
Carpworld S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 7 73

FEATURE

S I M O N  M A N S B R I D G E

With the topic of  bait, and its application covered, Simon 
takes a look at rigs and reveals some important facts 
that he believes many anglers may have forgotten.

073-077_Simon Mansbridge - A Letter to a Small Island_CW324.indd   1 11/08/2017   14:09



 Carpworld S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 774

FEATURE

 Carpworld S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 7

get its mouth on the lakebed. When the 
carp detects food then it will suck the food 
items into its mouth along with everything 
else that is light enough, and close to the 
food. Everything will be sucked deep into 
the mouth cavity where it will be filtered. 
The non-food items will be blown back 
out and the food items will be passed 
back to the pharyngeal teeth where they 
will be ground down into smaller pieces 
before being passed back into the top of  
the digestive tract.

If  the carp is feeding on natural food 
such as bloodworm or other larvae then, 
because these food items are tightly packed 
together, the carp will tend to move only 
very slowly around the area as it feeds. It 
may spend quite long periods in an almost 
fixed position taking in mouthfuls of  the 
bloodworm along with lots of  other non-
food items, filtering out the food and 
blowing back out what is not wanted. On 
the other hand, if  the carp is eating boilies 
that are spread over a wide area then the 
carp will tend to move more quickly from 
one boilie to the next. If  the boilies are 
close together then the carp will remain 
tilted with its head down and tail up as it 
moves from one bait to the next. If  the 
baits are spread further apart then the carp 
may come back up towards horizontal 
more frequently between upending for a 
few baits at a time. 

If  seed baits such as hemp are used then 
the carp will feed on these in a similar way 
to the way they do on bloodworm. One 
problem that can easily occur when baiting 
with hemp or other small particle baits, and 
also when the carp are feeding on natural 
food, is that they become preoccupied. 
This means that they disregard any other 
type of  food as they become very focussed 
on eating just the small seeds or natural 
food items. It seems that the smaller the 
food items, the more this can be a problem. 

Most of  the very experienced and 
successful anglers that I know feel the 
same way; they use one or two very simple 
rigs that they haven’t changed in years. 
They know that these will work if  they 
can just find the right spot to place them. 
The more experienced an angler becomes, 
the less they follow all the trends with rigs 
and baits and the more they understand 
that location, above all else, is the key. The 
more individual their angling becomes 
the more fish they catch, because they 
prioritise everything in the right order 
and fish differently to the majority of   
other anglers.

Firstly, it’s important to understand 
how carp actually feed on different types 
of  lakebed and on different food items. 
When a carp feeds on the lakebed it will 
usually upend itself  with its head down and 
tail up. The bigger and deeper bellied the 
fish is, the more it will need to upend to 

ust like bait, it’s very important to 
have total confidence in your rigs. 
If  you have absolutely no doubts 
about your bait or rigs then your 

mind is free to focus on what’s really 
important during each session; location 
and bait application.

Long ago, after years of  experimentation, 
I settled on a couple of  baits and a couple 
of  rigs. These have been very effective 
for me and I have not seen any need to 
change them for many years now. I think 
of  it as a big jigsaw puzzle with location, 
bait choice, bait application and rigs as 
the four most important pieces. If  I can 
have two of  these pieces already in place 
at all times, then it leaves my mind free to 

focus on the other two. Pretty well all my 
thinking and effort when actually fishing 
goes into finding the right spot, and then 
applying the bait correctly. If  I can get 
these two things right then I’m almost 
certain that a pick-up will result. I never 
worry about rigs at all anymore.

So how do you achieve total confidence 
in your rigs? The purpose of  this and next 
month’s article is not to write about yet 
another super-rig and tell you that if  you 
use it then you will be guaranteed to catch 
every carp in your lake. I would rather go 
back to the basic concepts of  how carp 
feed, and the mechanics of  how rigs should 
work. In doing so I hope to provide some 
thought-provoking ideas that will help you 
develop your own ideas for your own rigs. 
In the long term, original thinking will put 
a lot more carp on the bank compared to 
just using the latest trendy rig copied from 
yet another step-by-step guide.

