
 

Follow the Leader? by Ollie Pearce 
 
Targeting Carp 
 
Having naturally progressed in my fishing since the age of nine, I turned my attention to targeting carp specifically 
around four years ago and am currently eighteen. This probably seems a relatively short amount of time for a lot of 
you reading this, although the learning curve has been steep throughout and I have learnt a lot through observation. 

 
 
As I experienced the transition period of stepping up the 
tackle I owned, I became confused as to why there were so 
many rods in such high test curves, lines/hooklinks/leaders 
etc like towrope and enormous reels. However, I soon 
realised the casting potential of some rods and the situations 
that a carp angler was often faced with, so temporarily 
became sidetracked. Upon retrieving as much information 
from magazines and online forums, I followed several pieces 
of “advice”, learned new knots and rigs, different ways to 
apply all manner of baits and so on and so forth. However, 
there was one item of tackle in particular that I hadn’t had to 
use or come across before – a leader of some description. It 
became apparent that these (lead core, “safe-zone” versions, 
lengths of fluorocarbon or tubing etc) were an “essential” 
part of modern carp fishing and many of today’s well 
respected anglers couldn’t praise their use enough in several 
carp magazines. Even though I couldn’t get my head around 
them being a necessity and being harder for the carp to spot 
than mainline next to the rig, I naturally had to give them a 
go taking into account the amount of publicity and attention 
they attracted.  
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So, with all of the aforementioned in mind, I visited a local tackle shop and stocked up with various bits and pieces 
including ready made Korda lead core and “safe-zone” leaders, lengths of tubing and fluorocarbon to play around 
with. I experimented with knots and soon visited a local “runs” water. One rod was set up with a running feeder on 
bare, 12lb mainline and the other with around a metre of lead core and a lead clip as seen in the magazines. At the 
time, I caught far more fish on the simpler set-up that I had previously used for catching tench, bream and some 
small carp. However, I persevered with a leader on at least one rod. The sheer popularity of them made me feel as if 
they were essential to catching big carp.  
 
At this stage I was still regularly finding myself visiting WHSmith’s and buying magazines in a bid to learn more. It 
was here that somebody had published the “fact” that most main lines, being of such a thin diameter, would lift the 
scales of fish during the fight. Naturally, I followed suit, not wanting to cause any unnecessary harm to our sought 
after quarry. As a result, I used leaders exclusively, believing that they were a necessity and would benefit the 
welfare of the fish and also my catch rates. To cut a long story short, it was only when I saw one named angler in 
particular (Keith Moors) share his views and findings that main line was in fact far safer than any type of leader. For 
those that don’t know, he owns his own fishery in France and, as you would assume, he wanted to minimise the 
risks and dangers presented to fish particularly in his lake, but also other waters abroad and in the UK. This became 
more apparent when I had heard he was forced to kill and bury an upper twenty because of it becoming tethered due 
to a leader (lead core). Several fisheries up and down the country, some popular and others not so popular have also 
banned lead core or leaders altogether, with Marsh Pratley of Orchid and Chris Logsdon of Mid Kent fisheries being 
prime examples of this. Needless to say, I took a step backwards and went back to the basics of main line straight 



through to the lead set-up. This gave me the peace of mind that due to the rounded, smooth profile of 
monofilament/fluorocarbon lines, the chances of lifting scales and causing any damage would be minimal.  
 
Tethered Fish 
 
The recent horror stories of carp becoming tethered due to leads failing to eject, leaders being trailed or beads 
becoming trapped have only recently opened a few people’s eyes. I therefore feel it is important to pass on both 
other people’s findings and also my own.  
 
Firstly, I am going to relate back to an article I saw written by Simon Crow part way through 2009. For those that 
are unaware, he was fishing and went to reel in during an overnighter. Upon picking up a rod, it immediately went 
heavy and there was a weight on the end that slowly got closer to him as he reeled. His first thoughts were that he'd 
managed to hook into a ball of weed or similar, although upon closer inspection (when netted), it turned out he had 
managed to hook a snag that a fish had become tethered to. This fish was dead because of a "safe zone" leader 
kinking on one of the sections of tungsten which meant there was no way that the hook link could slide off the set 
up. Now, you may well be thinking something along the lines of “That was extremely unlucky and probably won’t 
happen again for a long time”. The point I am getting at is the fact that this proves leaders can quite easily become 
more dangerous underwater than we think, even when set up under the guidance of the manufacturer. How many 
fish in our lakes up and down the country could be decaying on the lakebed attached to a snag via some sort of 
leader without us, as anglers being any wiser? I often hear comments like “This fish hasn’t been seen or caught for 
the last two years and it’s normally a regular visitor to the bank…” and for me, it really does open up a range of 
potential outcomes. Of course these fish may still feed regularly and could have been lost a few times but, on the 
other hand, they could have been tethered for some time too. The combination of coloured water and underwater 
snags alongside fish that haven’t been spotted or caught for some time could certainly set alarm bells ringing. 
 

