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

This month, Simon moves on to the subject of  bait, and how crucially 
important it is for consistent and long-term success. He isn’t sponsored 

by any company, and simply uses what he thinks is the best. 
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Here are my opinions about what 
is important in a bait, and the 
questions you should ask your 

bait suppliers so you can make informed 
decisions. Carp angling is a mind game, 
and confi dence plays a huge part in how 
well or how badly we all fi sh. It may seem 
strange to start an article on bait by talking 
about confi dence, but owning a fi shery, and 
meeting different anglers every week, has 
made it clear how closely linked the subjects 
of  bait and confi dence are. 

In modern carp angling, the majority of  
anglers rely on commercially produced bait 
that has been rolled for them. The reality 
is that most anglers have no idea what is 
actually in these baits, so they depend on 
the bait company to do a good job. The bait 
industry is saturated with suppliers, which 
makes it highly competitive. Therefore, it’s 
understandable that most companies put a 
lot of  effort into marketing. In many aspects 
of  life, people like to use the very latest and 
best of  everything, and bait is no different. 

Most bait companies frequently release 
a new bait, and each one is launched with 
a media campaign claiming that it’s better 
than anything that has gone before, and 
will catch you loads of  carp if  you use it. 
Teams of  fieldtesters are given the new 
bait to use, and in return, they are obliged 
to give positive information about it. These 
marketing campaigns cause a lot of  anglers 
to switch to the new bait, full of  confi dence 
based on the information published. Over a 
few sessions, results are often OK, but not 
amazingly good, and it doesn’t meet the high 
expectations set by the marketing. Confi dence 
slowly diminishes over time because results 
are no better than the last bait used. 

Then the next super-bait is released with 
a fl urry of  media activity. The temptation 
to switch to the next bait is too much to 
resist, and many anglers do so. This cycle is 
repeated time and again, and despite what 
they may publicly say, 100% confi dence in the 
bait is never reached. A similar cycle occurs 
with rigs, with one or two rigs becoming 

fashionable for a while, and publicised by 
terminal tackle companies. People start 
using them, full of  confi dence, but over 
time, the results are no better than before. 
Confi dence goes, and the cycle starts again. 
I think we’ve all been there.

The problem with not having 100% 
confi dence in a bait or rig is that doubts start 
to creep in during a session. This is especially 
so when fi shing for big carp on more diffi cult 
waters, where considerable time between 
bites is normal. As the doubts set in, the 
mind starts to wander away from what is 
important – location and the other aspects 
of  watercraft. People doubt their bait or rig 
and start to change things. We see people 
arrive at our lakes with so many different 
baits that it’s confusing just looking at it, let 
alone working out how it could possibly be 
applied sensibly during the session. 

Very often, once anglers start to doubt 
their bait and make changes, their chances 
are steadily reduced. This starts a downward 
spiral where, after a few days, they are fi shing 
with a multitude of  different baits around 
baited spots all over the place. They also 
start to change rigs several times a day 
in an effort to find the one 
that will make all the 
difference, when 
in fact, there 

was nothing at all wrong with the rig; it just 
wasn’t in the right spot. All this activity slowly 
kills the chances of  catching. 

Compare this with the experienced angler 
who has absolute confi dence in his bait and 
rigs. If  nothing happens after a couple of  
days into the session, the angler knows it’s 
nothing to do with the bait. Not catching 
is nearly always based on location, and by 
that, I don’t just mean location of  the carp, 
but the exact spot where they are prepared 
to make a mistake. This angler focuses 
almost 100% on these critical aspects of  
their fi shing while on the bank. There is 

no getting sidetracked and worrying about 
changing baits, or tying a never-ending supply 
of  the latest rigs, and by doing so, missing 
what is really happening out in the lake. 

Most of  the successful, consistent and 
experienced carp anglers I know have 
achieved total confi dence when it comes 
to their bait. Without this state of  mind, it’s 
very diffi cult to be consistently successful, 
especially on hard big-fi sh waters. They rarely 
chop and change, they smile at the media 
hype, and often use the same bait they used 
years ago. They are totally focused on what 
really matters, and they catch a lot of  carp.

Achieving this total confi dence is one 
of  the hardest things to do, but I guarantee 
that if  you get there, your carp fi shing will 
completely change; you will never look back. 
It’s like a ‘light bulb moment’, when you 
realise that people worry about things that 
are not really important. They worry about 
all the wrong things, and in the process, 
make it harder for themselves. In a way, carp 
angling is only as diffi cult as you make it.

So how do you achieve total confi dence 
in bait? To start with, accept 

that there is no 

TOP LEFT: The base 
mix ingredients 
used in one of the 
two HNV baits in 
which I have total 
confidence. There 
is a reason behind 
each ingredient, 
and no bulk fillers.