ABOVE: A ‘real’ 
Hair rig. I haven’t 
seen many people 
using these 
since the ’80s.

RIGHT: A lovely 
UK mirror from 
a tricky lake 
caught with 50mm 
separation between 
hook and bait.

BELOW: The 
ever-reliable MCF 
Dumper clip. 
The only clip that 
I have used in 
my own fishing 
for years now.
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This is easy to avoid by not using hemp or 
other seed baits on their own. Mix them 
with other larger baits and keep the quantity 
of  seeds quite small as a percentage of  the 
overall bait used. Less-is-more with these 
type of  baits and just a light sprinkling of  
hemp is often much more effective than 
heavily baiting with it.

The type of  lakebed also makes a big 
difference to how the carp feed. If  they 
are feeding in deep soft silt then they will 
often dig into the bottom in search of  
each food item. The silt will be moved 
around and they will take in mouthfuls of  
silt along with the food items, again filtering 
the food and blowing the silt back out. 
They may spend long periods with their 
mouths several inches deep in the silt and 
well below the level of  the surrounding 
lakebed. This type of  feeding is non-visual 
and the whole area will become very cloudy.

Preoccupation on small items, combined 
with soft deep silt, can lead to very difficult 
fishing where the rig has to be fine-tuned 
to the situation to stand any chance of  
hooking them. Many people switch to pop-
ups and/or long hooklinks when faced 
with fishing in deep soft silt. But, in my 
opinion, these are often mistakes because 
the pop-up will be presented up above 
the surface of  the silt whilst the carp will 
spend long periods feeding with its mouth 
well below the surface of  the silt. They 
can sometimes appear to simply miss a 
pop-up when a straightforward bottom 
bait is taken quickly. Because the carp 
spend long periods sucking, filtering and 
blowing with minimal movement, the long 
hooklink allows the rig to be blown back 
out before it tightens and causes the hook 
to catch hold.

If  the bottom is firm clay, sand or gravel 
then they will feed from the surface of  
the lakebed with minimal digging. The 
carp will often move around more quickly 

compared to when feeding in silt because 
less filtering is required.

In weedy areas the carp are very good 
at finding snails and other insect life living 
in the weed and will sometimes feed above 
the lakebed, amongst the weed.

It has to be understood that it’s the 
combination of  the rig, bait type, spacing 
or spread of  the free bait and the type of  
lakebed that all go together to influence 
whether a feeding carp is hooked or not.

What are the basic requirements of  a 
rig? In my opinion, there are three steps 
that have to take place for a carp to  
be hooked:

First, the rig has to allow a feeding carp 
to easily suck the bait in, along with the 
hook, in a way that even a cautious fish 
doesn’t realise that the bait is attached 
to anything. Second, the rig has to be 
constructed in such a way that even a small 
movement of  the carp at this stage causes 
the hook to catch hold in an area of  the 
mouth that has enough strength to allow it 
to remain in place throughout the ensuing 
fight. Third, once the hook catches hold, 
the carp realises that it has a problem and 
tries to blow everything back out, the rig 
must not be easy to eject, and there must 
be enough line movement at the rod end 
to signal a bite on the alarm.

Let’s take a look at each step in detail:
Step 1 – The initial pick up: For the carp 
to suck in the bait along with the hook, in 
my opinion, the rig should be as simple as 
possible with the least amount of  metal, 
plastic and other components. Some of  
today’s fashionable rigs have so much 
metalwork that I am sure that they work 
despite all the components, but definitely 
not because of  them. The rig should allow 
the bait to behave naturally and in the same 
way as the free offerings. The bait should 
be easy to suck in with minimum resistance 

from the rig. The size of  the hook should 
be balanced with the size of  the bait. For 
example: a size 4 hook with a single 10mm 
boilie would not be a good combination. 
For 99% of  my fishing I use size 6 hooks 
and these work well with most of  the 
commonly-used bait sizes. 

