The Fifth Column
The term 'fifth column' originated with a 1936 radio address by Emilio Mola, a Nationalist General during the 1936–39 Spanish Civil War*. It has been loosely used ever since to suggest unexpected, rebel behavior poised against accepted belief.

As on land, so in water and carp offer no exception in their ability to surprise. It was an unseasonable 21 degrees at the beginning of April. The lake I usually fished in North London was dotted with bivvies as I arrived at 7.30 am. Overnight temperatures had risen to about 11 degrees.

Despite this, I noted most anglers were sticking to winter tactics: pva bags tight to the snags, firmly back-leaded to the silted bed. I set up, anticipating some frequent, easy Spring action and blindly followed the same method.
Apart from the odd single, staccato bleep of the alarm and the dawdling to the surface of a slow, slim bream, nothing occurred for hours. And hours. The glint of sunlight fell on ripples driven constantly by a strong breeze. Robins pecked at fallen ground bait on the bank. Coots fought for partners around the site of large island nests.

I cut sides off boillies to leak out flavour and also to kill time. I adjusted rig lengths and dropped a hook size. I switched occasionally to sweet corn, hoping the bigger bream might come in and help me pass the time. I switched to a free running lead and slackened lines a few inches.

Still no results and the fascination with the clement weather began to turn to impatience by three in the afternoon. It's not a competitive, huge commercial lake. It’s a few acres and a few feet deep most places and I could not work out why nothing was coming out.

Except that is, for two anglers on famed peg number one, opposite. The peg is tucked into a corner by reads and overhanging trees. It also has a known, deeper gully just in front of the swim which carp seem to favour when feeding. So much so that in the summer months, a yellow post which stands on the spot wobbles from side to side as frantic carp dig around in the silt below, hitting the post with their fat flanks. I watched the anglers on this peg putting bread and dog biscuit out with a controller float. The fish were coming in now. They had been shy at first but now plenty of biscuit had gone in to the same reedy corner. Here, wind drove just about every bit of surface food from all across the lake, naturally. The combination of factors had been well understood by these two anglers and now fish were being snatched out the margin to about eight pounds. The rest of us sat and stared.

I assumed at first that this method was working only for their corner - because it was an easily controlled distance from the peg. (The rest of us had to cast to the far bank or the middle therefore potentially having to scatter feed too widely). I had also assumed that their method worked only because natural food was settling specifically in that area. I had therefore stubbornly chosen to continue fishing on the bottom, tight to far bank snags like everybody else - still holding to colder water tactics - a legacy of a long, frozen winter.
The more I watched the more I wished I'd brought dog biscuit to float out into the lake. Nobody seemed to be adapting to the conditions. Suddenly the wind dropped.  A mill pond surface settled in front of my eyes and the whole spring habitat was revealed. I noticed an advancing swirl from the far bank at first, making its way into the centre of the lake. I stood to welcome back the lake's colorful water snake which was growing by the year. (Much to the discomfort of any phobias sitting at the pegs). I quickly realised it was a long, black back; sunlight making charcoal of the darker mirrors swimming around. I picked out about seven backs in the water in different places all around the lake. 

I almost shouted 'they're baaack'!

I had noticed earlier that some of my very potent aquaculture pellets were not sinking but floating. So I bodged an approach as best I could to suit the change in conditions. I cast the pellet over the top of my baited area to drawn them in. I waited about twenty minutes to allow other pellets to soak and become certain sinkers. Following this, I then catapulted the sinking mushed balls of mini halibuts into the same spot and crossed my fingers the carp would follow them down now, from the surface to the silt, finding my pva bag of spicy tuna boilies and more pellet under their faces.

I had two screaming runs within twenty minutes and pulled out a lovely yellow, pristine common of about seven pounds followed by a more stubborn, hard fighting mirror of about eight: short, squat and football-like.

Two things learnt instantly: never take the tactics of the last session to the next. Especially in the spring where weather can shift from glorious sunshine to hailstones in minutes. Secondly: the fish are feeding more and becoming fat but nature compensates its own and simultaneously the fish are becoming wiser and more infuriated when caught.

Anglers much more talented than myself walked past my peg as the sun sank, noting their disappointment and surprise at having blanked. I tried to point them to the black shapes on the surface but the wind had returned and the evidence was no longer visible. They viewed the idea with doubt and carried on home.
When I next returned I kept faith for the surface as the temperature had consistently increased during the week in between. It took two hours to build interest amongst the ripples, but soon after I had screaming runs by a central island, the instant biscuit hit the surface. I could see backs, mouths and dorsals circling like sharks around mackerel. The ratchet of the bait runner shrieked out line three times in about fifteen minutes, landing me fish to nine pounds. They fought long and hard, shaking heads and turning upside down over and over in the water as they came in.
But the habits of the fishy fifth column had not yet finished testing out my tactics. I began to notice many of my dog biscuits were sinking and assumed I had to rectify this. I put two on the hair rig to keep them buoyant and spent twenty minutes casting to the activity spots again. Nothing. I cottoned on slowly: the majority of fish were about a foot to two foot under the surface and although they were moving all over the area in the warmer conditions, that's where they were in terms of height: not on the bottom and not on the surface but exactly where my sinking biscuit had hovered in the first place. 
I had seen this once on Regent's Canal when the locks had been unusually inactive and the water had become gin clear. Again, this had been on one of the first really hot days of the year. A shoal of about thirty large bream had hovered in mid water:  hungry after winter but lazy; floating as if astronauts in zero gravity, without so much as a twitch of a fin. Until they saw easy food and attacked it.

So I carried on using my accidentally half sinking biscuit and whereas some anglers blanked, still stubbornly on the bottom with feeders and bags - I finished with twelve fish in the session. 

Even then, the real rebels of the fish world were still to reveal one more surprise. Only nine of those surface-caught fish had been carp. Two were bream. And one - the most delightful miracle of the day for me (because size really isn't everything) was a beautifully conditioned, four pound, olive green tench. 

An angler who had fished the lake man and boy was on his mobile within minutes, to a friend still due on the back: 'Tench on the surface mate, on dog biscuit! It's fishing'!
As he spoke, the one and only coy carp of the lake rolled on its bright, fifteen pound, orange back as it spat out my last cast of the day. I was not disappointed. I packed my gear up knowing that more surprises of the water column lay in wait for the future and from now on I would explore them all and I would never again take a blank day for granted.
* Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fifth_column, 11 April 2011

