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FOREWORD





Some people buy an air rifle especially to control pests, others, having honed their skills on paper targets, look for something more challenging. However you approach live quarry shooting, it certainly is challenging and adds a huge new dimension to your sport. We can’t all afford to stalk a Highland stag but you’d be surprised at the skill it takes to stalk a hedgerow rabbit – and how satisfying a successful stalk can be.


Quite apart from the extra shooting skills that need to be learned there is the supreme challenge of fieldcraft. Getting to know your quarry, think like it and above all respect it.


It will take a lifetime to acquire those skills but with this book you are off to a flying start.


Years of experience are distilled into simple advice that will save you many hours of frustration and help you to get the fullest enjoyment from a truly challenging and engrossing sport. Air gunning is not only the most accessible form of shooting but it is arguably the most beneficial – everything you legally shoot is a pest. So read this book, learn the lessons and enjoy some great sport.


 


Jeffrey Olstead


Head of Publications


British Association for Shooting and Conservation




[image: ]






















INTRODUCTION





Hunting with air rifles is one of the most effective, rewarding and accessible methods of shooting, whether for pest control or the pot. The modern air rifle is quiet and accurate, and suffers less of the restrictions that hamper the ownership and use of more powerful weapons. What’s more, the air rifle hunter’s quarry species – from rabbits and grey squirrels to pigeons and magpies – are regarded as pests. Rather than paying through the nose for the chance to shoot reared game on some grand estate, the airgun shooter is often called upon to control pests that are causing problems for farmers, gamekeepers and foresters, so shooting usually comes for free.


By and large, air rifle hunting is widely available and easily accessible. And, if you’re setting your sights on rabbits or pigeons, there’s the added bonus of a free meal made with some of the tastiest and healthiest free-range meat you could wish for.


Accessible as it may be, the right to shoot should always be regarded as a privilege that is paid for by showing respect for your quarry. The air rifle hunter out controlling rats and feral pigeons on the farm shares the same obligation to ensure a swift, humane death for his quarry as the stalker pursuing deer on the hill. Compared with the stalker, the airgun shooter is feebly armed but the tool of his trade is deadly accurate. Modern air rifles are capable of grouping shots inside a circle the size of your thumbnail at ranges of up to 50 metres, and beyond; it is the shooter who provides the weakest link in the chain. Discipline and self-control are vital attributes, for the air rifle hunter must hone his skills on the target range and then, depending on his ability and conditions on the day, decide when to take or leave a shot at live quarry.


But long-range marksmanship is not the be-all and end-all of hunting with air rifles – far from it. The greatest skill, and greatest thrill, of this engaging sport is getting close to your quarry. By mastering the art of fieldcraft and understanding the habits and foibles of the wild creatures he wishes to target, the air rifle hunter will undoubtedly enjoy greater success in the field. Mastering the 50-metre shot is beyond the abilities of many, but getting to within 25 metres of your quarry is achievable by more or less anyone who’s prepared to learn.


My first book, Hunting with Air Rifles – The Complete Guide, provides an overview of all aspects of the sport: from choosing your gun, clothing and ammunition, becoming a proficient shot and understanding the law of airgun ownership, to hunting techniques, game preparation and cooking recipes. Some of the passages on airgun law and ethical hunting are echoed in the following pages, and for that I make no apology. Although they may not be the most exciting chapters, they contain vital information to keep you on the right side of the law. The main intention of this book, however, is to delve deeper into the lore of fieldcraft – the deadliest weapon in any hunter’s arsenal.


Unlocking the secrets of the relationship between wildlife, the countryside and the ever-changing seasons is what separates a good hunter from a great hunter. Unlike the pheasant shooter, the air rifle hunter has to pit his wits against the finely-tuned senses of wild creatures that run the gauntlet of survival every day. These animals don’t have the luxury of a protective gamekeeper to provide their meals and eradicate the species that prey on them. The wild animals the airgun shooter targets live on their wits to avoid the perils of predation and starvation on a daily basis. That is why they are so wary and cunning.


The habits of wild creatures – quarry species included – tend to be dictated by the urge to feed, breed and survive, and the way they achieve this is greatly influenced by seasonal changes, which include the weather and the availability of food. These patterns change with the seasons – and often far more frequently. The annual cycle includes the hot, dry days of summer, the abundance of the autumn harvest, the harsh days of winter and the return of life to the countryside in the spring. Knowing how to predict animals’ reactions to these changes enables the hunter to ensure that he’s in the right place at the right time.


Why are fields that were grey with woodpigeons yesterday deserted today? Why do I never see rabbits in the fields where I shoot despite the obvious signs of their presence? The answers to such questions are obvious when you understand the changing patterns of the countryside and the creatures that live in it. Nature provides all the necessary clues – it’s just a case of knowing where to find them and how to read them.


Through this book, I hope to provide a seasonal guide that will help you not only to pre-empt what your quarry is doing and where it’s doing it, but also to ensure that you have a deeper understanding of fieldcraft. This refers collectively to the skills – from stalking and ambushing to hide building and decoying – that enable a hunter to fully exploit opportunities when they arise. To me, fieldcraft also refers to a state of mind or, more specifically, trying to think like your quarry would. Through observation and experience, you should be able to adopt the mindset of the wild creatures that you pursue, and therefore give yourself a better chance of pre-empting their whereabouts, their strengths and, most importantly, any weaknesses that you might be able to exploit.


Of course, like so many things in life, hunting trips don’t always go exactly to plan. Sometimes nothing seems to work and sometimes you get lucky, but I like to think the harder you try, the luckier you get.
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SPRING







It’s always a pleasure to spend time in the countryside during the spring months.


The days are getting longer and warmer, and the extra sunlight teases out the first early blooms from bulbs and blossom and then a lush new covering of fresh green foliage in the woods and hedgerows.


 


As idyllic as English springtime can be, the villains of the countryside will be up to their mischief: magpies and crows will be hunting out easy pickings from the nests of songbirds, and grey squirrels will be doing the same – plus stripping bark from trees to further supplement their diet with sweet, syrupy sap. The hunter’s springtime priorities are more likely to lean towards pest control than filling the pot.