I feel it is important to emphasise the properties of lead core in 
particular. Lead core can and will kink, twist and wrap around 
underwater obstacles more than any other type of leader. This 
is because of the rough texture and malleability of the lead wire 
inside. Strands of weed can easily be “picked up” by a trailing 
leader and this will cause a build up over a short space of time, 
as I have seen from my own tests carried out. Not only this, the 
‘core inner can also become easily exposed. For example, if the 
leader rubbed against a snag or sharp object during the fight, 
the outer braided sheath can quite easily reveal the ‘core inner. 
This can result in it poking through and causing a potential 
obstruction to any beads that need to slide up and off the leader.  

 
 
 
This protruding lead wire also adds to the element of danger if the leader is being trailed. In the event of a “snap-up” 
or “crack-off”, the kinked wire has a tendency to pick up small strands of weed and suchlike, even more so than a 
length of lead core on its own. 
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The above characteristics of this type of leader just show that, in my opinion, it is definitely not safe when attached 
to the same swivel as the hook link i.e. lead clip or inline. Using lead core on a helicopter set up is safer but can still 
create unnecessary danger. It is important to realise that by tying your lead on with light (3-4lb) monofilament or 
similar here, you will be creating a similar scenario to a lead clip or inline set up. Yes, the fish may be able to ditch 
the lead easily, often on the take, but how does it free itself from the leader in the event of a “snap-up” when there is 
no downward pressure at the lead end because the lead is no longer there? The fish will be attached to the hook link 
and the hook link to the leader, thus creating a near-identical situation to that described previously (lead clip and 
inline). When you consider the majority of carp anglers use hook links in excess of 15lb breaking strain, with 20 or 
25lb more common in some instances, the weakest part of the set up is usually the knot whereby the mainline is 
attached to the leader. Any breakage should therefore occur here unless there is damage further up the main line. 
This would obviously be even worse than a length of lead core alone because a fish could end up towing “x” 
amount of leader plus “x” amount of main line, whether this is monofilament or braid. I cannot stress the 
importance of checking your main line enough and if there are any little “nicks” that could become vulnerable either 
on the cast or during the fight, it is essential to strip the line off and set up your lead arrangement again. After all, 
you wouldn’t want to lose the fish of your dreams for being lazy and at the same time put it in danger, would you?  
   
 
It is important to be aware that for a fish to become tethered, “underwater-tree” sized snags don’t have to be evident. 
Small sticks and twigs or even clumps of weed will regularly be picked up by a fish trailing a leader in particular, 
but there is still a chance of main line alone doing this too, albeit a minute probability in comparison. I am not for 
one minute suggesting we should ban fishing altogether! However, minimising the risks in all situations by 
drastically reducing the additional items of tackle so many of us add to our set ups can only be a good thing, can’t 
it? 
�
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Leader V No Leader & Why? 
 
 
There is of course the argument regarding lead core that it keeps everything pinned down and snug to the lakebed. 
How something as stiff as this product is able to follow the contours of any lakebed is beyond me! Surely a more 
supple material like monofilament or fluorocarbon is far more likely to rest in any grooves or ridges in the lakebed? 
So, with lead core and leaders in general adding more danger to the rigs we cast out, the additional cost of using 
them and the fact that a mono/fluoro line is more difficult to see next to the rig, why not use bare main line more 
often? I can honestly say, since seeing the light and changing myself, I have been fortunate enough to catch a lot 
more fish, haven’t lifted a single scale along the way and have also been able to put more money towards bait!  
 
As we all know, lead core has built up a reputation for being essential with the much talked about chod rig. 
Admittedly, it can be a very efficient and useful rig in situations where it is otherwise deemed difficult to present a 
bait, perhaps in dense weed, for example. I personally think there is still room for improvement here. I would opt to 
use this rig directly on a mono/fluoro main line. I rarely use this rig, but when I do, I set it up like this for two 
reasons – it is safer and I believe it to be more effective. Due to there being no additional knot or weak point in the 
set up, if you inspect your mainline regularly and change it when necessary, the line should always break at the 
knot, which in this case, is where the lead is tied on. This was mimicked perfectly to me on a recent session. The 
situation in which I was casting was quite demanding due to an over hanging tree on the far margin. This required a 
cast with more of a “punch” than normal and although clipped up, I hadn’t quite got the angle of trajectory right. 
Needless to say, my rig ended up in the tree and I was unable to free it from the far side. The clutch was locked up 
and I cautiously walked backwards. Eventually, the line parted and upon retrieval, the top bead (originally 
positioned 1ft above the lead) was still intact and the line had snapped at the knot on the lead, as it should have 
done. Perfect! 
 
 
Secondly, I also believe the rigidness and weight of lead core can decrease the effectiveness/movement of the rig. 
However, if you use mono/fluoro line through to the lead and balance a buoyant pop up (preferably a cork ball 
version) with putty on the swivel, the chances of your hook bait ending up in the mouth of the fish are dramatically 
increased, in my opinion. When this rig is fished on a slack line, the range of movement in the line allows the hook  
bait to be sucked up from a further distance away. I believe lead core can act almost like an anchor point here, 
keeping the short, stiff rig in place and limiting the movement in general, thus resulting in the hook bait not acting 



as naturally as it could. This is where the hinged chod can be more effective than a standard one but fiddly to tie. In 
my opinion the same principle can be achieved by using just your mainline, so long as you incorporate a few subtle 
tweaks. See the diagram for how I set this up. 
 

