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DO YOU TAINT YOUR BAITS?

Human beings smell!

What a way to start this book. I’m sorry but it’s true, and we all smell differently. That’s how police dogs are able to track a suspect – purely by their scent. Like dogs, carp have a far more advanced sense of smell / taste than we do.

How many of us take this into account when we are fishing though? How many times do you put a boilie on the hair without washing your hands? I’m sure that the carp can detect our smell on the bait to a certain extent.

Can you imagine yourself sitting on a bus on a hot day, and this big fat bloke (sweating profusely) comes along and sits on the seat next to you.

Nice!

I’m sure to a carp; some of us smell like that, and it can’t help can it?

I don’t think all humans have a scent that repels carp as much as others, and some of the ultra-successful anglers (the Terry Hearn’s of this world) may well be amongst those that have a scent that doesn’t repel quite so much. So what can we do about it if we are not amongst the lucky few?

Well one thing you can do is wash your hands in water before touching your bait. Perhaps crumble a boilie or two between your hands, or rub in a little bit of boilie dip.

One thing I really worry about is the smell of petrol on my hands. That’s why I never use a petrol stove. Another tip here, is not to fill your car up with petrol on your way to the lake.

Fill up the day before, or on your way home.

There are many other things that could taint your bait, and I’ll list just a few of them here – tobacco, mosquito repellent, soap, anti-perspirant.

I’m sure you can think of many more.

Just that little bit of thought before touching your baits could make all the difference.
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Petrol stoves – Not for me.

BAITING SITUATIONS

I don’t think that many of the modern carp fishermen put enough thought into the way they apply their bait to the swim.

How many times have you seen carp anglers turn up at a swim, put out a marker, and then apply a large amount of bait and sit back and wait for it to happen? Now I’m not saying that this will never work, because sometimes it does, but very often there is a better way.

I think we can learn a lot from the coarse fishermen here. If they had five pints of maggots with them, they would never just put it all in and wait. They would be far more likely to feed them on a little and often basis. By feeding this way, there is always feed in the swim, but not too much, and this causes competition between the feeding fish. If we have ten boilies on the lakebed including our hook bait, then with all other things being equal, the chances of a fish picking up our hook bait rather than one of the free offerings is 1 in 10. If there are 100 boilies out there, then the chances reduce to 1 in 100. 

So why then don’t carp anglers apply their bait in a similar way to the coarse anglers, more often?

I think one of the reasons for this is that too many anglers come into the sport as carp anglers, having never fished for the smaller species first. I started fishing at the age of eight, on a canal fishing for gudgeon. I then progressed to catching roach and perch, and then on to tench. I remember well my first tench. It weighed just over two pounds and seemed enormous. I spent quite a bit of time match fishing too, and also dabbled with trout (fluff chucking), and even a little bit of sea-trout fishing. An awful lot can be learnt from fishing for all of these other species, and it makes us a much more complete angler. If we can use some of the lessons learnt from fishing for these other species, it can only help with our carp fishing. carp are only fish after all.

Another thing I see a lot of anglers do, is to just put several handfuls of round boilies (all of the same size) around their rigs. Now even when fishing with boilies alone, there is so much more that can be done. The carp must come across this kind of baiting situation so often, and they know it spells danger.

Why not try using several different sizes of boilie. Then chop some. Let’s say for instance you chopped a few 20mm. boilies into 8, then a few 16mm. boilies in half, and added that to several whole 20mm. and 16mm. boilies. It doesn’t take too much effort to do this, and I’m sure it would produce the rewards of extra fish on the bank on many occasions.

There are so many other things that we can do. Why not, for instance, add a few chopped tigers (if not banned on your water), or a couple of different types of pellet? What about some maggots or casters amongst all that? There’s no end to the permutations if you just think about it. One other advantage of having different shapes and sizes of bait in the swim is that some things break down faster than others. This has got to be an advantage.

If you’re fishing for wary fish, they cannot regulate the amount of suck they need to suck up each piece of bait, like they can when there are only baits of one size and shape. This confuses them and must make the chance of them making a mistake with the hook bait, more likely.

