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Last month, Simon wrote about what he believes 
are the three most significant factors to consistently 

catch carp, and the importance of prioritising 
them in the right order: location, bait, and finally, 

presentation. This month he concentrates on location.
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The importance of  location cannot 
be overstated. For nearly every 
session it’s probably the single 

factor that most influences the chances 
of  success or failure. But bizarrely, it’s 
the subject that I hear talked about the 
least, with so much emphasis these days 
on unnecessary tackle items and rigs. 
Location is a massive subject, and is far 
more than just hoping to see a fish show. 
I mentioned last month that I try to break 
it down into three steps: 1) Finding the 
general area where the fish are. 2) Finding 
the spots where they are prepared to feed 
in that area. 3) Deciding on the spot within 
the spot for the rig to be placed for the 
best chance of  a pickup.

Find the General Area Where the Fish 
are Located
This starts at home. Watch the weather for 
the days before the session and check the 
forecast for the period you will be fishing. 
The weather has a significant effect on 
the carp on almost every lake, and having 
a good idea about the forecast during a 
session is important. Sudden changes in 
the weather after a period of  stability are 
interesting because the carp will almost 
always react in some way, although the 
effect becomes less the longer the weather 
remains constant. For example, a sudden 
strong new wind after a period of  calm 
weather can change everything, but after a 
week of  the same wind, it has less effect.

It is also worth trying to find out about 
previous captures at the same time of  year 
that you’re planning to fish, and which 
areas were productive for others. Listen 
to, and absorb, all the information, but 
also form your own opinions and don’t 
just follow what others say. A lot will be 
hearsay, but just occasionally, a golden 
nugget of  information may be provided.

Most importantly, I always ask myself  
‘why’? about everything I find out, and 
understanding why the carp get caught in a 
certain area is just as important. Develop a 

above: Some 
signs can be subtle. 
Fizzing like this is 
easy to miss, but 
it’s a sure sign 
of feeding carp. 
Walk the lake, 
watch like a hawk, 
and always be 
prepared to move.

right: easy to spot 
close in, but not as 
easy to see at long 
range. Mudding up 
like this is a sure 
sign of carp feeding 
heavily. Never stop 
studying the water.

beloW right: 
Never ignore the 
margins, especially 
if a strong new 
wind is pushing 
into them.

bottoM: Some 
signs can be 
obvious, like this 
fish which has 
just crashed out.
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deep understanding of  why they behave as 
they do, and it puts you in a good position 
for the next time you’re looking for them. 
As you gain experience, patterns start to 
emerge, and you will get a gut feeling 
about where they will be. I always question 
everything I see and hear at the lake.

If  time permits and you are fishing for 
a night or more, then try to arrive at the 
lake just before first light. Dawn is one of  
the best times to see fish show, and plenty 
of  time can be spent on location; there’s 
no rush to set up before dark. It surprises 
me how many people are eager to get the 
bivvy up and rods out, and they rush the 
most important decisions of  all, which is 
choice of  swim and spots. Doing this can 
often kill their chances right from the start 
of  the session. An hour or two with the 
rods bang on feeding fish is worth several 
days of  fishing in the hope that they will 
eventually turn up. Leave the rods in the 
car and walk and watch – it’s one of  the 
most valuable parts of  fishing. 

In the winter and early spring, when 
the water is cold, as it is now, the fish 
will most likely be tightly grouped up in 

just a few places in the lake, and most of  
the lake will be devoid of  carp. They are 
much less mobile, and often spend weeks 
in the same areas until the water starts to 
warm up. As spring gets under way and 
the temperature rises, they spread out 
more and become increasingly active 
and mobile. So, in cold-water conditions, 
location is more important than ever. If  
you get it wrong, it’s less likely that they 
will eventually come to you, no matter 
how long you wait. On the positive side, 
if  you watch hard enough and see one sign 
at this time of  year, it can lead to multiple 
fish because they are rarely on their own 
and less likely to move away. 

An example of  this was a few years ago, 
when I decided on a winter campaign on 
one of  our lakes. It’s a small lake of  2.7 
acres with around 70 carp present. You 
would think that locating the spots would 
be easy, but that’s not the case. In warmer 
weather, the carp were always easy to find, 
but as winter drew in and we had the first 
few cold frosty nights, the carp’s activity 
levels rapidly dropped and they became 
difficult to find. 

