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INTERVIEW: PERCY NORTON

He’s eaten everything he shouldn’t, seen two world wars and been  
blown up by his own side in one of them. In our unlikeliest interview ever,  

we ask Percy Norton about long life and tight lines 

Percy relaxes at 
the end of another 
productive session.

Still fishing
       AT 102!
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W
HEN it’s all over; when 
I’ve met the good people 
of Norfolk and Suffolk 
Flyfishers’ Society and 
their delightful fishery, 

and watched a 102-year-old man catching 
fish, putting out a decent line and generally 
holding back the years in a way Simply Red 
could only dream of, I have just one regret.

If only a certain wartime nurse could have 
been here, too. The one who watched Percy 
Norton hobble away from her hospital and 
told herself he had just weeks to live. In 1944.

Oh, to have seen the look on her face this 
afternoon, as the realisation dawned of just 
how far a man’s last legs might carry him.

For all Percy’s the man of the hour today, 
pursued not just by Trout Fisherman but 
also by a TV cameraman, it’s his daughter 
Marilyn who provides the money quote.

“I bet you didn’t know what to expect,” she 
suggests to me, and she’s absolutely right. 
I’ve known a handful of octogenarians and 
one or two in the nervous nineties in my 
time but someone two years into his second 
century is uncharted territory. Percy must 
forgive me but I was partly braced for 
putting a compassionate spin on a man 
going through the motions.

Need for speed
All I knew for certain, when the Society’s 
chairman Tony Hull asked if I’d like to meet 

their resident centenarian, was that 
time was more of the essence than 
usual. Even the most ephemeral of 
insects give you a week or so in this 
business, but with people whose age 
runs to three digits, there are no 
guarantees. As the number of days 
since Tony’s approach increased, I 
kept remembering the cautionary 
tale of Al Alvarez, the poet and noted 
poker author, who spent some of his 
annual leave in Las Vegas each year, 
playing cards.

One year, he decided to take the 
night off, having noted that veteran 
comedian George Burns was 
performing in a nearby casino. 
The label ‘veteran’ was 
thoroughly warranted. With his 
trademark cigar and circular 
spectacles, Burns was 
performing stand-up until 
shortly before he died in 1996, 
aged 100.

Alvarez phones Caesar’s 
Palace and asks to book a table 
for Burns’ show that evening.

“So which show d’ya want?” 
replies an impatient maitre d’. 
“The ten o’clock show or the 
midnight show?”

Alvarez asks which one he 
would recommend.

“Hey, the guy’s 88 years 
old: if I were you, I’d take 
the ten…”

With the appointed day 
upon us, I arrive at the 
Society’s lakes in East 
Tuddenham, 10 miles 
west of Norwich. Open to 

“...the end product is undeniable: Percy 
Norton can still make it soar. I’ll be happy 
if I’m sending line out that far when I’m 
70, never mind 100-plus”

unmissable aspect of his defiance towards 
Father Time is his casting. The loop might 
have broadened but the end product is 
undeniable: Percy Norton can still make it 
soar. I’ll be happy if I’m sending line out 
that far when I’m 70, never mind 100-plus.

Against the odds
So what’s the secret? It’s probably the 
question anyone of his age is braced for, and 
yet the answer has become almost as 
clichéd as the question.

When Cigar Aficionado magazine recently  
delighted in profiling a 109-year-old who 
still draws on a dozen stogies a day, I doubt 
they surprised many of their readers. Often 
high on the bucket-list of the over 90s, it 
seems, is the joyous raising of two fingers to 
best medical practice, a convention which 
Percy, himself no stranger to tobacco in his 
time, proudly observes. 

members and non-members alike, the two 
lakes epitomise the phrase ‘away from it all’. 
Protectively ringed by all manner of trees, 
lush in their springtime finery today, this is 
the haven every angler envisages when he 
can no longer see his desk for paperwork.

The peace and quiet is on hold for now, 
however, as an animated group has 
assembled by the top lake. The entourage 
concept may have come late in life to Percy 
Norton but he’s making up for lost time: as 
the TV camera whirrs and my camera clicks 
away in the background, Society members 
take turns to play ‘spotter’ – standing 
alongside him to point out any fish cruising 
within range.

Going strong
His eyes may have partially surrendered to 
the accumulating years and he wisely takes 
regular breathers, but there’s little else 
about Percy to militate against the 
suggestion that there’s life in the old dog 
yet. Beneath the undulating brim of a bush 
hat, a solemn face is regularly transformed 
by a cheeky grin as the banter around him 
hits home. With his diminutive stature, I’m 
reminded of Jimmy Clitheroe, the 4ft 3in 
comic whose naughty schoolboy character 

made him a national 
star in the 1960s, 
and I’m delighted to 
find later that 
Percy’s relative 
taciturnity while 
fishing is down to 
concentration 
rather than 
detachment. I’ve 
spoken to 
professional 
footballers a quarter 
of his age who were far tougher interviews.

