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CHAPTER ONE – PUMPHOUSE LAKE

The early months of 2025 were very cold indeed, at least they were in Staffordshire, where I live. In fact it had been one of the coldest winters that I could remember, with temperatures falling to zero and below at night on a regular basis, and the daytime temperatures were nothing to shout about either. I had been waiting for a mild spell, so that I could get out on the bank again, but that just didn’t happen. I was checking the weather app on my phone daily, and eventually I saw a slightly warmer period predicted for the Peterborough area, where I had a syndicate ticket on Pumphouse lake. The daytime temperatures were predicted to reach between ten and twelve degrees during the last week of February, and although it was going to be much colder at night, which was far from perfect, it was certainly better than it had been, so I decided to try a three night session. I hadn’t been on the bank since October, so I was desperate to give it a try.

Although I’d had my place on the syndicate at Pumphouse for four years, I hadn’t fished there much, just once or twice a year on average. That wasn’t because I didn’t like it there, because I did, but with me having access to so many other lakes, I just didn’t manage to find the time. The lake is only about six acres in size, and relatively shallow. The fish aren’t huge, with the lake record being just over 36 pounds, but there are probably about a dozen or so thirties in there now, with the average being low to mid-twenties. The lake is not heavily fished, and although there are only eight swims, it’s rare to see more than two or three occupied, even at busy times like bank holidays. I’d caught a beautiful 32 pounds mirror on my last trip there the previous October, and I was hoping that I could get to grips with something similar this time, although in February, that wasn’t going to be easy.

I left home at 5.30 a.m. on Monday 24th February, and after a drive of just over two hours, I arrived at Pumphouse, and was surprised to see that I was the only one there. There is a draw for swims at nine o’clock, if necessary, so I decided to have a look round. I looked in most of the swims, but not surprisingly, I saw nothing at all, and when I got back to the car-park at nine o’clock, there was still no-one else there. I was unsure whether to choose swim number one, or Swan Point, but eventually chose swim one, where I’d fished the previous October. Although it was milder now than it had been for some time, the water still felt very cold indeed, so I knew that it wasn’t going to be easy, and this was confirmed when I looked at the log book, in the lodge. One small mirror had been caught about two weeks before, but apart from that, the word ‘blank’ was written against everyone’s name, for the last month. It was raining steadily, so I was wearing all my waterproof gear, and carried my bivvy to the swim, to set it up first. That way, I hoped that I’d be able to keep most of my tackle dry. A wet sleeping bag certainly wouldn’t be a pleasant way to start my session.

I soon had the bivvy set up with the overwrap on, then walked back to the car to get my tackle, and I was just getting it out of the car, when George arrived. We talked for a few minutes, and he told me that he was going to fish in the Remark swim, but just for the day. Remark always seems to hold fish at this time of the year, but to reach it, you had to push your barrow up a steep muddy slope, and that would be treacherous in these conditions, but because George was only fishing for the day, he didn’t have too much tackle with him, so he hoped that he could reach the swim without any mishaps. We wished each other good luck, and then I took my tackle to my swim. I’d just finished organising everything, when the rain stopped, and there were even a few sunny periods that morning, which was much better.
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Pumphouse Lake

Because I’d fished this swim before, I had a good idea where to place my baits, and using a bare lead on a braided main-line, I soon found two spots which seemed perfect. The position where I expected to place my third rig wasn’t clear, however, and it took about nine or ten casts, before I found a spot that I was happy with. With the water being so cold, I decided to bait lightly, and put just fifty or so boilies over each spot, with a catapult, plus eight small spombs of buckwheat and sweetcorn. I’d wait to see what reaction I got to that bait, over the next 24 hours, and just bait lightly, on a little and often basis, in the meantime. If I started seeing signs of fish, or started getting liners, I could add more bait, but if not, then I’d have to have a re-think.

I was in no hurry to cast my rods, but eventually got my hook-baits into position at about midday. I used a 12mm. yellow pop-up on my left-hand spot, which I hoped might be mistaken for a grain of the sweetcorn that I’d used in my spod-mix. I used a single bottom-bait on my middle spot, with a two-bait stringer, and a 12 mm. orange pop-up on the right. I wasn’t expecting anything to happen, at least not until the night, but you never know your luck. It was great to be back on the bank again, after the long cold winter, even though I realised that my chances were slim, until the water warmed up a bit.