Before my first session, I walked the 
lake a few times at various times of  day 
and night, and didn’t see any signs at all. 
When the time came to fish, I started at 
first light, set up a low chair with a stove 

beloW: a bar close 
to the north bank 
that also provides 
lots of cover. the 
gully between the 
bank and bar is 
about 4ft deep, 
and on this lake 
it’s a holding area 
for the carp during 
the winter period. 
even without 
seeing them, 
it’s an obvious 
starting point.

Middle leFt: a 
47lb mirror caught 
in February this 
year, in very cold 
conditions. the first 
of four fish after 
finding them in one 
of the shallowest 
areas of the lake.

Middle right: 
these lily pads are 
like a magnet to 
the carp when they 
die back in winter. 
it’s surprising 
how much natural 
food they harbour, 
even in very cold 
conditions. the 
snags provide 
additional cover, 
which makes it an 
obvious area to 
watch carefully.

bottoM: as a 
lake freezes, you 
can learn a lot. 
the last area to 
freeze and the 
first area to thaw 
have slightly higher 
temperatures, or 
a flow of water 
through them, and 
the carp are very 
often found there. 
this narrow strip 
of ice-free water 
produced a mid-40 
and a couple of 
30s in the last few 
hours before it 
finally froze over.
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and tea-making stuff, and literally sat there 
and stared at the lake for the whole day. 
Hours went by and nothing moved at 
all, until just before dark when a big old 
mirror poked her head out in a classic 
head-and-shoulder show. It was deathly 
silent, and had I not been looking at the 
spot, I would have definitely missed it. It 
was windy and the ripples from where 
it had shown were gone in perhaps 15 
seconds. I used those 15 seconds to line 
the spot up with a tree on the far bank, 
and then ran down the bank and lined up 
a different tree from a different position 
to try to get a fix on it. 

The spot wasn’t where I expected them 
to be. It was in open water with nothing 
to make if  different from the surrounding 
area. I flicked a rig on the spot because it 
was still just light enough to see, marked 
the line with pole elastic, and put the kettle 
on. Nothing happened all night, and I 
heard and saw nothing more until a few 
bleeps at 11.00 the following morning, 
which indicated that there was life down 
there. I found myself  connected to a 
slow-moving heavy fish, which turned 
out to be a mirror of  just over 50lb, and 
my first fish from the lake. 

To cut a long story short, for the rest of  
that winter, the spot went on to produce 
23 carp, with 12 of  them being over the 
magical 50lb mark, and I tried many other 
areas without success. I believe that most 
of  the carp in the lake were grouped up 
in one small area, and even catching quite 
a few of  them wasn’t enough to move 
them away. For whatever reason, they were 
comfortable to be there. Seeing that one 
show on the first session was the key to 
catching carp for the whole winter. Had 
I rushed to set up, not watched the water, 
and missed it, then things could have 
turned out very differently.

If  I have nothing else to go on, there 
are some simple rules of  thumb that I 
use to try to pinpoint the general area to 
start looking. Of  course, every situation 

is different and angling pressure has to be 
factored in, but many times over the years 
these guidelines have put me in roughly the 
right area to start looking. In cold-water 
conditions, the carp often like to group 
up near features. If  there are any areas of  
old lily beds, where the leaves and stems 
have died back for the winter but the root 
system is still below the surface, then these 
are often magnets for the carp. They are 
slightly warmer, provide cover, and contain 
a surprising amount of  natural food, even 
in the depths of  winter. 

Areas of  Canadian pondweed (Elodea 
canadensis) which have died back during 
winter still have low-lying weed near the 
bottom, and can be very attractive to 
carp for the same reasons. Snags are also 
attractive to the fish in the winter, especially 
if  they are located on the northern bank 
of  the lake. The north bank gets the 
most sunlight and warmth at this time 
of  year, due to the sun being lower in 
the southern skies. In addition, the north 
bank is more sheltered from the cold 
winter northerly winds, but benefits from 
the warmer southerly winds. If  there are 
islands present, the south-facing sides 
of  the islands are usually more attractive 
to the carp than the north-facing sides 
in winter. This is especially so if  bright 
sunny conditions are forecast.

Older gravel pits, which were dug by 
drag-lining, often have lines of  parallel 
gravel bars with shallow water along the 
tops, and deep gullies between them. If  
the wind is strong and blowing across the 
bars, as opposed to parallel to them, then 
these bars cause it to have less effect on the 
overall lake. However, in these conditions, 
the wind influences which side of  a gully 
the carp feel most comfortable. If  the tops 
of  the bars are very shallow and there are 
few breaks, I try to think of  each gully as 
a kind of  self-contained lake. If  I see a 
winter show in this situation, I think it’s 
extremely important to identify which 
gully it’s in. They often spend weeks in 
one particular gully at this time of  year, 
and one show can be the key you are 
looking for.