Of course, you have to take into account the amount of nuisance fish in the water that you’re fishing. Not many of us want to be up all night catching bream, but there are many ways around this problem. For instance, maybe try fishing larger baits or a double bait. Perhaps try fishing a tiger nut or one of the many artificial baits that are available these days. There are many other solutions, and I’m sure that you will come up with a few ideas of your own.
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A variety of baits

To sum up, what I’m really trying to say here is think about what you’re doing when you apply your bait, and you may well find that there is a better way.

HOOKS

There are many different things that influence my choice of hook. The first thing to consider is the lake that I am fishing. If there are snags and heavy weed present, the hook has to be man enough for the job, so I would not use a fine wire hook.

If snags and heavy weed are not an issue, I would then consider other things. In my experience I have found that carp in a silty estate type lake tend to have quite soft mouths, due I think to the soft silty type of bottom that they are feeding on (or in). For these softer mouthed carp, I prefer a thicker wire type of hook, as opposed to a fine wire hook. For example, two of my favourite hooks for fishing with a ‘D’-rig are the Gold Label Penetrator 2 and the ESP G-4. The G-4 is a finer wire hook whereas the Penetrator is made from heavier gauge wire. I feel that the advantage of fine wire hook is that the initial penetration on the take is excellent, whereas the advantage of the penetrator hook is that due to the heavier gauge wire, once it goes in it stays in and grips better. If the carp have soft mouths the initial penetration on the take should not be so much of a problem so I would choose the Penetrator 2 hook in this instance. In a gravel pit the carp tend to have much tougher mouths, so here I would tend to choose the G-4 hook as the finer wire would help to hook the fish in the first place. Of course, these are not the only two hooks that you could choose. Use hooks that you have confidence in, but I find that my results have been consistently good by following this philosophy.

Another thing to consider when choosing a hook pattern is the type of hook-link that you are using. When using fluorocarbon, a hook with a down-turned eye should not be used when using the knotless knot. This causes a weakness in the fluorocarbon and can cause the hook-link to fail. The best way to attach fluorocarbon to this type of hook is to use a whipping knot (like we used to use on spade-end hooks when we were coarse fishing). This is a far safer way, but my preference is to use a hook with a slightly upturned eye, for instance an ESP Stiff Rigger hook. The Stiff Rigger is of course also perfect for the Hinged Stiff Rig and the Choddy, for which they were purposely designed.

When tying the 360 rig, I prefer a long-shanked curved hook such as the Fox series 5. This type of hook spins perfectly on this rig, and in my experience the hook-holds are excellent. Another hook which should also work well with this rig is a long-shanked Nailer. I have found that other types of hook just do not work so well. JRC have brought out a hook specifically for this rig, which although I haven’t used it myself, I’m sure will work very well. However, as I have been more than happy with my results using the Fox series 5 and the long-shanked Nailer on this rig, I have felt no need to experiment with other patterns. If you do use a Fox series 5 with a 360 rig, I suggest that you use a small piece of shrink tubing over the eye of the hook, which stops the hook from catching in the mesh of the landing net, which can cause mouth damage to a hooked fish.

When using a pop-up utilising a ‘D’-rig, my preference is for a long-shanked hook with a straight point. An ESP G4 is my preference here, but it has a slightly down-turned eye so is not ideal for use with fluorocarbon. It is also a fairly fine gauge wire hook, so is better suited to an open water situation, rather than heavy weed or snags.

Care must also be taken when choosing the hook size and pattern, to consider the bait that we are using. Obviously a single grain of maize and a size 2 heavy gauge wire hook would not be an ideal combination. My thoughts on this are that it is not the size of the hook that matters so much, but that the weight of the hook which is the vital factor. I don’t think a carp knows what a hook is – they are just not that intelligent. It probably views a hook as just another piece of rubbish that it is used to finding on the lake bed. The weight of the hook, however, would cause the bait to act very un-naturally. In this case the answer would be to reduce the size of the hook, or change to a hook with a finer gauge of wire (so that it is lighter), or to add some form of buoyancy to the bait to negate the extra weight of the hook. This may take the form of adding a piece of plastic floating corn to the hair or a piece of yellow rig foam, or a cut-down yellow pop-up for example. Very often a combination of these methods could also be a good choice.