 
 
 
 
Chod Rig set up: 
Thread on the rubber bead and insert a boilie stop in the bore. This is a Korda bead and a large ESP boilie stop which 
provides enough tension to stop the rig flying back on the cast but will easily slide up the line under pressure from a fish. Next, 
thread on your chod rig (with enough putty added to balance a buoyant pop up, in this case, a fluoro cork ball) and follow it 
with the section of tubing and the rig sleeve accordingly. Now tie on your lead with a Palomar knot. Slide the rig sleeve over 
the top of the lead and poke the length of tubing through the internal bore of the sleeve. This will protect the main line during 
the fight and is needed due to the angle of pressure which makes monofilament alone very susceptible to damage. The bead 
can easily be adjusted in order to suit the scenario in which you wish to present a bait. 
 
 
 
Plastic Fantastic 
 
Artificial baits have become extremely popular, allowing the angler to mimic an almost endless range of alternative 
hook baits. This is all well and good; however, it can also contribute towards putting fish in unnecessary danger. I 
understand that they can be a godsend in waters infested with crayfish and nuisance species but it is well worth 
looking at the other side of the coin, so to speak. Picture the following scenario: 

1) An angler turns up at a fishery and goes to cast out a plastic bait attached to a lead clip set up on a length of 
lead core, not knowing the possible consequences. 

2) The angler in question hasn’t inspected his main line and there is some damage that has gone unnoticed. 
3) On the first cast, the angler’s rig “cracks off” into the lake, resulting in the plastic bait, lead, length of lead 

core and some main line being deposited on the bottom.  
 
The above scenario may well be one that you are familiar with. It is bad enough that the angler has used lead core in 
one of the most dangerous ways, but they have also used a plastic hook bait too. This will obviously not break 
down. So, with the inherent dangers of lead core alone, an ever-lasting hook bait has just been added to the 
equation. This means the rig will remain “active” until a fish picks it up and becomes hooked. If the fish is lucky, it 
will manage to ditch the lot, although this is seldom the case. Using a barbless hook in this situation would be an 
advantage as it would be easier to shed in comparison with a barbed one. If the first fish that is unlucky enough to 
pick up this ticking time-bomb manages to manipulate its lips enough to “work” the hook out, what about the next 
fish that could pick it up? The scenario will be continually repeated. This will result in the chances of a fish 
becoming tethered increasing because the bait will not break down and fish will continue to pick it up out of 
curiosity. These opportunities give the length of lead core (or another type of leader) being used more of a chance to 
lasso or grip on to any type of underwater obstacle that perhaps cannot be seen or isn’t deemed dangerous by 
anglers fishing the venue.  
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I will happily admit to previously using plastic baits on 
some venues, mainly to tip my food baits for some 
additional, visual attraction. However, having realised 
their dangers and having looked into bait making more 
and more, I currently have no use for them in my 
fishing whatsoever. I now make all my own pop ups 
and single hook baits in all manner of colour/flavour 
combinations. By doing this yourself using any of the 
pop up mixes and ingredients on the market, you can 
easily make an endless collection of baits, in varying 
shapes and sizes. I use a range of CC Moore’s pop up 
mixes, colours, flavours and additives. By doing this, 
you will not only be able to ditch the plastic but you 
can also experience the thrill of catching on your own 
hook baits, which can be cheap to make. For example, 
a bag of plain pop up mix, some dyes, betaine and a 
flavour or two and you will be well on your way to 
making plenty of baits for at least a year’s fishing! 
 

 
 
 
Time and a Place 
 
It is good to see some companies including diagrams on packaging giving do’s and don’ts. From memory, I believe 
Kryston have published a diagram stating not to use their lead core with a lead clip or an inline set up. This is only a 
step in the right direction and it is still disappointing to see several magazines publishing rigs using lead core and 
leaders unnecessarily. At the same time, there is demand for leaders and big firms will continue to make them, sell 
them and make a profit on them if there is a market for it! Obviously, though, not all of the responsibility should be 
with the tackle companies. As anglers, we need to think about what we are constructing on the bank side. For 
newcomers to the sport, it can only be confusing seeing the vast array of different rigs and set ups in magazines. 
There is a minefield of information out there for everyone; online forums, books, magazines and articles all have 
their place in educating anglers. However, I feel it would be good to see sponsored anglers only encouraging the use 
of leaders and other items of tackle when they are a necessity and not just to please their sponsor (s). I am not for 
one minute saying that all known anglers do this, but some articles and step-by-step guides often seem more like an 
overly complicated advert to me!  
 
I hope this piece has helped most, if not all of you learn something from both my own and other people’s 
experiences. I feel it can only be a good thing to learn from other people’s mistakes and misfortune in recent times 
and we should naturally progress on from here, learning more and more along the way. Think outside the box a little 
and the rewards are there for the taking. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Be lucky, 
Ollie Pearce 
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