Outwitting corvids with an owl decoy


Springtime always brings a frenzy of activity to the countryside. The gradually warming rays of sunshine have at last broken the grip of winter, bringing a flush of new growth and a flurry of nesting activity. It’s not all sweetness and light, though; survival of the strongest is the natural world’s mantra throughout the year and scavengers (corvids in particular) will be raiding the new nests in search of a free meal.


The corvid family is a cunning and villainous clan, and the eggs and young of songbirds form a large part of their diet. Crows and magpies are the worst offenders and, being such intelligent birds, they quickly learn to exploit this protein-rich food source as the nesting season gets underway in spring.


Look along prominent trees in the hedgerow or on the woodland edge, and you’ll see corvids sat like silent sentries. As well as looking out for danger, these birds are also studying the routines of their neighbours. They’ll have noticed the hen blackbird flitting back and forth to dense shrubs with nesting material in her beak. When the strands of grass are replaced by worms and grubs, the corvids will drop in for a closer investigation in the hope of finding that precious clutch of turquoise eggs. Sometimes crows and magpies are more patient and wait until they can hear the calls of hungry chicks – they know that fledglings make for an even more nourishing meal than eggs.


Anyone who harbours any doubt about the threat that crows and magpies pose to other birds should study their beak and talons. The beak of these corvids is broad and powerful; perfectly adapted for smashing eggshells to expose their contents, for disembowelling even fairly large fledglings, and for tearing through the flesh of weak young lambs. Their claws are long, curved and sharp; evolved as much for tackling prey as for clinging to branches or scratching around for worms and beetles. Crows and magpies will often use their strong claws to secure their prey while that powerful, stabbing beak gets to work. Sheep farmers will vouch for the fact that these tools make short work of the tender flesh of newborn lambs.


Intensive farming and the continual loss of wildlife habitat to housing and industrial development means that wild songbirds in particular need all the help they can get these days. Ironically, scavenging birds such as crows and magpies tend to do better close to man than many other bird species – you’ve probably seen them grabbing the biggest chunks of bread from your bird table before the smaller birds get a look-in. In fact, corvids positively thrive in urban fringe areas where they get fat on man’s waste – scavenging from refuse sacks and any other free meals they happen across. In this environment, they cause even more devastation to struggling songbird colonies, which already have to contend with domestic cats and a perilous lack of habitat. Add to this the costly damage caused to commercial shoots when the vulnerable eggs and chicks of ground-nesting pheasants and partridges succumb to greedy corvids, and there’s a clear case for controlling numbers of these devious pests.


The one thing that strikes me when I talk to other shooters is the fact that many of them have such a high regard for the intelligence of crows and magpies that they tend to feel beaten before they even start. While I certainly agree that corvids are incredibly clever birds and are about the most cunning air rifle quarry you could expect to encounter, there are plenty of ways for the thinking shooter to outwit them.


Most importantly, and in spite of all the folklore that surrounds them, we must remember that corvids are only birds – albeit very artful birds. Some shooters I have met talk as if crows and magpies do nothing except read shooting books and magazines. These people appear to be under the illusion that corvids know every trick the shooter has up his sleeve and that they spend every waking minute worrying about being shot – they don’t.


Relative to most birds, corvids do tend to work things out pretty quickly. They do have a strong survival instinct and, from my experiences, they certainly seem to be able to recognise a danger if they’ve managed to escape it in the past. We hunters need to keep sight of the fact that corvids’ strong instincts can also be their downfall, and that we, or most of us, are capable of being far more artful and cunning than any bird.
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A decoy little owl can prove irresistible to territorial crows and magpies.








But corvids don’t just face danger in the shape of humans; they run the gauntlet against natural predators. And, because they are habitual nest-robbers, corvids are well aware of the threat that predatory birds pose to their own broods. Consequently, they become incredibly territorial at this time of year and are very defensive of their own nesting sites – this is an instinct that can easily be exploited.


Place a decoy owl or hawk in their territory during the nesting season and corvids will soon rush in to mob it – it’s a classic springtime tactic. Get yourself in the right place, and you’ll soon learn that crows and magpies aren’t always as clever as some people would have you think they are.


The obvious starting point for this sort of hunting is finding a place where crows and/or magpies have set up residence so you can ensure that your decoy is in the right place. The edge of a wood or copse is always a good bet. Look for solitary crows’ nests towards the uppermost branches of the loftiest trees – they particularly like a big, sturdy oak or ash. On more open ground, look for the same type of trees growing in hedgerows and you’ll probably locate a nest or two. Magpies don’t nest so far from the ground and favour thick, overgrown hedgerows with plenty of spiky cover. The large, tangled ball of twigs that constitutes a magpie’s nest can often be found deep inside a hedge or spinney of overgrown blackthorn.


I then like to find a fairly open area close to the nest to site my decoy, so it really grabs the attention of passing birds. In my opinion, smaller owl decoys don’t stand out enough if they are just plonked on the grass, so it pays to use something like a dead branch or fencepost as a perch and attach them with wire or string – this will help it to catch the eye of corvids as they drift by. The bigger owl decoys available from most shooting suppliers can be put straight on the ground, where they’ll soon be spotted and investigated. Whichever model you opt for, make sure it is well secured because corvids can get rather boisterous when presented with an unwelcome guest. With bigger decoys, it can pay to jam a sturdy stick into the ground and slide the hollow base over it so they don’t fall over if they receive a swipe from an irritated crow.


A great way to add to the impact of your owl decoy is to place a dead magpie at its feet. I’ve tried placing crow and magpie decoys nearby but, although they help to create the impression of a mobbing in action, they don’t create anything like the hysteria that a corpse does. Either hang on to a magpie from a previous hunt (they keep well in the freezer if you share your home with a very understanding person) or wait until you shoot one on the day to make it look like the owl has been caught red-handed. There’s no need to be fussy about setting up the dead bird neatly. In fact, you want it to look ruffled – preferably belly-up – as if it’s just been bumped off by the offending owl. This scenario will usually (and understandably) get passing corvids rather agitated.
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Decoys with piercing yellow/orange eyes will aggravate corvids the most.








When choosing your owl decoy, the single most important thing to consider is its eyes. The whole point of using these decoys is to provoke an attack from crows or magpies as they try to defend their nesting territory and, for some reason, they seem to be most aggravated by the imitation owls with the most piercing eyes. Ignore the decoys that have their eyes painted on and go for the ones with staring eyes made from glass or clear, shiny plastic. The best ones have bright yellow eyes with starkly contrasting jet-black pupils.