Sometimes by adding buoyancy to the bait, it allows us to use a much larger or stronger hook than we would otherwise be able to use, and still achieve a balanced presentation. This can make all the difference when fishing in heavy weed or near snags, and may make the difference between a fish on the bank and another lost fish.

When using pop-ups I tend to err on the side of a larger hook, rather than a smaller one. As I mentioned before, I don’t think the carp know what a hook is, and in any event it is hidden below the pop-up anyway, so they aren’t going to see very much of it. The weight of the hook is unlikely to be relevant, because you are normally critically-balancing the pop-up. If the pop-up`s that you are using aren’t buoyant enough to hold up a heavy hook, then they aren’t very good, so use different ones. I normally make my own with cork balls, and can make them as buoyant as I want.

Despite what you may read in the mags about all the big fish that are caught on tiny hooks, a big hook grabs more flesh than a small one, so I know which I’d rather have attached to a big fish.

One last thing on the subject of hooks that may just be the most important thing of all. Check the condition of your hooks. I examine every hook before I tie a rig, and very often find one or more in the packet which are not quite perfect. These must be discarded. The cost of one hook pales into insignificance when you lose the fish of your dreams due to a hook-pull, caused by a faulty hook.

I am also a fan of the hook sharpener. Just a couple of touches from a good quality hook sharpener can improve the sharpness of almost any hook, and I use one before I cast my rig into the lake for the first time. I then check the hook for condition and sharpness each time I re-cast, and if it’s not perfect, I either re-sharpen the hook or change the rig.

I read somewhere that the best rig that you can use is one with a sharp hook, and I don’t think a truer thing has ever been written.

Ignore it at your peril!

LEADERS

Most carp anglers incorporate a leader (or tubing) into their set-up, but are they really necessary?

There are several reasons given for using a leader, and the two most common are –

‘To protect the flank of the fish from the main-line and to prevent it from dislodging scales.’

and –

‘To pin the main-line to the bed of the lake, to make it less conspicuous to the carp.’

Let’s deal with the first point. I rarely use a leader at all when using a monofilament or fluorocarbon main-line, and I cannot remember a single occasion where the flank of a carp that I have been playing, has suffered any damage what-so-ever, due to the main-line. No cuts to the flank of the fish, and no lifted scales. I have occasionally seen the odd scale on a fish lifted when a fish has been played through heavy weed, but I think that this has usually been caused by the weed and not the main-line.

I have never read about, or heard anyone talk about floater fishing being dangerous to the carp, and we don’t use a leader when we fish with floaters do we? When we are fishing with floaters, we are normally using much finer lines than we would normally use when bottom-fishing, and surely the finer lines would be more liable to get behind the scales and lift them, but it doesn`t happen.

So why then do we see so many magazine articles recommending the use of a leader – ‘For safety reasons’?

Well maybe I’m just a cynic, but most of these articles are written by sponsored anglers. Their sponsors want to sell their products. If most anglers use three rods, then that’s three leaders per angler. Multiply that by the number of anglers, and that’s a lot of leaders sold. You get my gist?

When I talk about leaders here, the same can be said for tubing. Now I was fishing when tubing first started to be used – Yes I’m that old!

When we first started to use tubing, it had nothing to do with carp safety. It was when we started to use supple braids for a hook-link. We found that these supple braids were very prone to tangle on the cast, and it was to try to prevent these tangles that we started to use tubing. As I remember, we referred to it as anti-tangle tubing. Now that is a genuine reason to use tubing, but as most anglers tend to use either a coated braid or a mono / fluorocarbon hook-link these days, the need would not arise for many.