It is worth thinking hard about how 
to make the bait behave naturally. If  you 
present a 15mm boilie on a Hair with 
10mm separation between the boilie and 
the hook then it will not behave in the 
same way as the freebies. The longer the 
Hair and the thinner and suppler it is, the 
more naturally the bait will behave, making 
it harder for the carp to detect that it is 
attached to a hook. Many anglers use the 
tag end of  the hooklink material as the 
Hair. Often this is 15-25lb stripped braid 
with around 5-10mm separation between 
hook and bait. Now compare this to 50mm 
of  separation using 1-2lb monofilament for 
the Hair and see how differently the bait 
behaves between these two setups. Don’t 
follow the trends, be different. In fact, the 
original Hair rig has been almost forgotten 
over the decades. So it’s just like being the 
first person to use a ‘real’ Hair rig again 
on many waters, if  you use it as originally 
designed. Most Hairs are so short these 
days that we have almost gone full circle 
back to the days of  side-hooking prior to 
the Hair. Those who remember the early 
’80s, when the Hair was first in widespread 
use, will understand just how deadly this 
type of  setup can be. 

In general, if  you can get them feeding 
on bigger baits then it’s harder for them 
to detect the rig because the weight of  the 
bait is much greater in comparison to the 
weight of  the hook and hooklink. Very 
small baits make it easier for the carp to 
differentiate between the safe baits and 
the hookbait.

In summary, a bigger bait or double 
baits mounted on a long and supple Hair 
with a size 6 hook and minimal or no 
other components, will allow almost any 
feeding carp to suck the bait and rig into 
the mouth cavity.

Step 2 – Initial hooking: It is my view that 
most carp are hooked due to sucking in 
the bait and rig and then moving enough 
for the hook to catch hold somewhere. If  
the carp blows the lot out without moving, 
then in nearly all cases the hook doesn’t 
catch hold. Blow-back style rigs don’t hook 
carp at this stage in the way that many 
people believe, but they can help later on 
when the hook has already caught hold 
and the carp tries to blow the rig out at 

LEFT: Steve Guy 
with a lovely 
Badgers Holt mirror 
caught amongst 
the naturals.
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that later stage. With this in mind, it can 
be seen that a moving carp is easier to 
hook than a carp that is stationary while 
feeding. This is where bait application, 
and especially the spread and spacing of  
baits, is important. It is also one of  the 
reasons why carp preoccupied on natural 
food can be so difficult to hook. If  the 
bait application is geared towards keeping 
the carp moving from bait to bait then the 
next most important factors are the length 
of  the hooklink, the ability of  the hook 
to turn downwards towards the flesh of  
the mouth, a super-sharp hook, and the 
weight of  the lead.

The shorter the hooklink the quicker 
the weight of  the lead will come into play, 
but the less naturally the bait may behave. 
I tend to think about these as two separate 
requirements of  the rig. I use the length of  
the Hair to make the bait behave naturally 
and gain the initial pick up. Then I use the 
length of  the hooklink to cause the weight 
of  the lead to come into effect with even 
the smallest of  movement of  the carp 
once the rig is in the mouth. In summary, 
I use the longest Hair and the shortest 
hooklink that I can, considering the size 
of  the fish and type of  lakebed. The only 
exception is when I use pop-ups and I will 
cover this next month.

The faster the hook turns as the fish 
moves, the quicker it will catch hold. A 
line-aligner is an effective way to make this 
happen. I like aggressively angled aligners 
and it is worth experimenting with your 
chosen hook pattern and various forms of  
aligner to reach a combination that works 
for you. Most rigs will turn and catch hold 
if  you pull them over the edge of  your 
hand. I prefer to test this by pulling the 
hook over my palm without having the line 

angled over the edge of  my hand. Just pull 
the hook a short distance over the flat of  
your palm and, if  you have the line-aligner 
set up correctly, the hook should catch in 
your skin well before the hook is pulled 
off  the edge of  your hand. My personal 
choice is to use 1.2mm shrink tube for the 
aligner. This can be formed exactly how I 
like it and this tends to be more aggressively 
angled than any of  the pre-formed aligners 
that are in common use today.

