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s i m o n  m a n s b r i d g e

In the final part of  his popular, and fascinating series Simon concludes 
his detailed look at getting the best from winter carping. 
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Some years ago, on a UK pit, I was 
struggling to find the fish early 
one winter. Then one night in 

December, around 3.00 a.m., I heard 
a couple of  fish crash out somewhere 
way off  to my left. I walked down a few 
swims and listened but heard nothing 
else. The next night it was flat calm with 
a bright moon, so around 2.00 a.m. I 
made a cup of  tea and went a couple 
of  swims down to my left and listened 
again. Sure enough, a fish crashed out 
just a couple of  rod lengths down the 
margin from where I was standing. In 
the moonlight, I could clearly see the 
ripples coming in, making the spot easy 
to pin point. 

The next morning, I moved to the 
swim directly opposite where the fish 
had showed, because this gave the best 
line angle into the area. In the afternoon, 
I climbed a tree above the marginal area 
where I had seen the fish and, after half  
an hour, I saw the first fish deep under 
the marginal canopy. As time went on I 
saw more and more in an area of  tree line 
no more than about 10ft long. I fished 
against that tree line for the rest of  the 
winter and caught most of  the target 
fish in the lake from it, some of  them 
several times. Despite being at the lake 
regularly throughout the whole winter 
I never saw or caught a carp from any 
other spot. I am convinced that almost 
every carp in the lake was held up in this 
one tight area. There were also no carp 
caught by any other anglers that winter 
despite several trying different areas.

It is no coincidence that the spot in 
this case, which was halfway along the 
northern bank, benefitted from the 
afternoon sun from the south-west and 
contained an area of  tree branches and 
snags that went from the water surface 
to the lakebed. It was also nice and silty 
with a set of  old lily pads just off  the tree 
line providing extra cover and a degree 
or so of  extra warmth. The water under 
the trees was around 3ft deep whereas 
the main open water areas of  the lake 
were 6-8ft deep.

If  I had not heard those fish crash 
out early in the campaign and gone 
to investigate, then I expect that the 
winter would have been a blank. I cannot 
emphasise just how important location 
is at all times of  year, but even more so 
in winter. Nothing else comes close to 
being as important when you consider 
how tightly the carp can group up and 
how little they often move for months. 
Being zipped up in the bivvy, sleeping 
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through the periods when activity is most 
likely, definitely reduces the chances of  
success. As always, I never zip the bivvy 
door down and investigate any shows 
that I hear in the night.

If  you can find the carp then you 
can usually catch them. A lot of  what 
I read about winter carp fishing these 
days, I find that I disagree with. Firstly, 
most people do not winter carp fish 
on a serious campaign, so the number 
of  anglers left fishing a lake regularly 
throughout December to March will 
be a fraction of  the number fishing in 
the warmer months. Secondly, so much 
has been written about fishing either 
single highly-flavoured fluoro hookbaits, 
Zig rigs or tipped hookbaits over a 
scattering of  attractor baits that most 
anglers follow those approaches. These 
two factors mean that as soon as the 

cooler weather arrives almost no HNV 
food baits are fed into the lake anymore. 
When the fluoro trend started, it was 
very effective, but after years of  use, 
winter fishing has become increasingly 
difficult. Is it any wonder though? 
Every time they pick up a fluoro they 
get hooked. The very small amount of  
bait being fed has almost no nutritional 
value; they just stop eating boilies until 
spring when some decent nutritional 
baits start to be applied again. 

All this can be used to your advantage. 
Once the fish have been found, it is 
vitally important to use the right bait. If  
the summer has been spent on the lake 
and a bait has been established then I 
can never understand why people feel 
the need to switch to a new bait in 
winter. If  the fish are used to the bait 
and they like it, then why change? There 

has been a lot of  publicity about nut-
style baits the last few years, especially 
for the cooler months. It has been 
claimed that fishmeals don’t work in 
winter due to the fat content but, in 
actual fact, decent fishmeals contain 
around 8-10% fat. Whereas many nut 
meals contain in excess of  20-25% fat. 
This fat is also less easily metabolised 
than the fat derived from oily fish that is 
found in the right fishmeals. Nut meal-
based baits, including fillers, are usually 
cheaper to produce, but sell for the same 
amount per kilo compared to the more 
expensive, high-percentage inclusion 
fishmeals. So maybe this has more to 
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ABOVE: A frosty 
morning on Lac 
Serreire. One of 
my favourite times 
of day. This session 
produced over 40 
carp to 52lb despite 
temperatures well 
below freezing 
every night.

RIGHT: Winter 
wonderland. There 
is something 
magical about 
most lakes in the 
depths of winter.

BELOW:  My 
friend Marco with 
a massive Lac 
Serreire mirror 
caught in cold-
water conditions 
on a bait that 
had been applied 
all winter.
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do with why they have become  
so popular? 