I heard nothing that afternoon, except for a single bleep from my left-hand alarm, at about half-past four, but a coot surfaced above my spot, looking very guilty, so I’m sure that was responsible, and not a carp.

I decided to re-cast the rods about an hour before dark, and this time I used a double bottom-bait on my left-hand spot, an orange pop-up on a hinged stiff rig, on the middle spot, and a snowman presentation on the right. The night wasn’t too bad, with the temperature only dropping to 6 degrees, but the forecast was for the next two nights to be much colder, which wasn’t going to help.

I woke just before first light the next morning, after not having heard a single bleep from any of my alarms, all night, and although that wasn’t unexpected, it was disappointing all the same. I decided to leave my hook-baits in position for the next few hours, hoping that a fish or two might decide to feed, but I did introduce a little more bait that morning. I didn’t put in much, just twenty boilies around each rig, The fish obviously weren’t feeding heavily, so I thought that most of what I’d introduced the previous day, was probably still there, but I hoped that just a few boilies might freshen up the spots a bit.

By half-past ten, nothing had happened, so I decided to re-cast all three rods, all with different hook-baits. I used a 14 mm. wafter, which matched my free-baits, on my left-hand rod, with a two-bait stringer. I used a 16 mm. yellow pop-up, on a hinged stiff rig, on my middle spot, and a 12 mm. pink pepper pop-up, on a D-rig, on the right. The temperature was eight degrees now, but unfortunately it felt a lot colder in the brisk westerly wind.

I made myself some dinner, just after one o’clock that afternoon, and I was just cooking it, when my left-hand alarm burst into life. I saw the indicator lift, and then drop back again, and when I lifted the rod, there was nothing there. Initially I thought that it was a take, but there were half a dozen tufties over the spot at the time, and they all hurried away, so I was sure that they were responsible. At least it was a little bit of excitement, and after re-casting the rod, I went back to cooking my dinner.

That was the last time that I heard anything from my alarms that day, and I got fresh hook-baits into position, well before dusk, which was at about six o’clock that evening. The night was much colder, just like the forecast had predicted, with the temperature dropping to two degrees, but at least it stayed dry, and the wind dropped. Once again, the night was totally uneventful. On Wednesday morning I decided to re-cast my middle rod, but to leave the other two hook-baits in position. I had been using a large 25mm. bottom-bait, wrapped in boilie paste, on that rod overnight, but it hadn’t produced anything, and I thought that it might be a bit too blatant, so I replaced it with a small white pop-up. I had been fishing that hook-bait at about thirty-five yards, but when I made the re-cast, the rig sailed way past the spot. I wasn’t sure what had happened at first, but then I realised that I’d forgotten to wrap the line round my wrapping-sticks and clip up –

Muppet!

It landed well past the spot. But when I felt the lead down, I got a decent drop, which gave me an idea. I tried casting with a bare lead, over towards the far bank, near to the reeds, and the lake-bed felt firm and clear there too. Carp are often attracted to reeds in cold conditions, so I clipped up to that distance, and decided to fish that spot for the rest of the session, using just a single hook-bait, with no free-baits at all. I’ d keep fishing my other two spots, which I’d keep baiting lightly, so I wasn’t putting all my eggs in one basket, so to speak.

It was much colder that day, with the temperature only reaching seven degrees in mid-afternoon, and it was even colder than that, for most of the time. The wind was about ten miles per hour and blowing towards me, so it felt bitterly cold, and there was steady rain too, so I was couped up inside my bivvy, with the door almost shut, letter-box style, so that I could look out at the wintery scene. Unfortunately, all I saw was bird-life, with no signs of any carp at all.

There was a break in the rain at about half-past two that afternoon, so I took the chance to re-cast the rods, all with small pop-up’s. two on hinged stiff rigs, and the third on a combi D-rig. With having seen no signs of carp at all, I decided not to introduce any more bait, thinking that there was probably too much out there already.