The sharpness of  the hook is extremely 
important. This was made even more 
apparent to me quite recently. I fished 
a session with a friend who always used 
hooks straight from the pack and didn’t 
sharpen them. He was using a particular 
type of  bait boat where the door flap at the 
bottom of  the hopper doesn’t swing fully 
down when opening. It stops at maybe 45 
degrees downwards. He had used this boat 
for years and dropped literally thousands 
of  rigs and never had a problem. I gave 
him a rig with a sharpened hook to try and 

on the first drop from the bait boat, the 
rig caught hold and stuck in the hopper’s 
door flap as it went over the edge. It literally 
turned and caught hold. We thought it 
must be a one-off  fluke. We brought 
the boat in, re-sharpened the hook and 
sent it out again. Exactly the same thing 
happened, and it happened almost every 
time we tried to drop the rig. Now this is 
after years of  it never happening whilst 
using various different manufacturers’ 
hooks straight from the packet. This is 
no coincidence. My friend is now converted 
and would never use an un-sharpened hook 
again. Incidentally, his catch rate went up 
considerably, especially on the more tricky, 
riggy waters. Learning how to sharpen 
hooks until they are ‘sticky’ sharp is one 
of  the most important things you can do 
in my opinion. This starts with buying the 

right stones and an eye-piece magnifying 
glass so that the technique can be perfected. 

The weight of  the lead is an interesting 
subject. For carp that aren’t pressured I 
have always thought the heavier the lead 
the better. A heavy lead will cause the 
hook to prick in deeper than a light one 
and, if  the carp panics and bolts at this 
point, then a heavy lead leads to a well 
hooked fish. However, this is not always 
the case for highly-pressured carp that 
have seen it all before over many years. I 
have watched carp prick themselves and 
then not bolt. They will sometimes just 
hold their position and repeatedly try to 
blow the rig back out. In these cases, if  
the lead is heavy, they don’t always move 
it and therefore there is no bite indication. 
They use the weight of  the lead to their 
advantage and eventually get rid of  the rig. 
In these cases, I have found very light leads 
to be effective. So few people use leads of  
1oz or less that the carp are not used to 
dealing with them. If  you use a very light 
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RIGHT: Ultra-
sharp hooks are a 
massive edge. Use 
a dab of Vaseline to 
prevent corrosion.

BELOW: If you 
suffer from hook-
pulls then it’s 
usually the length 
of the hooklink 
or Hair that is at 
fault and not the 
hook. These hooks 
are very reliable.
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lead on a very short hooklink then when 
the carp moves, it tends to lift the lead 
off  the bottom or at least drag it along 
the bottom. If  the carp rights itself  and 
comes back to anything less than its fully 
upended feeding position then the small 
lead is lifted off  the bottom and hangs 
on the short link just under the bottom 
lip. This keeps the initially pricked hook 
in position no matter how much the carp 
tries to blow the whole lot back out. And, 
if  the bite indication system is set up well, 
then this movement of  the lead will result 
in at least a few bleeps.

Step 3 – Anti-ejection: In addition to the 
concept of  the light lead mentioned above, 
it can be useful for the rig to be constructed 
in such a way that when the carp tries to 
blow everything back out, this actually 
puts further pressure on driving the hook 
in deeper. This is again where a long Hair 
helps. If  the rig is designed so that when 
the carp blows the bait back out, the long 
Hair allows the hook to remain in place 
even with the bait now well out of  the 
mouth, then this makes it very difficult for 
the carp to rid itself  of  the hook. For this 
to be most effective, when the carp blows 
out the bait, the Hair should pull on the 
eye end of  the hook shank as opposed to 
the top of  the shank or bend of  the hook.

Next month I will cover bite indication 
and how to ensure that the smallest 
movement of  the rig at this stage registers 
on the alarm.