The second most common reason given for using a leader is to pin down the main-line to the bed of the lake to make it less conspicuous. The most common leaders used to try to achieve this are either lead-core or one of the other ready-made so called ‘Safety Leaders’. Now if you have ever been up a tree or out in a boat, and looked down on your rig attached to either of these, then you will appreciate that they achieve neither of these objectives. Unfortunately the lake bed is not as flat and uncluttered as your living room floor, where most of these must have been tested. It is full of humps and hollows, weed and other debris (at least most of the lakes that I have fished are).The leaders are too stiff to hug the contours of the lake bed, and simply lie in a straight line between the humps or weed or other debris, and rather than conceal the mainline from the fish, they make it more obvious.

One other thing that all these leaders and tubing have in common is that they are much thicker than the main-line. This makes it very visible to any carp in the area, and you might as well put a great big sign saying - ‘Danger!’

Another thing that all these leaders have in common is that they are heavy. They are meant to be, because they are designed to ‘try’ to lie as close to the bottom of the lake as possible. Now imagine what happens if an angler using one of these were to ‘crack off’ on the cast. The baited rig plus leader would end up in the lake, where eventually it would be picked up by a fish. The fish would find it much more difficult to rid itself of the hook, due to the weight of the leader keeping everything relatively tight. The fish would then naturally head for snags in order to try to rid itself of the hook. They are very adept at this, given any slack line, as we all know far too well from bitter experience. On entering the snag, the weight of the leader is very likely to cause it to wrap over a branch etc. and the result is a tethered fish. Not a nice thought! Yes I know that you could crack off when not using a leader as well, but then the carp would just be trailing a little main-line, not a heavy leader and some main-line. I think you’ll agree that it would have a better chance without the leader.

Now you might think that after all that I’ve written above, that I would never use a leader at all, but in fact there are some circumstances where they should be used. One such situation I have touched on earlier, and that is when using a supple braided hook-link. These supple braids are prone to tangles, so I would put something on the line to try to minimise this problem. My preference here though, would be to use tubing. In the event of a crack-off, the mainline should hopefully pass through the tubing and leave the fish just towing a little main-line.

I personally am not a fan of braided main-lines, but this is a time where a leader or tubing should be used to protect the fish from the braid. Once again tubing would be my preference here for the same reason as above. Braid is extremely abrasive, and I have seen the results of braided main-line being used without any tubing. These take the form of deep cuts in the flank of the carp and tails partly cut through. On one water that I have fished for some years, a large number of the carp had suffered this type of damage. The tail damage was so bad that the top or bottom lobes were completely missing in some cases. We imposed a ban on braided main-lines, and we have not had a problem since.

When casting heavy leads any distance, a shock leader must be used. If not, crack-offs can occur, and a heavy lead flying in the direction of an angler opposite is not likely to put you on his Christmas card list. As far as the strength of this leader goes, I normally work on the basis of ten pounds breaking strain per one ounce of lead. For example – if I was using a four ounce lead I would use a shock-leader with a breaking strain of forty pounds. I have seen figures recommended far lower than this, but I tend to err on the side of caution. Too strong is not too much of a problem, but too weak definitely is. The length of the shock leader is important. I aim to have it long enough, so that when you have a reasonable drop from the tip ring, ready to cast, there are still a couple of turns of the leader on the reel. My favoured knot to connect the shock leader to the main-line is the Mahin knot. This is a very secure knot that flies through the rings beautifully due to its shape. A double grinner is also very secure knot, if you find difficulty tying the Mahin.

Another situation where I would use a leader is one where a snag leader is necessary. For example a gravel pit with severe bars covered in zebra mussels. Not to use a snag leader here would leave yourself liable to cut offs. A snag leader is normally longer than that of a shock leader, and the strength of it would depend on the severity of the bars etc. that we are trying to protect the main-line from.

Other than these examples, I often tend to fish with main-line straight through, very often with a heavy fluorocarbon main-line if extreme distance isn’t a requirement. If fished slack, this will sink and follow the contours of the lakebed, and as fluorocarbon has almost the same refractive index as water, it is almost invisible. With no leader, there are fewer knots and therefore less weak-points in your set-up. Much safer for the carp, and in my view, more effective too.

So next time that you are about to tie a leader to your main-line, stop and think. 

Do I really need it? 

You may well find that you don’t, and in not using one you may not only be making your set-up safer for the carp that we treasure so much, but you may also find that your results improve too.