One of my favourite places to set up such a decoy is in the corner of a field. What I do is set up my decoy owl just out from a likely stretch of hedgerow or woodland edge and then ambush incoming birds from the adjacent hedge, providing there’s a safe backstop. Magpies tend to come bouncing along the hedgerow, squawking and clucking at the intruding owl, and fail to notice me lurking on the opposite side of the corner.


We’re dealing with sharp-eyed quarry here so a hide is a useful way of keeping out of sight. Don’t bother with the tent-style pop-up hides, though, because they’ll be spotted and avoided. Opt instead for a discreet net hide, draped in front of your shooting spot and dressed with surrounding weeds, such as ivy and nettle stems, to help it blend in with the background. If you don’t have time to construct a convincing hide, it’s often better to do without. One thing crows and magpies are very good at is spotting changes in their surroundings and they will notice and shun a hide unless it is very well dressed with vegetation. If it’s possible, a natural hide is an even better option that will provide you with an even less conspicuous hiding place. Crawl under the hedgerow, into a ditch or hide yourself among the shrubs or behind a fallen tree and you’ll soon disappear from view once you’ve hidden your human features with a camouflage headnet and gloves.


For best results, it pays to visit the day before you intend to shoot to either establish a natural hide or build your own. This way, you’ll cause very little disturbance when you arrive for the hunt – all you’ll have to do is set out your decoy and slip into the cover.
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Weaving a net hide into natural cover is an effective way to keep hidden from sharp-eyed corvids.








The response to this sort of ambush is usually pretty quick. When corvids spot a bird of prey in their territory they become very agitated and rapidly lose their natural caution. Birds will flight-in, bellowing at the imitation owl as they swoop back and forth. Before long, one will make the mistake of landing in a nearby tree or (if they’re feeling particularly brave) pitching on the ground for a closer look. A crow will often open out its large wings and drift down just beyond the decoy to survey it from a seemingly safe distance, but at other times the reaction will be so violent that your imitation owl will be struck by an angry corvid – mine have also had the occasional kicking from passing buzzards!


Magpies tend to arrive in a chattering group, with birds bouncing and flitting in all directions in a black and white blur. Whether your decoy attracts crows or magpies, the noisy reaction of threatened corvids is often so vocal that others will home in to see what all the fuss is about.


The unfolding scene can often be one of complete bedlam with crows and magpies joining the mobbing. Watch the birds and wait until one settles long enough for you to drop it with a shot to the head. As is often the case with corvids, the death of a bird can often provide the hunter with further opportunities as the rest of the clan spiral into a frenzied panic. Rather than doing the sensible thing and flying away from the perceived danger, the remaining birds get even more bold and noisy, and will often land right next to their fallen comrade. Stay calm and shoot with composure and you should be able to bag a few before the rest eventually wise up and clear off.
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Get the groundwork right and corvids should venture within range of the air rifle.








Unsurprisingly, the corvids’ tendency to mob birds of prey includes the real thing. Therefore, it pays to make yourself ready if you come across an owl, kestrel, buzzard or other raptor when out shooting. Buzzards are very common in my neck of the woods and I’ve often managed to bag a bonus crow or two by simply keeping still and watching whenever I come across them. Most of the time it’ll just be a bunch of crows dive-bombing a buzzard while it soars high overhead; there’s no chance of a shot in this instance. Sometimes though, a buzzard or sparrowhawk will swoop into a nearby tree when I’m hunting in the woods. Keep still and quiet and it’s surprising how often corvids will turn up to heckle these majestic predators – I’ve also witnessed grey squirrels having a go. Similarly, shooters should be prepared for crows and magpies to arrive on the scene if there’s a fox around. You’d think they’d have more sense than to attempt to mob such a big animal, but there have been numerous occasions when I’ve watched crows harassing foxes and I’ve even seen magpies tweaking their tails.
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A good bag of crows taken using decoy tactics on a spring morning.








Back to the decoying, as with most things in life, it doesn’t always go to plan and there will be days when your plastic owl is flatly ignored. If there is absolutely no response within an hour, it is usually because the trap has been set in the wrong place. This is one advantage of using natural cover instead of a hide because you can travel light and easily move on to target several areas during the same session.


You quickly get a feel for the sort of places that are worth targeting – actually spotting birds is a big indication. Either way, when this method goes to plan it doesn’t take long to realise that crows and magpies aren’t always as smart as many people think. They aren’t stupid, though, and survivors will learn to recognise the decoy and treat it with caution after it’s been deployed once or twice on the same ground. When that happens, it’s time for a change of tactics.


The fake nest trick


As I’ve already mentioned, eggs and chicks are an important part of the spring menu as predators and scavengers strive to build up their own reserves after surviving the perils of winter. Although the nest-robbing habits of corvids make them very unpopular with those of us who like to see wild birds thrive (as well as making them despised by gamekeepers who struggle to protect the vulnerable nests of pheasants and partridges), their inability to leave any nest unmolested can prove to be their own downfall.


By rustling up a simple fake nest to give the impression of a nesting site, the hunter can draw magpies, crows and often jackdaws too, to within range. It is a very useful ruse that I’d overlooked for a while, until I was reminded of its effectiveness during a woodland foray a few years back.


I was spending a fruitless morning in pursuit of squirrels, and couldn’t help noticing the exceptional number of magpies that were flitting and squawking along the outer edge of the woods. The frenzy of nesting activity brought about by a recent spell of warm weather after a long, cold winter was, no doubt, exciting them. The problem was I couldn’t get close enough to the black and white bandits to get a shot.


A hasty rummage through my backpack revealed a fresh flask of coffee, some very old cereal bars and other long-forgotten odds and ends, but not the magpie or owl decoy I knew I needed.


While racking my brains for a plan, I remembered that the farmer kept chickens in his garden, so I nipped back to the farmhouse and cajoled a few eggs for my trap. Two hours later I’d accounted for a brace of magpies, and I reckon I’d have had more if I’d had a magpie decoy. That session was a great reminder of just what a draw a fake nest can be, and I’ve used the method frequently since.
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A simple fake nest can be very effective when scavenging corvids are hunting out a free meal.








