby Loch 
Etive if the weather restricts other options.

To book a trip with Roger Eaton aboard  
Blue Fin, tel: 07776 053658 or visit:  
www.blue-fin-charters.co.uk.

accommoDation
n We stayed at the Kings Knoll Hotel at Oban, 
a five-minute drive from Dunstaffnage Marina. 
There, courtesy of our host Tom Haywood,  
we found comfortable, clean rooms, great food 
and a fine selection of local malts, the perfect 
end to a great day on the water.  
For more information, visit www.kingsknolloban.
co.uk or tel: 01631 562536

aDventure
n Scotland has much to offer the adventurous 
sea angler, and it’s a great holiday destination 
for all of the family. For more information visit: 
www.visitscotland.com.

Roger Eaton’s Blue Fin leaves Dunstaffnage 
in search of Scotland’s big common skate

The Kings Knoll Hotel at Oban is only a five-
minute drive from Dunstaffnage MarinaKings Knoll Hotel host Tom Haywood tempts 

Terry to sample some of his many malts

Skipper Roger 
Eaton helps Terry 
lift his 202lb skate

“The bite was 
hesitant, but slowly 

developed into 
something positive”