MARGIN FISHING

On an average lake, there are many areas that can be termed margins. There is the near margin, the margin on the opposite bank, and of course, the margins of any islands that may be present. For the purposes of this piece, the margin that I am referring to is the area closest to the angler - the near margin. In the absence of pressure and disturbance, carp tend to spend a great deal of time in these areas and there are several reasons for this.

The margins tend to be amongst the shallowest areas of the lake, so the effect of the sun tends to warm the water here faster than in deeper areas of the lake.

Daylight is more likely to penetrate to the bottom in the margins than in deeper parts of the lake, which can promote the growth of weed. This weed provides the carp with both food (i.e. the creatures that live within the weed), and also cover. Cover is also provided by any trees or bushes that over-hang the water.

Anglers often dispose of any used boilies (for example when they re-bait their rig, or just before they leave at the end of a session) by throwing them into the margins, and carp are not slow to pick up on an easily available food source.

Various insects and other creatures find their way into the margins. Worms are washed into the water in rainy conditions; caterpillars etc. drop in off the trees, and so on.

Carp visit most margin areas from time to time, but in my experience, some are visited more often than others. Some of my favourite margin areas are those with a reasonable depth right under the rod tip, and with some form of cover either from overhanging trees or bushes. If the margin is reed lined, then the carp tend to find this attractive too.

One thing that I have noticed is that carp don’t like rock music. ‘What on earth is he talking about now?’ I hear you ask. Well I’ll explain.

Imagine this scenario – An angler turns up at his chosen swim, casts out his rods, and sets up his bivvy. Having done that, he puts the kettle on. He then settles down on his bed chair with a cup of tea, and turns on the radio tuned to Planet Rock. ‘Purple Jam Jar’ are blaring out across the lake.

At this point all the carp that were present in the margins leave, and head for the other end of the lake. Thus proving my point that carp don’t like rock music.

Now there are several things that the angler in question could have done differently.

1. He could have turned the volume on his radio down low - This is obviously a non-starter.  How on earth can you listen to rock music with the volume turned down?

2. He could re-tune to radio Two, hoping that the carp prefer this brand of music - Now that

is just a step too far.

3. He could turn the radio off and enjoy the tranquillity - What, fishing without a radio? He’ll   have to get the TV or the DVD player out instead!

Seriously though, when we fish in the margins, the one thing we must do, is keep quiet. We are at close quarters with our quarry, and they will be easily scared.

The angler in the scenario above is just one that would be unlikely to catch many carp margin fishing, but there are many others who would be equally unsuccessful.

How about mallet man? You can hear him from several swims away. Bang, Bang, Bang, Bang, Bang. That’s the first bivvy peg in. Just eleven to go.

A mallet has no place on a carp lake.

How about the guy who walks to the water`s edge and spotting his friend on the opposite bank, waves his arms about, and shouts at the top of his voice ‘Any good Fred?’

Have you ever watched a heron stalking its prey? It stands so still that you have to look several times to make sure that it`s a living creature. When it wades along the edge of the lake, it moves so slowly that you can hardly detect the movement at all. That is how you should approach a margin swim. Use all the stealth that you can manage. Move slowly and carefully, avoiding treading on any twigs etc. which could make a noise and disturb the fish. One heavy footfall and they could all be gone.

Pitch your bivvy a little way back from the water and possibly slightly to one side of the swim to make it less visible. If you can hide it behind a bush or tree, all the better. If possible, have your rods well back from the water, with just the rod tips protruding. We are fishing in fairly shallow water here, so the rods will be very visible. Carp know the lake far better than we do, and will notice if something is different. I don’t think they are intelligent enough to know what a rod is, but if three long pointed things suddenly appear that weren’t there before, then that could well be enough to put them on edge, and maybe even leave the area altogether. Survival instinct, pure and simple.

The margins are unlikely to be the place to start introducing large amounts of bait. The fish are used to finding the odd bits of food in the margins. What do you do with the boilie you have just taken off your rig when you want to re-bait? Most anglers would probably just flick it into the water in front of them. The most natural baiting situation, therefore, would be a single hook-bait or at the most a small handful of chopped boilies or hemp etc. or a small pva bag of something similar.