As with using an owl decoy, I don’t always go to the trouble of making a proper hide when using a fake nest to draw in crows and magpies. Although you can make good bags from a hide if you put yourself in the right spot, it can pay to stay mobile because these tactics generally only attract corvids that are already in or passing by the immediate area. Sometimes all you need to do is hole-up in the undergrowth, pop off two or three corvids (hopefully), and then move on to another spot. With crows and magpies being so sharp-eyed, it pays to wear full camo and keep your face and hands covered.


Unlike when using the owl decoy, you don’t have to find the corvids’ nesting site to get the best results from this attractor. You just need a relatively open area so you can set up the nest where passing birds will get a good eyeful of the bait. It usually works best close to the woodland edge or hedgerow that the corvids are patrolling and comfortably within range of wherever you’re hiding.
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One or two decoys will encourage competitive corvids to investigate a fake nest.








Creating the nest is very simple: I just scrunch up a handful of twigs, dry nettles or cow parsley stems and place them on the ground to form the base. Then, I take a good handful of dry grass and twist it into a ring to create the outer rim of the nest – plonk this onto the base and you’ll be amazed at how realistic it looks. For the finishing touch, nestle two or three eggs into your lovingly prepared nest. It’s even more irresistible to greedy crows and magpies if you crack one of the eggs to reveal the rich, golden yolk.


Although I didn’t have a magpie decoy with me when I resorted to scrounging eggs from the farmer, it can really add to the attraction. The black and white plastic deek will catch the eye of passing birds and draw their attention to your trap. Secondly, the resident corvids will rush towards the nest with even more haste, and with much less caution, if they think an outsider might get there first. Corvids become less cautious when there’s a free meal going, but they can become positively reckless if you introduce some competition.


When it comes to selecting crow and magpie decoys, I’ve yet to be entirely convinced by the flat-pack varieties. On the plus side, these deeks are light and compact to carry and are usually printed in photographic quality with incredibly lifelike plumage. The trouble is, as good as they look when viewed from the side, I can’t get past the notion that they must look incredibly one-dimensional from above. By and large, I prefer the bulkier full-bodied decoys and like to ensure that the colourings are bold and eye-catching – especially the white on my magpie decoys. The traditional plastic finish still seems to work as well as ever, although the texture of flock-coated ones does look more realistic. Whatever you go for, try to keep them clean because sharp-eyed corvids don’t expect to encounter muddy birds.


A standard plastic magpie decoy usually works perfectly well, but I’ve been trying something much less subtle over the last couple of seasons, and results have been mixed. Sold to me as The Ultimate Magpie, this curious decoy caught my eye while I was browsing trade stands at a game fair. It’s a typical flock-coated magpie deek but it has large foam wings that slot into grooves in its back – it was such an attention grabber that I had to give it a try. The big, outstretched wings give the impression of a magpie flying in to land, and it can be mounted on a springy stick so the occasional puff of wind provides an injection of life and sets it bobbing. While this elaborate decoy certainly doesn’t go unnoticed by passing corvids (even when there’s no wind to get it moving), birds can sometimes be a little wary of the bizarre-looking creature. It doesn’t fail to attract attention from crows and magpies but they sometimes appear to be somewhat intimidated by it, and occasionally refuse to venture too close. It’s not a problem if there’s a sitty tree nearby, though. Inquisitive birds have often made the mistake of landing in such a tree so they can observe the freaky decoy without having to land near it – I simply pop them off while they’re gawping from the branches.


This urge to perch above a potential meal before they commit to landing on the ground can be exploited to make magpies offer clearer shots to the hidden shooter. If there’s not a suitable sitty tree for birds to land in and be shot from, I’ll sometimes stick a dead branch in the ground to create one. You want a fairly sturdy branch that’ll stand three or so feet off the ground and won’t fall over if one or two magpies pitch on it. More often than not, incoming magpies will swoop onto your perch to survey from above, rather than plopping straight onto the deck. Presented like this, magpies are a lot easier to shoot than when they’re hopping about on the ground, and it’s also helpful in places where long grass, docks, thistles or nettle stems would otherwise obscure your shots.
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A basic rattle made from a film canister and airgun pellets can be used to mimic the chattering call of a magpie.
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Set up within range of one or two ‘sitty’ trees and you should be able to snipe corvids as they survey the scene below.








I sometimes use a homemade magpie caller to turn heads towards the fake nest. This very basic rattle was made by simply tipping a dozen or so heavy .22 pellets into an old 35mm film canister and then snapping the lid back on. I’ve tried the time-honoured method of rattling a box of matches but it just doesn’t make enough noise: the matchbox generates little more than a faint patter, whereas the plastic canister and weighty pellets really do emulate the clack of an agitated magpie.
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Even with the cover of a hide, a headnet and gloves will improve the hunter’s chances of going undetected.








It’s surprising how good this caller is at grabbing the attention of passing magpies, and crows too. I usually give it a few quick rattles and then wait until I hear a bird in the distance. When I get a response, I use the rattle to mimic a chattering call. It’s worth easing off with the rattling when the birds get close, though, because it can draw attention to your whereabouts. As I’ve frequently found, it pays to keep this caller handy – either in your backpack or in a pocket of your shooting jacket – but it’s a wise move to tip the pellets out and keep them separate until it’s called into action. Having a rattle in your pocket is a distinct disadvantage when you’re hunting on the move.


Incoming corvids can appear literally anywhere when drawn to a fake nest, and the action can become quite frantic. Sometimes the birds hang back and observe the scene from afar, which is why it pays to have an obvious sitty tree within range. This provides edgy crows and magpies with an apparently safe place from which they can inspect the nest of eggs; make sure the tree is within range of your gun and it won’t provide them with the sanctuary they expect. On other occasions, especially when you incorporate a decoy, the birds will rush straight in, and you’ll find yourself shooting them on the ground. There have been times when I’ve had to compose shots very quickly to stop them from snaffling back the yolk.