ABOVE: A bait 
in which I have 
absolute 100% 
confidence. Put in 
the right place at 
the right time, it will 
work on any water. 
This confidence 
frees the mind to 
focus on what is 
important; location 
of the exact spot 
to present it.

BELOW: Liver 
powder and full-
fat GLM – two 
incredibly effective 
ingredients that 
carp love. There 
are many different 
versions and 
qualities of these 
two powders, and 
the cheaper ones 
are almost useless. 
Do you know what 
your bait has in it?
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wonder bait that will draw fish in from the 
other side of  the lake, and tempt every carp 
which passes to abandon all caution and jump 
on the hook. Location has to be right, even 
for the best baits to work, and a good bait 
is no substitute for bad angling. You must 
get a lot of  other things right before bait 
plays its part. There are some excellent baits 
commercially available on the market, there 
are plenty that are just about OK, and there 
are also some very poor baits, but they nearly 
all claim to be amazing catchers of  carp.

It may surprise some anglers that I (and 
plenty of  other anglers) use baits that are 
almost the same as they were more than 
25 years ago. In fact, I only use two boilies 
these days, and I have used one of  them with 
total confidence since around 1988. It has 
been tweaked a bit over the years, but the 
core base of  this bait remains unchanged 
for nearly 30 years. I have caught a lot of  
carp from many different waters on this 
bait, and I know that if  I can find the right 
spot to present it, then they will take it, 
100% guaranteed. I can honestly say that I 
have not had a single doubt about bait for 
a very long time, which leaves me to focus 
totally on location of  the spot when I am 
actually fishing.

Using a bait for a very long time, and not 
getting caught up in the hype about the latest 
new baits, is the only way to become totally 
confident in it. Every time you change to a 
new bait, it takes time to either gain or lose 
confidence. Learn to smile at all the hype 
about the latest new super-baits, and watch 
everyone else getting caught up in it all. Find 
a bait company where you can talk to the 
owner or the person formulating the baits. 
Ask lots of  questions about everything. 

Why does it catch? What are the base mix 
ingredients? What are the fat and protein 
percentages? What is the protein being 
derived from? Which soluble ingredients 
are included? A basic knowledge of  the 
important questions will help a lot. Some 
of  the under-the-radar bait firms, where the 
owner is passionate about bait and has been 
making his own for decades, are fantastic.

In this and next month’s article, I will give 
my views on what makes a bait effective, 
with the basic knowledge to help you ask the 
right questions, and the things you should 
be looking for from a bait company. What 
makes a really effective boilie? There are two 
main categories of  boilie being used, which 
are food baits and attractor baits. Believe me, 
they are totally different, and results will be 
totally different when using them. 

A food bait is a bait that has been 
formulated to supply the carp with as many 
of  its nutritional needs as possible, as well 

as being a bait to catch them. Back in the 
late-’70s and through the ’80s, these baits 
were called HNV baits – High Nutritional 
Value. The original concept was developed 
by Fred Wilton when he fished some of  the 
rich gravel pits in Kent. Fred’s idea was that 
like most wild creatures, if  the carp were 
given a food source that provided all their 
nutritional requirements, over time they 
would show a preference for it.

Most wild creatures are good at finding 
and utilising the best nutritional food source 
for the least effort (energy) expended in the 
process. Fred surmised that in the long term, 
obtaining their nutritional requirements from 
a relatively small number of  HNV boilies 
should, in theory, be preferable to the carp. 
This was compared to spending more energy 
searching out and having to eat a lot more 
of  the less nutritional food or bait sources 
in the lake to achieve the same nutritional 
result. Fred’s original baits were formulated 

using milk proteins to supply the protein 
part of  the nutritional requirement, and 
there was an emphasis on protein being of  
the highest importance. 

I remember buying various milk proteins 
from Rod Hutchinson’s Catchum Products, 
and also Geoff  Kemp. I read everything 
I could about fish nutrition, and tried to 
follow Fred’s concept for the ultimate carp 
food bait. These baits certainly caught 
carp, but I never really thought they were 
as effective as they should have been. 
In the later-’80s, again in Kent, where  
I was lucky enough to be fishing at the time, 
an amazing number of  very difficult carp 
were being caught on something different. 
Fishmeals came on to the scene, and in my 
mind, this was the breakthrough. 

Using fishmeals as the primary provider 
of  protein in the HNV bait made all the 
difference. To me, this was the missing 
key to the success of  the Wilton concept. 

ABOVE: A lovely 
old UK carp caught 
on a bait that 
had been steadily 
fed for the whole 
season. In the end, 
almost every carp 
in the lake came 
out on this bait.