Once the carp is hooked, played and 
netted, it is very important to take a close 
look at exactly where it is hooked. This can 
tell you a lot about how efficiently your rig 
is working. The aim should be to hook the 
carp in the centre of  the bottom lip and 
just inside the mouth. This is a very hard 
area of  the mouth, meaning that the hook 
is unlikely to slip or tear out. This results 
in very few losses through hook-pulls and 
also the least chance of  damaging the carp. 
The worst area to hook the carp is in the 
side or scissor area of  the mouth. The 
tissue here is quite soft and it’s easy for the 
hook to move during the fight, increasing 
the risk of  a hook-pull and also damaging 
the mouth.

If  the carp is hooked in the side of  
the mouth in the scissors area then this 
usually means that the hooklink was too 
long. The carp moved quite a long way 
before the hooklink tightened causing 
the hook to turn and catch hold. As the 
carp moved, the still slack hooklink pulled 
round to the side of  the mouth as the 
fish moved away from the lead. If  you 

shorten the hooklink then the hook will 
turn and catch earlier. As you reduce the 
length of  the hooklink you can bring the 
hook-holds closer and closer to the centre 
of  the bottom lip. However, if  you go 
too short then the hook-holds may end 
up being just a couple of  millimetres into 
the bottom lip and hook-pulls may again 
result. If  this happens then add an inch 
or so back to the length of  the hooklink. 
Of course, this is not an exact science, but 
over a few takes, you can certainly fine-
tune the rig to hook the majority of  carp 
in the target area. 

If  you are using barbless hooks then 
it’s possible to achieve exactly the same 
ratio of  hooked to landed carp. One 
recommendation for barbless hooks is 
to use a wide-gape pattern of  hook and, 
importantly, the point should be beaked 
(curved inwards). Beaked-point barbless 
hooks hold in place much better than 
straight-point barbless hooks. I personally 
now only use barbless hooks for all my 
fishing irrespective of  the venue being 
fished because I am certain that they create 
the least mouth damage possible. Also, 
in the event of  a lost fish due to a line 
breakage, the carp has the best chance of  
quickly releasing itself  from the rig with 
minimal damage. I suffer from almost no 
hook-pull losses fishing in this way. It has 
to be understood that most hook-pulls are 
not the fault of  the hook. They are usually 
caused by a poor initial hook-hold due to 
the hooklink and/or Hair lengths being 
incorrect for the situation. 

So far I have covered the Hair, hook 
and hooklink part of  the rig. The other 
important part is of  course the lead system. 

I tend to fish lead-clips for most of  my 
fishing because they are effective and safe 
when set up correctly. My preferred lead 
clips are the excellent MCF Dumper clips. 
I don’t normally mention the brands that I 
use and I have no affiliation to MCF, but I 
have used these for many years now and, 
in fact, I no longer use any other form of  
clip. They are very safe because they can’t 
be set up incorrectly and they release the 
lead every time that it should be released. 
The only thing that you have to be careful 
about is that they can release the lead on 
impact with the water during casting when 
using any form of  PVA bag or stick. This is 
easily overcome by wrapping PVA string or 
tape around the arm of  the clip above the 
lead swivel. The PVA stops the potential 
to accidently eject the lead during the cast, 
but then soon melts underwater, leaving the 
clip ready to release the lead when required. 

If  you do use a conventional lead-clip 
then it’s important to use the type with a 
moulded-in swivel or a locking pin to hold 
the swivel in the housing of  the clip. If  
the clip is allowed to slide up the main line 
then it will not eject the lead if  it becomes 
snagged, it will simply allow the line to be 
pulled through it rendering the system 
unsafe. To ensure a reliable release of  the 
lead, it is really important to put the tail 
rubber on extremely lightly and also wet 
it first. Cutting down the arm that holds 
the lead swivel also helps to release the 
lead more easily. If  you are fishing in any 
form of  weed or lily pads then releasing 
the lead when a fish is hooked will land 
you many more carp.

Next month I’ll cover Helicopter rigs, 
pop-up fishing and bite indication. CW
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ABOVE: Alan Taylor 
playing a mid-50 
Badgers Holt mirror. 
Using much bigger 
baits than anyone 
else did the trick.  
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