Fortunately, you don’t have to rely on the presence of laying hens and the generosity of farmers to furnish your fake nest. I keep hens of my own and pack a couple of eggs when I’m planning to use this method. Alternatively, shop-bought eggs are hardly expensive, so raiding one or two from the fridge at home won’t break the bank. If you really want to be prepared for some impromptu corvid control, you could even carry one or two fake eggs along with your film canister. Shops that sell farming supplies tend to sell clay or rubber eggs used by poultry keepers to encourage hens to lay in the right place. I’ve also seen some very convincing plastic eggs in toy shops – if you’ve got children, they’ve probably got just the thing in their play kitchen. Artificial eggs may lack the alluring yolk of the real thing but at least you’ll be ready to capitalise on unexpected opportunities.
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This magpie tried to scoff the contents of a fake nest and paid the price.








Avoiding April showers


If there’s one thing you can count on during a springtime shooting session, it’s an unexpected downpour when you really don’t want it. Net hides and natural cover don’t offer a great deal of protection from the elements, but there is an inexpensive solution to the problem.


Tent-style, pop-up hides are one option but I have never got on particularly well with these. Although such shelters are relatively easy to transport and very quick to assemble, I’m not convinced by their camouflage properties. Most of them are big and boxy, and their bold, straight edges tend to stand out like a beacon unless you go to great lengths to dress them with branches and weeds to make them blend in – and even then they’re so much more conspicuous than a net. Above all, pop-up hides don’t tend to come cheap, and I don’t think they represent particularly good value for money.


However, a cheap fishing umbrella can quickly be converted into a shooting hide and will almost certainly provide better waterproofing than a pop-up hide. Most fishing shops sell economy versions of these big brollies for little more than £20, but you should be able to find something even cheaper at a car boot sale or on the internet.


Open up your fishing umbrella and push the spike into the ground, and you’ve got protection from the rain wherever you want it. Set it up against a dark backdrop so you aren’t silhouetted against light glowing through from the back, and all you have to do is throw a camouflage net over the top and weave in a few weeds to make it disappear into the background.
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Build your hide around a large fishing umbrella and sport can continue regardless of April showers.








April showers will never again blight your springtime shooting and, for their price, fishing umbrellas make pretty good frames for net hides whatever the weather. Of course, they really come into their own when there’s rain forecast, and you can incorporate them into natural cover to keep you hidden and dry during all kinds of hunting scenarios.


The roving squirrel shoot


The arrival of spring brings with it a rush of activity among woodland creatures, and that certainly includes grey squirrels. Although these rodents don’t hibernate through the winter, as many people mistakenly believe, they certainly venture out more when the temperature begins to rise.


To capitalise on the increased activity, the springtime squirrel shooter has to act fast. The warmth that is causing a frenzy among the animals is also gradually awakening the dormant trees. The sap is beginning to rise, pert green buds are forming and before long there will be a flush of new leaves. The thickening foliage makes it tricky to spot hiding squirrels before they see you approaching and bolt for their dreys or hollowed-out trees, so hit them hard before the canopy closes in.


Most shooters and country people don’t need to be reminded of the costly damage that this fluffy little rodent is capable of. Squirrels are omnivorous, which means they’ll eat pretty much anything, although tree sap rates very high on their menu through the spring and summer months.


Their lust for tree sap is what makes squirrels so unpopular with foresters. The sharp-toothed rodents strip away swathes of bark from tender young trees so they can lap up the sap as it bleeds down the trunk. In extreme cases, this ‘barking’ can kill trees, but even minor cases result in deformed specimens with reduced timber value. If there are grey squirrels in the woods where you shoot, take a look at younger trees (especially sappy species like maple) and you’ll probably see the gashed scars or dead tops that result from squirrel damage. Squirrels also like to nibble at tender young shoots, which can be equally destructive to growing trees.


It is no coincidence that this rush of squirrelly activity also coincides with the start of the nesting season. Many people assume that the bushy-tail’s diet doesn’t extend very far beyond nuts and berries, but the squirrel is a surprisingly aggressive predator. Plant matter forms just a tiny part of the grey squirrel’s diet and they’ll gladly supplement it with something meatier whenever the opportunity presents itself. Nesting season is just getting into full swing and squirrels will already be adding eggs to this season’s menu. Later on, when any remaining eggs have hatched, squirrels will use their powerful bark-stripping teeth to tuck into any defenceless young songbirds they encounter on their nest raids.
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This tree shows the all too common damage caused by bark-stripping squirrels.








Grey squirrels are only a relatively recent species to be introduced in the UK and their rapid spread across the country is having a significant impact on native wildlife. Ornithological surveys have found that their high-protein, nest-robbing binges are having a devastating effect on songbird populations. Ground-nesting game birds also fall prey. As a result of their destructive habits, grey squirrels are despised by foresters and gamekeepers alike. Even so-called nature lovers who have traditionally had a soft spot for the fluffy grey squirrel are beginning to acknowledge the impact its predatory exploits are having on vulnerable wild songbirds.
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Early morning is a productive time to drift through the woods in pursuit of squirrels.








Their instinctive urge to search out food usually means that squirrels extend their range considerably in the spring, so you can expect to encounter them virtually anywhere on your woodland shoot. For this reason, I like to stay mobile when targeting grey squirrels in the woods during warmer weather. It enables me to cover a reasonable amount of ground, which will often reveal interesting areas for future investigation – it also helps to keep the gnats and midges at bay. Above all, shooting on the move is a great excuse for taking a stroll in the woods at the time of year when they’re at their most beautiful. It’s always important to concentrate on the job in hand, but don’t forget to soak up your surroundings; the sight of the bluebells and the intoxicating aroma of wild garlic as the tender plants are crushed underfoot. Having permission to experience an unfettered roam through the woods is one of the hunter’s greatest privileges, so never take it for granted.


A few words of warning for when you’re enjoying the springtime woods: it can be as slippery as hell underfoot. Spring flowers that sprout from bulbs, and bluebells in particular, contain a lush, syrupy slime that can convert the woodland floor into a skating rink when you plant a clumsy boot onto them. I’ve lost count of the times that I’ve fallen foul of this devious little trick of nature’s: suddenly whizzing along on my heel with the other foot still in the air as I struggle to regain my balance. Most of the time it amounts to little more than an alarming wobble that leaves me charged with adrenaline and thankful that I didn’t end up on my backside or with the barrel of my gun stuffed in the ground. It’s something well worth being mindful of on flat ground and downright cautious of when scaling steep slopes. It may even spare you the embarrassment of having to own up to spraining your ankle by slipping over on a bluebell!