In winter, if  the wind direction is parallel 
to the bars, then the carp are often at the 
end of  the gully nearest to the north bank. 
In sunny conditions, the slopes of  the 
bars that receive the sun coming from the 
south are sometimes more attractive than 
the slopes with a more northerly aspect. 
If  the bars run approximately east-west, 
then I always look carefully at the gully 
between the north bank and the first bar.

If  you can find an area where several 
of  these features are present, the chances 
that carp are there are even higher. For 

above: Never 
ignore weedbeds. 
the carp love 
them, especially 
during bright 
sunny afternoons 
when the dissolved 
oxygen levels 
will be very high 
in the area.

right: a lovely 
UK linear, caught 
after moving swim 
twice that day. Cut 
the gear down 
and stay mobile.
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example, years ago, I fished a small pit in 
Hampshire, and during the winter, every 
single bite came from one spot. This was 
right in the middle of  the north bank 
where a snag tree was overhanging the 
water. On the edge of  the snags there was 
a small set of  lily pads which had partially 
died back for winter, and all this was in a 
gully between the bank and a gravel bar 
about 10 yards out. The spot for bites 
was a tiny silty strip between the snags 
and the old lilies.

The small number of  carp 
which inhabited this tricky lake 
were probably all held up in 
one group in those snags and 
old pads, and even though I 
never saw a fish show, it was 
predictable where they would 
be. This possibly made the 
winter a better bet than the 
summer, when they were spread out all 
over the place on this lake.

Another very important consideration 
is water depth. Many people say that the 
carp will be in the deepest areas in the 
winter, and this has been kind of  folklore 
for decades, but I think it is wrong. It’s true 
that there is a short period when the water 
initially starts cooling down, that the deeper 
water remains warmer than the shallow 
areas and the carp briefly go deeper, but 
this is short-lived. Temperatures quickly 
even out as the whole water mass reaches 

a similar temperature. 
The duration of  this time period 

depends on the surface area-to-volume 
ratio, and the amount of  mixing caused 
by wind and/or water exchanges if  the 
lake has flow through it. After this short 
period, they quickly move back to the 
shallow areas, and time and time again I 
have found that they often spend most 
of  the winter there. 

In the cold winter conditions, dissolved 

oxygen levels are likely to be high and 
the carp’s requirements low, so oxygen is 
not a key factor. However, temperature is 
everything at this time, and the carp are 
very good at finding their comfort zones, 
where even half  a degree Celsius can make 
a difference. In warm-water conditions, 
their priorities reverse and things are very 
different. I will write about this in a few 
months’ time.

After working out the most likely areas 
to start looking, it comes down to watching 
and listening. Many people take a quick 

walk around and then rush to select their 
swim, but it can pay to spend many hours 
walking and watching in the most likely 
areas. Unless I already know where they 
are for sure, I am always reluctant to set up 
anywhere until I have at least one positive 
sighting of  some sort.

The most important tools are the angler’s 
eyes and ears. Study the most likely areas 
carefully, and always carry polarising glasses 
and binoculars. If  night is approaching 

and nothing is seen, then set 
up with minimal gear in a swim 
with a good view over the most 
likely area, and watch and listen 
as much as possible through 
the night. Set the alarm for just 
before first light and watch, 
especially through the period 
of  dawn into the first couple 
of  hours of  daylight. Personally, 

unless the temperature is below zero, I 
prefer to use a brolly rather than a bivvy. 
It is quick to put up and take down, and 
offers a less restricted view of  the water. 
If  I do use a bivvy, I never zip down the 
door because this isolates me from the lake.

Very often, you can hear carp show at 
night, and sometimes you can see where 
the ripples are coming from, or at least get 
a good idea of  the area. Having the bivvy 
door down makes this much less likely. 
Be prepared to move by mid-morning, 
based on what you see or hear during the 
night. Having minimal gear makes the 
mental challenge to do this much easier. 
If  there are no signs in the night, then I 
usually wind in by mid-morning and use 
the day to carry on walking and looking 
until I see at least one sign.

There are many different signs to look 
for, and they often mean different things.

Crashing Out
Sometimes the carp leave no doubt as 
to where they are by crashing out, which 
makes it easy to see and hear them. In my 
opinion, carp which crash out and flop back 
into the water, and make a big disturbance, 
aren’t always feeding fish. Sometimes they 
are travelling, and sometimes they do this 
over deeper water, staying in the surface 
layers well off  the bottom. 