A really good traditional fishmeal 
will be just as effective in winter as 
in summer so long as the application 
of  i t  i s  ad jus ted  to  su i t  the 
conditions. The only two changes 
I would make, if  your bait company 
is flexible enough, is to include a 
small amount of  wheatgerm and 
boil the baits for a shorter time to 
make them softer. Other than that, 
a proper fishmeal, as described in 
my previous articles, will work just 
as well in winter as summer. 

What becomes increasingly 
important is the application of  the 
bait. Firstly, the carp’s nutritional 
intake is much less in winter than 
in summer. This does not mean 

that they can’t be caught. They still eat 
regularly, just much less total weight 
of  food. A feeding carp is a catchable 
carp. I usually reduce the size of  the 
baits that I use in winter. As long as you 
can get them to the spot, and nuisance 
fish allow it, then baits of  10-14mm in 
size are often more effective than the 
more common 15-20mm sizes. This 
is simply because the carp has to eat 
more individual baits to the get the same 
total weight of  feed. For example, if  a 
group of  carp are prepared to eat 1kg 
of  boilies, then they will have to eat 
approximately six times more 10mm 
boilies compared to 18mm boilies to 
get the same 1kg total amount. The 
weight and volume a 10mm boilie is 
approximately one sixth of  that of  an 
18mm boilie. This tends to prolong 
the feeding period and cause them to 
mouth the hookbait more times, and 
in doing so, increase the chances of  a 
hooked fish. 

Another very important factor is 
to keep the bait going into the lake 
regularly throughout the winter. When 
the number of  anglers reduces and those 
remaining start to use the now popular 
winter methods, baits and Zigs, the carp 
will soon switch off  boilies completely 
until spring. I have seen this happen so 
many times. Once this happens they can 
be almost impossible to catch for the 
rest of  the winter. But, if  you can find 
them early in the winter and then apply 
a good-quality food bait on a regular 
basis, they will usually eat it all winter 
and remain very much catchable. The 
more regularly the bait can be applied, 
the better. Little-and-often is better 
than one big baiting per week. This is 
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ABOVE: Even 
when the lake is 
half frozen, for 
the best chance of 
success, watching 
and listening at 
night are crucial. 

LEFT: A mid-50 
mirror caught from 
under the ice after 
the lake partially 
froze during the 
night. Who says 
fishmeals don’t 
work in winter?

LEFT: Cold-water 
carp fishing is also 
one of the best 
times to catch the 
really big fish like 
this 66lb Badgers 
Holt common.

020-024_Letter_to_a_Small_Island_CW327.indd   4 06/11/2017   16:25



feature

24

where fishing a venue close enough to 
home, where you can frequently visit 
to get bait in, can make life a lot easier. 
Alternatively, if  a few anglers can club 
together and use the same bait, but all 
fish at different times of  the week and 
keep the bait going in, this can be a 
really good way of  doing it. 

The amount of  bait is also very 
important. Too much and you end up 
with it rotting on the spot, and too 
little and you risk that the fish don’t get 
enough and switch off  for the winter. 
If  you know approximately how many 
carp are on the spot and there are no 
nuisance fish, then things are much 
easier. To work out how much bait 
to feed, when the water temperature 
is below 10OC, I use the following 

rule of  thumb. Approximately 0.5% 
of  the total combined weight of  the 
carp expected on the spot is used as 
the weight of  a good quality fishmeal 
to be fed per day. So, for example, if  
you expect ten fish averaging 20lb to 
be on the spot, then this would mean 
about 1lb of  bait a day or 7lb (3kg) of  
bait spread out throughout every week 
(10 x 20lb = 200lb x 0.5% = 1lb). This 
allows for some bait to be eaten by non-
carp species. But, the more nuisance fish 
present, or the less nutritionally good 
the bait is, the more that will be required 
to achieve the same results. Beware that 
if  the bait isn’t a proper food bait with 
an HNV profile, and they expend more 
energy digesting it than they gain from 
it, then it will rapidly stop working at 
this time of  year. In addition, if  the fat 
content is too high, as can be the case 
with some nut-based baits, then they 
will have difficulty digesting it. This will 
lead to them becoming sluggish, and 
again, they will switch off. Bait choice 
is as important as ever. 
If  pellets are used then a low oil, high-
protein and high-fibre pellet is the best 
choice. High-oil pellets like halibut and 
trout pellets are the worst thing that you 
can use in cold-water conditions. The 
fish will definitely not be able to cope 
with the fat content and will become 
very difficult to catch as they switch off. 

All in all, the winter is a great time to 
fish. The carp are usually in excellent 
condition and in their full winter colours. 
Watching the sun come up on those 
frosty winter mornings while brewing 
tea and having the lake to myself  is one 
of  my favourite times in carp fishing.

Tight lines to all and I hope that you 
have enjoyed my Carpworld series. CW
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LEFT: My winter 
fishmeals presented 
on the rig I use for 
90% of my fishing.

BELOW: A stunning, 
scaly, Badgers 
Holt winter mirror 
caught on the 
same bait that 
had been applied 
for the whole 
previous year.

BOTTOM: A UK-30 
caught in sub-zero 
conditions from 
a spot where 
most of the lake’s 
carp wanted to 
be all winter.
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