My favourite way of fishing in the margins is with a very light lead and a slack line. The light lead is less likely to disturb any fish that are present, and the slack line will quickly sink to the bottom in the shallow water and be very inconspicuous. If any carp do touch the slack line with their body or fins, they don’t seem to spook in the same way as they do when they touch a tight line. I suppose it just feels just like another piece of weed to them. I like to fish a running lead if I can, so indication with a slack line is never a problem, but even with a semi-fixed lead, the takes tend to be very positive. This is because we are fishing so close to the edge, the fish cannot run towards you, and the only way they can really go is out into the lake. It is not a good idea to fish a semi-fixed lead with a slack line further out into the lake, of course, because a fish running towards the angler would not tend to give much indication at the rod end.

When placing your baited rig in the margin, it is important to place it in the best position to maximise your chances. If there is a suitable tree in your swim, then climb it. From a position above your swim, you should be able to see into the water far more easily, and see all the contours of your swim (especially when wearing polarised glasses). You can see the position of any little holes or humps on the bottom, clearings in the weed etc. Even more importantly, you can watch the fish and how they behave, and especially their reaction to any free offerings that you have introduced into the swim. Time spent watching the fish is never wasted, and a lot can be learnt by doing so. You may be lucky enough to see fish dip down and pick up food in the same position on more than one occasion.

What a massive clue as to where to place your rig.

There will not always be a suitable climbing tree in your swim, but you can still watch the fish. This is not so easy as from a higher position, but with relatively shallow water in front of you, a lot can be seen. The polarised glasses help here again. Obviously you must approach the edge very slowly and carefully, and keep very low and still while watching, to avoid spooking the fish.

The timing of your introduction of bait to the swim, and also when you position your hook-bait is very important. The fish tend to leave the swim from time to time, but they will not go far if you have not scared them, and hopefully, will soon return. If you are able to observe the fish, then the best time to place your bait would be during a short period when they are not present. There are not many times when you can get away with putting in bait or rigs on top of them. Once everything is in position, get back from the water’s edge and try to stay as still and quiet as possible.

Very often, I have found that first light is a very good time to expect a take. If the swim is a little tight, so that you are very close to the water, it might be a good idea to spend a little more time than normal in the sleeping bag at this time. Now this goes against the grain a little bit, as I normally like to be up and watching the water for signs of fish at this time. I have found though, that this is probably the easiest way of staying very quiet.

That’s my excuse anyway. Perhaps you’ll be able to watch the water from your position on the bed chair, and get the best of both worlds.

Just remember, the carp are in the margins because they like it there, and they are very often willing to feed in such places. If we can get a bait to them, without scaring them, then we must have a good chance. 

Not scaring them, is of course, is the hard part.

BACK-LEADS

Speak to any group of carp anglers and you will find many different views on the value of back leads. They appear to bring a similar reaction to marmite. Some love them, and some hate them. For me, they have a place to play in my fishing, but only in the right circumstances.

There are three main types of back leads – Free-Running back leads, Captive back leads, and Flying back leads. Each of the above types have their uses, and I have used them all at various times over the years.

I often seen carp anglers fishing with a tight line through their swim, and I feel that more often than not, this is a mistake. I think that there are few things that spook carp more than coming into contact with a tight line, and for that reason I nearly always try to sink the line, so that it lays as tight to the lake bed as possible. This not only reduces the chance of a carp coming into contact with the main-line, but also makes it less conspicuous. So far, so good, but now comes the question – ‘What is the best way to do this?’

The answer, as with so many things in carp fishing, is not quite so easy to answer. It depends on the circumstances.

One of my favourite methods of fishing is to use a light running lead on a fluorocarbon main-line. I fish this way a great deal of the time, and find it a very efficient method. When fishing this way I allow the main-line to fall slack, so that it will sink and lie flat to the bottom of the lake. When I say that the line is slack, I mean really slack. I have the indicators lying flat on the floor
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