While he has flyfished for 23 years, fishing 
generally has been in his blood since his 
father took him coarse fishing when he was 
seven. David Lloyd-George was Prime 
Minister at the time.

Norfolk born and bred, it’s a tribute to 
angling’s timelessness that he has to think 
about the biggest change he’s see in the 
sport since those first forays onto the 
riverbank in 1920. Eventually, and fittingly, 
he settles on the lightness of today’s gear.

“Modern rods are so light: I used to fish 
my father’s cane rod and I thought that was 
light but not by today’s standards it wasn’t.”

I say ‘fittingly’ because easily the most 

TV, press... Norfolk’s oldest ‘media 
tart’ rests between interviews.

Percy in his 
Army days.

The satisfaction 
never wanes....

Still got it: Percy 
prepares to bring 
another one home.
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“I’ve drunk everything you shouldn’t 
drink and eaten everything you shouldn’t 
eat all my life,” he asserts, before adding a 
key caveat, “but I’ve also kept fit all my life.

“I’ve always been athletic. Ask me to play 
an indoor game and I couldn’t do it. 
Outside, though, was different – running, 
football, cricket. Especially running.”

Exercise the option
Proof maybe, that for all the talk of 
five-a-day, it’s five miles a day that buys you 
the real time, covering as it does a multitude 
of dietary sins. Time was he’d leave his 
butcher’s shop at 6pm, pop home for a 
snack, jump on his bike and pedal to 
Yarmouth and back before bedtime: a 
60-mile round trip. To unwind at weekends, 
he’d treat himself to the occasional 24-hour 
race down to Newmarket and back.

He jogged (although I sense that word may 
do scant justice to his pace) in an era when 
to do so earned you strange looks indeed 
from other users of the Queen’s highway, 
and even angling saw him hit the road, he 
and a fishing buddy for what would 
eventually be 60 years, journeying as far as 
Edinburgh in search of fishing trophies.

Ask him about the biggest societal change 
he’s seen down the decades and this time his 
reply is as immediate as it’s unsurprising.

“People don’t seem as though they want to 
do anything now. They just sit and watch 
television. I’d rather be outside.”

That is certainly evident today, as his 
spotters take turns to point out fish and pull 
his leg in equal measure.

“One at two o’clock, Percy, about five 
yards out…you sure you haven’t had your 
limit yet?...Another at eleven o’clock, 10 
yards, moving left…”

Had he been a pilot during World War II, it 
might have sounded like old times but 

Fortune hasn’t always smiled on the 
remarkable Mr Norton. He was with the 
Army’s Dorset Regiment instead, looking to  
consolidate ground gained by the 
Normandy landings of 1944.

As he and his colleagues moved into 
mainland Europe, the artillery cover 
designed to soften up the enemy ahead of 
them sent out a defective shell that dropped 
short. Percy lost two comrades and suffered 
severe torso injuries that cost him part of his 
lung and spleen. Fragments of irretrievable 
shrapnel still show up on chest X-rays. 

The Comeback Kid
When he eventually returned to the 
hospital after his discharge, to thank the 
staff who treated him, he was met by the 
aforementioned nurse, whose ministrations 
thankfully turned out to be much better 
than her prognosis.

“Ah, Mr Norton,” she welcomed him; “The 
Resurrection…”

Maybe because events like that make every 
day thereafter feel like a bonus, Percy seems 
bemused at being asked what it’s like being 
102, as if this were Coronation year and I’d 
just asked him what it was like to be 39.

“It just grows on you, I suppose,” he 
replies. “I feel healthy. If it wasn’t for my 
eyesight, I could still drive. I still eat what I 
want and put the rest to one side.”

He waves delicately as Marilyn drives the 
pair of them home, leaving one of the 
members to ask the million-dollar question 
as we pack up at the lodge.

“Seriously, though: how long d’you reckon 
he could go on for…?”

Tony Hull smiles a philosophical smile.
“Why even ask?” he suggests. “Let’s just 

enjoy him while we can.”
Indeed. Like Al Alvarez before me, I’m just 

glad I took the ten. 

Norfolk and Suffolk 
Flyfishers’ Society
Always keen to hear from prospective new 
members or just anglers wishing to try their 
fishery on a day-ticket (4 fish, £22) the 
Society can be reached at:
CONTACT 01263 713848
 www.norfolkandsuffolkflyfishers.org.uk

Going through the 
motions? Hardly. Percy 
responds to another rise.

Fellow members take turns to be ‘spotter’.

A fly angler for two 
decades, Norton has 

been fishing since 
he was seven...

“He suffered severe torso 
injuries... Fragments of 
irretrievable shrapnel still 
show up on chest X-rays”