Camouflage clothing is an asset for the hunter on the move but I don’t regard a headnet as essential in this situation because squirrels are not as wary as crows or pigeons. Although a headnet may help to keep biting flies off your face, it will reduce your field of vision and also cause you to overheat when trekking through the woods on warmer days.


One big problem with woodland stalking in the spring is that the ground tends to get rather wet from the April showers. Where you got away with a tough pair of trainers on dry, crisp winter days, you will probably need to wear boots to keep your feet dry now. This makes it a bit harder to creep along, but at least the damp leaves are softer and less crackly, and it’s better than squelching around in soggy socks.


When stalking squirrels, I make very slow progress through the woods and stop every five to ten metres to carefully scan the trees above and ahead. Progress is slow because you have to keep shifting your gaze from the treetops to the ground. Scour the woodland floor for any dead twigs, leaves and other debris that may crack under your feet and give away your presence. And remember also to watch the ground ahead for any foraging squirrels – they spend a surprising amount of time on the deck.
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Hunting on the move is a great way to familiarise yourself with your shoot. Promising areas can be earmarked for investigation on future visits.
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The author steadies his aim as an opportunity arises during a spring morning squirrel shoot.








The trick is to spot squirrels before they spot you; startled bushy-tails tend to bolt for cover, although they occasionally pause long enough to offer a shot. A good ruse is to locate an oblivious squirrel going about its business and then make maximum use of any available cover or shade to close in until you’re within range. Sometimes, it’s just a matter of standing still and waiting patiently until an unsuspecting squirrel wanders within range as it scampers among the undergrowth, or scurries from branch to branch among the treetops.


Stationary squirrels can easily go unnoticed, both in the trees and on the ground, so you really have to keep your eyes peeled. Study the woodland carefully every time you pause, and watch out for the tell-tale flick of a bushy tail or a squirrel-shaped outline where branches fork off from the main trunk of a tree. Of course, squirrels are easier to spot when they’re on the move: watch for swaying branches and listen for the click of their claws on bark or the rustle of their feet on the woodland floor. Locating squirrels is a knack that improves with experience. As time passes, you’ll instinctively learn where to look and how to spot little signs, like the silvery tail poking out from behind a distant bough or the gentle swish of a springing branch.


When a shot presents itself, try to go for the head – it’s the most reliable place to cleanly dispatch these robust animals with a sub 12ft.lb air rifle. If the squirrel in your sights is too fidgety for you to hold a steady bead, remember the old trick of pursing your lips and squeaking, or click your tongue in the roof of your mouth. This is usually enough to make a busy squirrel stop and sit up for a look. When Nutkin freezes in a bid to locate the source of the sound, steady your aim and take the shot.
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It is often possible to flush stubborn squirrels to the gun when hunting with a companion.








One of the grey squirrel’s most notorious and most irritating tricks is to slip around to the back of the tree as you approach it. This can all too easily turn into a hopeless stalemate as your quarry continues to creep round and round the tree as you follow in increasingly futile circles. Thankfully, this trait can easily be turned in your favour if you’re shooting with a companion. One of you should stand still and get ready to shoot while the other continues to follow the squirrel around the tree. The man on the move should make no effort to be quiet; in fact, he can be quite noisy as his role is to flush the quarry. All being well, the not-so-clever little bushy-tail will be more concerned about the pursuing ‘driver’ than the static shooter and will be driven around the tree until it emerges in front of the gun.


If you’re presented with a similarly reluctant squirrel when out on your own, you can substitute your mate for a white carrier bag. This ruse doesn’t always work but it’s certainly worth a try, and I keep a bag in the pocket of my shooting jacket for just such occasions – the bag also comes in handy for sitting on when the ground is wet. What I do when I have a fickle squirrel leading me a merry dance is put on my headnet and gloves and then take out the bag and spread it open on the woodland floor. I then continue to stalk the squirrel around the tree: very slowly and very quietly. If the plan works, the squirrel will be more alarmed by the sight of the unnaturally bright white bag than by my approach, and will stop and stare at the intrusive object while I creep round and take a shot.


Incidentally, the aforementioned ruse of herding a squirrel around a tree with the help of a companion is an important reminder of the way quarry can be flushed by all kinds of disturbances in the woods. Walkers and horse riders are very likely to drive birds and mammals ahead of them and, while your first reaction to somebody else’s presence should always be to ensure that there’s no chance of a shot travelling in their direction, your second one should be to expect spooked critters to be running or flying ahead of them. An extreme example of this is the arrival of the gamekeeper on his quad bike on one of my shooting permissions. On a still day, I can hear the quad bike coming from literally miles away – and so can all of the creatures that live in the woods. When I hear the rasp of the engine approaching across the fields, I take it as a cue to keep very still and very quiet. From a makeshift hiding place behind a tree or against a bank, I often see first deer and then sometimes a fox or two trotting past as they dash ahead of the approaching keeper. Squirrels, magpies and jays also shift through the trees as the noise gets nearer, and I frequently get shots by simply being ready after being alerted by the distant sound.
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Squirrels can be difficult to spot in the treetops, so take your time and look very carefully.
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A brace of squirrels bagged during a rove through the woods.








Sometimes, as you make your way through the woods, you’ll encounter an area that warrants closer attention. Perhaps a pair of squirrels made a dash for cover as you approached, maybe you’ve encountered what looks like an active drey, or do you just have the feeling that the tangle of ivy draped around a big, old oak is hiding a squirrel or two? Find such a place and it’s often worth sitting quietly and waiting in case squirrels venture out when peace returns to the woods. Linger until a shot presents itself, or you grow tired of waiting and then drift on in search of another opportunity.


Working the woods in this way is a productive and enjoyable way to round off the peak squirrel season before dense summer foliage makes controlling these artful little rodents a very tricky business. And don’t just expect to encounter squirrels; move quietly and pigeons and crows are also likely to feature in the bag.


One thing that can hamper the roving squirrel shooter’s progress is the burden of carrying shot quarry – and you don’t always want to be lumbered with a backpack or game bag. The trouble is, their smooth fur makes squirrels difficult to grip and they aren’t particularly light, especially when you’re trying the carry three or four. I always keep a few lengths of string (or more often bailer twine) in a pocket of my hunting jacket, and this can be used to fashion a simple game carrier that will stop squirrels from slipping out of your hands. All I do is tie a loop in one end of the string to create a handle and then lash my shot squirrels tightly to the other end. It’s a very basic solution but it does the trick.