My final night of the session was very cold, and once again I heard nothing from my alarms, so I packed up the next morning, feeling rather disappointed. It was late February, so I had hoped that the carp would have started to move about the lake, but after the harsh winter that we had endured, the water was still extremely cold, so it was more like January really, and in retrospect, I wished that I had delayed my session for a couple of weeks.

I would soon be making my first trip of the year, to France, where I’d be spending three nights on the Velodrome at Albert, with my friend Pierre-Jean, followed by five nights at Loeuilly, so I was really looking forward to that. I just hoped that it would be a bit warmer, and that I might get to grips with some of the large mirrors that inhabit those lakes.

CHAPTER TWO – ALBERT

I left home at half-past eight on Thursday evening, 3rd April, and the journey went well at first. Unfortunately, when I had travelled about eighty miles, I saw a sign which said that the M25 was closed ahead, for two junctions, so I`d have to take a diversion. That diversion took me over two hours, before I was able to re-join the M25, and I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that it was the end of my problems. I should have known better, because this is England after all, and I discovered that the M20 was closed too. Fortunately, that diversion only took me fifteen minutes, so I arrived at the channel tunnel with plenty of time to catch my train. The journey through France was perfect, as usual, and I arrived at the Velodrome, in Albert, at seven o’clock on Friday morning. My friend, Corentin, had bought my permit for me, and had promised to meet me there at 7.45, so I had plenty of time to load my barrow, before he arrived. Corentin gave me my permit for the Velodrome, and I gave him some fishing tackle, that he’d asked me to get for him. It was good to see Corentin again. It was quite some time since we’d fished together, and we agreed to do that later this year. There was a north-easterly wind blowing, and although it wasn’t very strong, it felt cold. The forecast was for it to stay blowing from the north-east throughout my stay in France, so I decided to choose a swim on the back of that cold wind, and I knew just the place. It was a swim that I’d fished the previous August, with Pierre-Jean, and he’d caught a carp well in excess of forty pounds.

I hoped that we could do as well this time.

I soon had the bivvy set up, and then started to cast a bare lead on a braided main-line, to try to find three suitable spots to place my hook-baits. It didn’t take me long, and I baited them with boilies of two different sizes, that I’d soaked in lake-water for about thirty minutes, to hydrate them. I find that by doing this, the boilies don’t tend to take on so much of the smell of the silt, and it has worked well for me here in the past. The last time that I’d fished in this swim, there had been quite a lot of weed, mainly Canadian, but this time there was far less. There was quite a bit of blanket weed, however, which could cause me some problems with bait presentation.

After baiting the spots, I decided not to cast my rigs for a few hours, hoping that the fish might gain confidence from feeding on the spots, without any lines in the water. It was hot and sunny that afternoon (22 degrees), so I didn’t think that I was missing much, because conditions were far from ideal.

Pierre-Jean arrived just after four o’clock that afternoon, and I helped him to set up his bivvy, before we sat in the shade, with a cool drink, and talked about our hopes for the session. Pierre-Jean’s wife, Pauline, joined us for a while, and when she left, she took some of my bait, to put into their freezer. That would then be in good condition, for when I needed it at Loeuilly.
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The Velodrome

I finally got my hook-baits into position at about seven o-clock that evening, and baited with a further fifty boilies around each one. I used a large 25 mm. glugged bottom-bait, wrapped with boilie paste, on my left-hand rod, an orange pop-up on a hinged stiff rig, on the middle spot, and two small bottom-baits on the right. Our friend, Nicholas, had arrived that evening, and was fishing at the far end of the lake. Pierre-Jean and I sat talking, with a beer, until dark, but then it was starting to get very cold, so we decided to retreat to our bivvies, and our warm beds, but we wished each other good luck, and hoped that one of us might be disturbed by a carp, at some point during the night.

My alarms had stayed silent that evening, apart from one occasion, when one hook-bait was picked up by a coot, and it stayed the same overnight, with me neither seeing nor hearing any signs of carp.

On Tuesday morning the lake seemed lifeless, and it looked like being another warm day, so I decided to try zigs on two out of my three rods. The water was only about five feet deep in front of me, so I fished the zigs in midwater, one at two and a half feet, and the other at three feet, but I continued to feed all three spots lightly during the day, because I intended to fish all three hook-baits on the bottom, during the coming night.
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