Head and Shouldering
The fish pushes its head, and sometimes 
up to half  its body, straight up out of  the 
water, and then sinks back the same way it 
came out. This behaviour is very common 
on silty waters, and is often almost totally 
silent, with very little disturbance. Unless 
you are looking at the spot, they are very 

“If there are no signs in the night, then 
I usually wind in by mid-morning and 

use the day to carry on walking and 
looking until I see at least one sign”

bottoM: a 
very big French 
mirror, caught 
many years ago 
now, from a silty 
area where they 
frequently head 
and shouldered. 
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easy to miss. In my opinion, this type of  
show is one of  the best to see because 
the fish is often feeding. They sometimes 
do this to reverse the water flow through 
their gills, and clear a build-up of  silt and 
debris from the gill filaments.

Fizzing and Mudding Up
This especially occurs when the carp are 
feeding in silty areas. The type of  fizzing 
that really interests me is when masses 
of  tiny pinhead bubbles sheet up over 
a biggish area and move around a little. 
Sometimes, little bits of  bottom debris 
are carried up in the water column with 
the bubbles, and become visible on the 
surface. Bigger bubbles coming up in 
the same spot over a period of  time are 
often mistaken as feeding carp, when in 
fact they’re not.

Tail Vortices and Flat Spots
A couple of  other signs that are often 
missed are tail vortices and flat spots. 
In very calm conditions, tail vortices are 
hard to spot, especially at range, until you 
really tune in to the water. This is where 
binoculars are a great help. In shallow 
water, tail vortices are common, especially 
when big fish are present. I will write more 
in the future about the mechanics of  how 
a carp feeds on different types of  food 
items and different types of  lakebed, but 
generally speaking, a 40lb carp feeding 

heavily on naturals in 3ft of  water usually 
produces tail vortices. 

These are tiny swirls on the surface, 
caused by the water below being moved 
around by the tail of  the fish while it holds 
its position, or even digs into the lakebed 
while feeding. If  you get used to seeing 
them at close range, then it becomes easier 
to spot them with binoculars at long range. 
This is one type of  sign that’s easier to 
spot if  there is a gentle ripple, and this is 
because tail vortices change the pattern of  
light ripples. The best example of  this are 
flat spots which can sometimes be created. 
If  you watch an area where the carp are 
feeding in shallow water and there is a 
light ripple present, you often see small 
flat spots occurring. They disappear again 
very quickly and can be missed. They can 
sometimes also be seen in deeper water, 
where carp turn over just under the surface 
instead of  rolling, but these are less likely 
to be feeding fish.

Flat spots are also created by the oil in 
pellets, and other baits being disturbed 
on the bottom by various species of  fish. 
The oil rises to the surface and causes 
the ripple to flatten, sometimes for quite 
a long time. These ‘flats’ can also drift 
downwind from where they originate, 
and appear as a kind of  slick. This can be 
useful for showing that the bait is being 
disturbed, but, of  course, it isn’t always 
by carp. These spots can also show you 

where old bait may still be present from 
previous anglers. Pellets can cause these 
flat spots for days after anglers have left.

Birdlife
Finally, watch the birdlife because it can 
provide valuable information. Mosquitoes 
and other varieties of  fly life start their life 
cycle as bloodworm in the upper layers of  
silt on the lakebed. When they hatch and 
rise to the surface, there is a period where 
they sit on the surface tension until they 
can fly away. During this time, various bird 
species can be seen skimming the surface 
and picking off  the flies. I have often seen 
carp show repeatedly in the middle of  all 
this, and I am sure that they feed heavily 
on bloodworm, and even the flies, as they 
rise through the water. 

These hatches often take place for a 
few days in a localised area, and then a 
different area comes to life some days later. 
If  the area can be identified early, while it 
is still ripe, then it can be very productive, 
but only if  the carp can be weaned on to 
feeding on baits as well as the naturals. 
This is another in-depth subject that I 
will cover in the future.

All the theory, combined with a sighting 
or two, will hopefully find the general area 
where the carp are located. The next step 
is to identify the spots within this area 
where they are most likely to feed, and I 
will cover this in detail next month. Cw

bottoM: a lovely 
Stoneacres mirror, 
which was caught 
after moving to 
the northeast 
corner ahead of 
a forecasted new 
southwesterly wind. 
the carp turned 
up within 6 hours 
of the new wind.