I think it’s fair to assume that most people hunt squirrels for pest control purposes rather than for the pot. That said, more and more people are starting to regard them as meat for the table and I now get regular requests from farm shops and butchers whose customers have developed a taste for this wild fare.


Whatever your view on the culinary qualities of grey squirrels, it is a pity to waste them. If you don’t fancy eating them, try to find an outlet for the meat: apart from butchers and restaurants, people who keep ferrets should be grateful, as will people who keep birds of prey. And remember that merchants who trade in tying materials for fly fishing hooks will pay a few quid for a decent bundle of squirrels’ tails; you should be able to find contact details for them on the internet. There’s no harm in making the most of a successful pest control foray, and it certainly provides another incentive to get out there.


Garden pest control


If I have to call on my airgun for garden pest control it’s usually in the spring, and it’s usually because I can’t stop woodpigeons from pulling up my onion sets!


In the hunting field, the limited power of air rifles can sometimes feel like a disadvantage because we have to get close to our quarry to ensure clean, humane kills. But in the garden, the comparatively low power and near-silent operation of airguns is a massive advantage. Lower power means you can easily determine where your shots terminate, and the muted muzzle report of a silenced airgun is unlikely to cause irritation to neighbours.


I’m a little more tolerant of airgun quarry species in my garden than I am on my shoots. I like to encourage all sorts of wildlife in the garden but there are times when pests conflict with my own interests, or start to impact on populations of more vulnerable species, and action needs to be taken. My garden pest control rounds have included rabbits nibbling at the vegetable patch, rats around the chicken run and compost bins, crows and magpies raiding the nests of resident songbirds and grey squirrels trashing nut feeders put out for the birds.


Prevention is better than cure, so I always try to ensure that measures are in place to stop pests from making a nuisance of themselves. The fine wire mesh around my chicken run is buried a foot under the ground so rats are discouraged from burrowing under to help themselves to the poultry feed. Also, I keep a Fenn trap permanently set in a wooden tunnel on the boundary of the chicken run, so I soon find out when the scaly-tails are patrolling.
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The limited power of airguns is an advantage in the garden, where guns with more grunt are simply too dangerous to use.








But, during the spring, my regular morning stroll around the garden to check plants and pets will occasionally reveal some unwanted visitors to the vegetable patch. On one occasion last year, I was horrified to discover that around 50 onion sets (approximately half of my crop) had been picked out and eaten in one hit. Rather than letting rip at the offending woodpigeons, I decided to replant the gaps and adopt preventative measures by propping a net over the vegetable patch.


The next morning, when I peeped out of the window to glance at my crops, I was shocked and enraged to see a woodpigeon under the net, helping itself to the replenished rows of onions. I ran out of the house and the startled woodpigeon flapped out from beneath the net and settled in a nearby apple tree, to watch me fix the netting back down.


With the crop apparently secured, I went back into the house and, ten minutes later, was even more infuriated to see that the bird had somehow managed to get itself under the net and was once more tucking into my onions. It appeared that, although the net had discouraged most of the local woodies, this cocky individual was determined to get at what was growing beneath.


I was now content that this pigeon’s actions satisfied the requirements of the General Licence that governs the control of specified avian pests; protection and scaring had failed to discourage the bird from damaging my crop and it was making a serious nuisance of itself. I was keen to remedy the situation but, however tempting it was to pop the pigeon straight off its favourite perch in the apple tree, I needed to adopt a far more responsible approach.


Shooting airguns in the garden is quite acceptable, but you’re breaking the law the moment a pellet strays beyond your boundary. For this reason, a shot up into a tree is just too risky. Likewise, the wooden panel fence behind my vegetable patch is completely inadequate as a backstop.


The best means of stopping pellets in the garden is a wall of brick or stone, but a large patio slab is a handy, portable alternative that can be set up just where you need it. An upright concrete slab stops pellets as effectively as a wall, preventing any risk of ricochet, but don’t be tempted to use a wooden board instead. Even if the wood is robust enough to stop the pellet from ripping through it, its fibrous nature means it could bounce it back at an alarming speed. The risk of unpredictable ricochets therefore means that wood should not be used as a backstop.


When targeting the onion-munching woodie, I propped the slab against the edge of the vegetable patch and placed a handful of poultry grain in front of it, in the hope of luring the pigeon into position before it made for my veggies. Most gardens offer plenty of hiding places: I hid in the shed to wait for this woodie, but I’ve snuck behind shrubs and compost bins and even under patio furniture when controlling pests in the garden.


The cocky woodpigeon fell for my trap and his crop-gobbling days were swiftly ended, but this technique can be utilised to control more than just pigeons. I’ve placed my concrete slab backstop behind rat-runs and piled chicken feed and even tinned sweetcorn in front to safely dispatch rats; I’ve put it in front of compost heaps and baited it with vegetable scraps to take out scavenging rats, crows and magpies; and I’ve set it up at the base of the bird table and used heaps of peanuts as bait when faced with marauding grey squirrels.
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These airgun pellets were safely obliterated by a concrete backstop.








When it comes to ridding gardens of rabbits that have been munching vegetables or scraping holes into finely kept lawns, the slab backstop doesn’t really work because bunnies never tend to emerge where you want them to. Unless you’re shooting in a walled garden or where there’s a decent bank to keep shots safely contained, the best option is to get yourself into an elevated position. From here you’ll be shooting at a downward angle and the pellet’s flight-path will terminate harmlessly when it wallops into the ground.


Down on the farm


Much of my springtime pest control takes place around farmyards and, just like in the garden, the limited power of the air rifle is a real boon when shooting in the vicinity of farm buildings.


At this time of year, avian species are likely to be causing problems. The rats that were drawn in by the lure of food and shelter during the winter will be dispersing back into the countryside now that natural food sources are again becoming abundant, but they’re often replaced by nesting birds.