RIGHT: An 
upper-50 caught 
in the middle of 
winter, on an HNV 
bait that had been 
applied all year. 
Switching baits for 
the winter makes 
no sense to me. 
When you have a 
bait established, 
why change to 
something new 
at one of hardest 
times of the year? 
Just adjust the 
application a little.
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We dropped the amount of  milk proteins 
to maybe around 20%, and replaced them 
with various mixtures of  fishmeals at around 
40-45%. I remember using a combination 
of  four different fishmeals with soluble 
predigested fishmeal, and the results were 
simply amazing. On a couple of waters where 
four or five carp in a season was good going, 
we were getting that many in two or three 
weekends’ fishing. 

The exact combination of  fishmeals and 

the percentage of soluble fishmeal were really 
important. The combination that gave the 
best results all those years ago still catches an 
absolute ton of  carp to this day. My personal 
view is that Fred was right with his HNV 
concept, but the milk proteins weren’t the 
most effective source of  protein. Once we 
switched to fishmeals to provide the protein, 
the baits came alive and the carp absolutely 
loved them. With these baits, the flavours 
weren’t really as important; it was the base 
mix that the carp found so attractive and 
really wanted. 

The base mix pumped out masses of food 
signals (amino acids) over long periods of  
time in the water. Back then flavours were 
used primarily as labels to uniquely identify a 
particular HNV bait to the carp, and not to 
provide primary attraction. Keeping them at 
very low levels was far more effective. Why 
overpower all the food signals coming from 
the base mix ingredients with strong, often 
synthetic, flavours? I think the key to the 
success of  the fishmeals was because the 
proteins had a higher biological value to 
the carp, which meant they could convert 
and utilise more of  the protein compared 
to the milks we had been using. Just as 
importantly, I think the carp like the taste 
of  fishmeal much more than milk proteins, 
such as casein and lactalbumin. 

Having said that, the milk proteins still 
have a job to do in a good HNV bait because 

they contain opiates. Opiates are found in 
milk because evolution equipped mammals 
to provide a degree of  addiction, or appetite 
stimulation, thus encouraging their young to 
feed. The opiates in milk proteins in boilies 
may have a similar effect. If  you combine 
this with the nutrition from the fishmeals, 
then you start to see why these baits are so 
effective. The problem is that to provide 
these ingredients at the optimum inclusion 
levels is expensive, and this is in direct conflict 

with the need for a bait company to make a 
profit while remaining competitive.

Contrast this type of  HNV bait with the 
more commonly supplied attractor baits. An 
attractor bait is basically a bulk carrier for 
a small amount of  attractor, usually liquid 
flavours, and sometimes small amounts of  
fishmeal or other attractive ingredients. The 
bulk carrier is often maize flour, sometimes 
in combination with soya meal, semolina, 
copra meal or breadcrumbs. Overall, they 
have very limited nutritional value. There are 
some very attractive flavours and liquids that 

the carp love, so these baits are often picked 
up by the carp, at least initially. But, if  you 
follow Fred Wilton’s HNV thinking, then 
the more of  these baits that the carp eat, 
the less they want in the future because they 
gain little goodness from them. This is, of  
course, unless there is a shortage of  food in 
an overstocked runs-type water, where the 
carp feed competitively and continue to eat 
anything in preference to nothing.

These baits are common today because 
the bulk carrier ingredients are cheap, so they 
are therefore attractive to bait companies. 

Ten per cent of  a low-cost fishmeal added 
to a bulk carrier is still an attractor bait, but 
can easily be marketed as a fishmeal bait, 
especially if  a nice strong-smelling flavour 
is added. These baits are very common. 
Attractor baits usually use high-dose levels 
of  flavours to compensate for the low 
attractiveness of  the base mix – the exact 
opposite of  a good HNV bait!

If  you fish these two types of  bait side 
by side on a big-fish water throughout a 
season, the result is likely to be that both baits 
catch initially, with not much between them. 

ABOVE: Remember 
that the bait must 
compete with the 
natural food. On 
rich waters, HNV 
baits are more 
important than 
ever, and the food 
signals from the 
base mix are more 
important than 
any liquid flavours 
used. A good HNV 
fishmeal can make 
very tricky carp look 
easy to catch, while 
attractor baits may 
be left untouched.

ABOVE LEFT: Dan 
Wrigley with a 70lb 
Lac Serreire mirror.