It’s not unusual for me to spend hours of my time controlling magpies and crows around the woods and hedgerows, only to be reminded by the farmer that other species are causing problems closer to home. While I’ve been out in the countryside, pest species like collared doves, feral pigeons and even jackdaws will often have moved into the farm units in search of nesting sites. Large, shady barns with a skeleton of old wooden beams in the roof space, and even modern units with criss-crossing steel joists, provide places for these birds to nest where they can keep watch for danger from these high man-made perches. Feral pigeons in particular do well in this environment (especially if there’s a handy supply of feed to keep them nourished) and their populations can often reach epidemic proportions. When large flocks get a hold, farmers are faced not only with the problem of considerable amounts of valuable foodstuff being consumed by unwanted guests, but also with the hygiene threat posed by their droppings. It’s bad enough having pests fouling the water and feed troughs of farm animals, but the risks posed by hundreds of disease-spreading birds crapping over stores of food produced for human consumption is far worse.


Feral pigeons are descendants of the true rock dove, which is protected. These birds have the same Latin name (Columba livia) and were domesticated and bred for food in the Middle Ages. Nowadays, feral pigeons are found around farm units and warehouses. They’re not just a problem in rural areas but also cause considerable problems with fouling inside and outside derelict buildings around towns and cities. Unregulated populations of feral pigeons can become very large, making them far more prone to disease than woodpigeons and collared doves. Many people refer to them as flying rats, and they certainly aren’t fit for the table. Collared doves, however, are cleaner living and make good eating; their meat is much the same as woodpigeon, you just need more of it because they’re smaller birds.


You’ll see feral pigeons of all colours and mixes of colours, including grey, white, brown and black, with patches of buff pink and metallic green thrown in for good measure. They’re quite easy to distinguish from wild species of pigeon and dove, but the hunter must be very careful not to confuse ‘ferals’ with racing pigeons, which come in a similar variety of colours. Disorientated racers do crop up on farms from time to time and, by and large, tend to look fitter and more alert than feral pigeons. The best way to distinguish between them is the telltale ring on the leg of a racing pigeon. Pigeon-fanciers can grow very attached to their birds, which are sometimes worth several hundreds of pounds, and shooting one is tantamount to killing somebody’s pet. Check carefully through your scope to see if there’s a ring before you shoot. If you’re anything but certain, don’t pull the trigger.





[image: ]

Picking off avian pests as they swoop in to raid the maize silage.








Approach farmers sensibly, and it shouldn’t be difficult to secure a bit of farmyard pest control. You are, after all, doing them a favour. In fact, potting vermin around farm buildings has given many shooters their first taste of air rifle hunting – myself included. The abundance of quarry, and easy ambush opportunities around barns and outbuildings means it can be much easier for less experienced shooters to get close enough for a shot, certainly compared with stalking over open fields or waiting in the woods. However, despite the seemingly straightforward opportunities they offer, farmyards probably present the air rifle hunter with more potential hazards than any other scenario, so it’s critical to ensure a safe shooting routine.


First and foremost, farms are a place of work; apart from causing a terrible injury, or even death, an accident could be ruinous to a whole family’s livelihood. Whenever you plan to shoot around farm buildings, ensure that you know who is working and exactly where, then let them know of your intentions before you start. Spring is usually a particularly busy time on the farm: the growing season is getting underway and farmers will be wanting to make the most of the lengthening days. You may have to adjust your plans to accommodate farming operations, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry.


Of course, other than human safety, there is often the welfare of livestock to consider. Always ensure that there’s no chance of a miss or a ricochet harming farm stock before you pull the trigger. One of the best ways to ensure that you don’t pose a danger to animals is to situate yourself close to them, that way you’ll always know exactly where they are. If there’s a pen of calves at one end of a barn I’m targeting, I’ll usually set up with my back to their enclosure so I know they’ll be safe from my shots. Don’t forget to keep yourself safe, too; it can pay to keep close to livestock but not too close. Most people would have the sense to keep clear of a bull, but there’s a real danger of getting crushed by a herd of frisky young cattle or kicked by a flighty horse, especially if you’re in a confined space. Exercise caution and common sense at all times.


The fabric of buildings and machinery must also be considered, otherwise you could face the embarrassment of a costly repair bill and certain banishment from the farm, and all the other farms and estates in your locality once word gets around. News travels fast in rural communities – and bad news travels fastest of all.


Modern farm machinery can cost tens of thousands of pounds, so think twice about the likely outcome before taking a shot at the feral pigeon pecking at grain in front of a parked tractor. Fortunately, there’s a lot of concrete around farmyards; it’s a great backstop material that obliterates airgun pellets. But have your wits about you if you’re targeting collared doves or feral pigeons in the rafters; you’ll soon get the boot (and the bill) if stray shots result in a leaky roof. I often shoot with high-powered, FAC-rated air rifles, but never around farm buildings. This type of shooting is usually done at close quarters so the extra grunt of FAC power is not necessary and would only increase the risk of an accident.


All shooters should have insurance, wherever they hunt, but it’s imperative if you shoot around farm buildings. A reasonably inexpensive (certainly inexpensive compared with the money you paid for your shooting gear) premium will buy you suitable cover, but don’t just go for the cheapest deal. As with most things, you get what you pay for, and a reputable company is likely to give you the best service if you ever have to put them to the test. If you take your shooting seriously, which you should, I would recommend joining the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC). This organisation works hard to protect the future of shooting and membership includes comprehensive insurance. Essential as insurance is, it’s your job as a responsible shooter to take measures to ensure that you never need to call on it.


Eradicating feral pigeons is pretty straightforward. They aren’t as wary as their wild cousins so it’s usually just a case of walking around the barns and nailing as many as possible before they spook. Because you’re hunting at close range and need to get shots off quickly, open sights can actually perform better than telescopic sights in this situation. Target acquisition is faster when using ‘opens’ because your eye doesn’t have to get accustomed to the optics. Also, .22 calibre is generally favoured because it delivers more of a clout than the zippy .177, which can sometimes drill straight through without delivering sufficient shock to the vital organs to cause an instant kill. When hunting at under 20 metres, a strike to the heart and lung area should be sufficient to achieve clean kills when using a relatively hefty pellet. For this reason, dedicated farmyard pest controllers often opt for .25 calibre. This beast of a pellet has a trajectory that I regard as being just too curvy to be used for hunting at mid- to long-range in the open field, but it’s absolutely devastating at close range.
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