LEFT: A nice mid-40 
common caught 
on an HNV bait. 
Good baits don’t 
blow. It’s almost 
the same bait that 
I have used since 
the late-’80s.
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But as more of  each bait is fed, the HNV 
steadily becomes more effective because the 
attractor bait becomes less effective. We see 
this happen even during week sessions on 
our lakes. An angler with an attractor bait 
might catch on the first or second night of  
the week, but by the second half  of  the 
week, they often don’t catch any more. Their 
confidence takes a knock, and for the next 
session, they have a different bait again. The 
angler with the true HNV bait might catch 
one or two early in 
the week, and their 
results get better, 
with multiple fish 
during the second 
half  of  the week. 
Their confidence 
remains sky-high, 
they fish more effectively, and stick to the 
same bait long term. 

Another area where many anglers struggle 
is when fishing on rich lakes, and there is 
an abundance of  natural food in the warm 
summer months. It is important to realise 
that in these conditions, the carp have a 
choice between bait and natural food, and 
your bait must compete with the natural 
food. Carp have evolved to very effectively 
utilise natural food. Waterborne insects, 
snails, crayfish and bloodworm are almost 
the ultimate HNV food, and for your bait 
to stand any chance of  competing long 
term, it has to be a really good HNV food 
source as well. 

In high summer, anglers often put out a 
big bed of  attractor bait when the naturals 

are available in massive quantities in the lake. 
A few of  these baits may be eaten early in 
the session, but many remain untouched 
because the carp have a lot to eat at this 
time of  year. After a day or two, most of  the 
flavours and liquids have washed out of these 
baits, leaving just the relatively unattractive 
bulk carrier baits out there. These ‘empty’ 
baits, with little nutritional value and almost 
no liquid attractors left, have to complete 
with the masses of  natural food in the lake. 

It’s no wonder that a week or 10 days later, 
they usually end up uneaten at the outlet of  
the lake. The angler blames the weather or 
other things, when in fact it’s simply their 
bait that was totally wrong for the situation. 

On the other hand, a high-quality fishmeal 
HNV that doesn’t depend on any liquid 
attractors remains in the swim in a highly 
attractive state to the carp. The fishmeals 
provide food signals directly from the base 
mix for days. These are true food signals, 
based on amino acids, similar to those 
provided by the natural food, and very 
different compared to the synthetic flavours 
used at high levels in many attractor baits.

Once these basic concepts are understood 
and accepted, it’s possible to discuss them 
with potential bait companies and find out 

their views. I personally only work with 
suppliers that have a long history in the 
industry, and understand and believe in 
these concepts as much as I do. It’s also 
important that they are reasonably open 
with information about what is really in their 
baits. I understand that in the competitive 
bait industry, some things should remain 
confidential, but it’s a reasonable question 
to ask what percentage of  fishmeal is in a 
so-called fishmeal bait. Is it 10% or 45%?

Another related 
topic is storage 
and taking care of  
the bait. Assuming 
you are using a true 
HNV, free of  any 
preservatives, it must 
be stored well. Many 

people store baits in plastic bags in summer 
temperatures, or hang air-dry bags in the 
rain. A good HNV bait will degrade quickly 
in warm conditions, and even faster if  it is 
damp. The best way to store these baits is in 
the freezer. Take them out of  the freezer a 
few hours before you are going to use them 
wherever possible. Many good fisheries have 
freezers on site these days. If  you can’t keep 
them in a freezer, then one option is to keep 
them in an air-dry bag for a short time.

A lot of  people put too many in the bag. 
The best way is to shake off  any ice from 
the baits, put just a few in each air-dry bag, 
and then shake the bag frequently to keep 
the air circulating to all the baits. Too many 
in a bag means the ones in the centre stay 
damp and start to go off  quickly. Another 
tip is to add some dry pellets in with the 
boilies, as these absorb moisture and draw 
it away from the baits. If  it is raining, the 
air-dry bag must be kept out of  the rain at 
all costs. Another option is to keep baits in 
a bucket mixed with pellets and a little salt. 
The buckets should be only half-filled, and 
be shaken frequently. Himalayan rock salt is 
particularly good for this, as it adds another 
element of  attraction, especially in spring. 

A good-quality HNV bait should go off  
quickly. Some bait firms use a certain amount 
of  preservatives in all their baits. We have 
had anglers keeping freezer baits in bags 
for a whole week in hot conditions, and 
they show no sign of  going off. The same 
angler then complains when a real HNV 
bait starts to go off  in a couple of  days in 
the same conditions. If  it was me, I would 
be complaining if  the baits didn’t go off! 
If  they don’t, then in my opinion, there is 
something wrong with them. 

Next month I will cover the topics of  
hookbaits and bait application.  CW

“The angler with the true HNV bait might catch one 
or two early in the week, and their results get better, 
with multiple fish during the second half of the week” 

BELOW: Size is not 
important when 
they look like this. 
A truly stunning 
common from 
Lac Serreire.
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