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In memory of my father Vesey Holt


who loved anything to do


with shooting.
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INTRODUCTION




[image: ]








I HAVE HAD TREMENDOUS FUN WRITING THIS BOOK. If I have achieved nothing else it has been a crash course in the whole business of shooting: history, anthology and current practice.


My favourite story concerns the early nineteenth century, blind-in-one-eye sculptor Sir Francis Chantrey whose miraculous shot of two woodcock with one barrel made him the toast of the smartest salons throughout the land. And I am indebted to my friend Keith Ashbourne for inviting me on yet another fine day at Ruckley where on a picker-up’s van I spotted a bumper sticker with the sublime lament: ‘So many cats, so few recipes.’


I have dedicated this book to my late father who spent much of his life shooting. He averaged forty days a season without difficulty, achieving around seventy-five on several golden years in the 1970s. (I have to admit to far fewer days than him.) I would have liked to have added a dedication to my wife Sarah but frankly it would have fallen on stony ground. A keen hunting person, an MFH indeed, she finds the idea of shooting faintly ridiculous. I retaliate by telling her that my idea of purgatory is the thought of spending six hours in the saddle without lunch.


And a shooting day is nothing without a decent lunch. Some might even argue that the shooting lunch is as important as the sport itself. As the Victorian shooting writer J. J. Manley observed: ‘A full hour or an hour and a half devoted to luncheon is not time lost, to say nothing of the agreeable way of spending it.’ How right he was. I am not one of those who enjoy a brief pause for a sausage in a bun, huddled in a drafty barn, seated on straw bales and surrounded by a tribe of wet spaniels trying to force their way onto my lap. How miserable is that! No, what is needed is a proper sit-down lunch, preferably at 1 pm and out again at 2.15 allowing for a couple of drives in the afternoon. Others prefer to shoot through so that they can get stuck into the booze until late. This is not to my taste. But whatever the case, lunch must be comfortable and somewhere warm.


Finally, while I have the stage, may I make a plea for greater safety in the shooting field. I have seen some dodgy shots during the 2007 season, not only from the numerous newcomers to shooting but from seasoned guns as well. One friend of mine got badly peppered in a grouse butt. Apparently some of the other guns were engaged in ‘competitive shooting’ to see how many birds they could shoot. Such larking about might seem amusing, but it goes well against the sporting spirit. Col. Peter Hawker would turn in his grave. And what is this nasty habit that novice guns have for holding their weapons so that they are pointing forward, directly at the beaters, rather in the manner of Dad’s Army? This may be acceptable for clay pigeons. But it’s scandalous when you’re shooting game. When not actually firing his piece, a gun’s barrels should be either upwards or downwards and nowhere in between. Do shooting schools these days teach nothing about safety?


I am sure I have omitted many shooting stories that seem obvious to readers. Please let me have them for Volume Two.
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INVALUABLE ADVICE FOR THE START OF THE SEASON
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THE GRANDFATHER OF SHOOTING, the great Victorian shot Lt. Col. Peter Hawker*, had strict words of advice regarding poor shooting. He wrote in his 1844 manual Instructions To Young Sportsman: ‘One who vexes himself about missing a fair shot, is less likely to support himself at all times as a first-rate performer, because that vexation alone might be the very means of his missing other shots, and therefore he could not be so much depended on as another man, who bore the disappointment with good humour.’ In other words, never give yourself a hard time if you miss a bird. Having shot like a twat, walk away from your peg with a grin and declare that you’re having a great day.




*Hawker is regarded by many as England’s greatest shot. Sir Ralph Payne-Gallwey, nineteenth century commentator, expert wildfowler and a superb shot himself, said of Hawker: ‘In the style of the game shooting he pursued he has probably no equal; as a snipe shot he has never been, and perhaps never will be, equalled – fourteen to fifteen snipe without a miss in as many shots, and with a flint gun, speaks volumes as to his skill.’ Hawker once killed seventy-seven partridges out of seventy-eight. His detailed diaries reveal that he became most irritable if a bird cost him more than one barrel.





DOG TERMS
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A brace of pointers or setters (i.e. two)


A leash of pointers or setters (three)


A couple of spaniels (two)


A couple and a half of spaniels (three)
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EARLY DAYS
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The first record of a bird being shot in Britain appears in the household accounts of Hunstanton Hall, Norfolk, seat of the le Straunge family. In November 1533 we read of ‘a watter hen kylled with the gun.’ A later entry records an entry of ‘item receyvd of Mathew the Smyth for a gone makyn… 2 shillings.’


Such behaviour did not go down well with Henry VIII and his parliament. A year after Henry’s death in 1548 Parliament passed ‘an acte against the shootinge of shot.’ The use of firearms for shooting game did not take off properly in Britain until the end of the sixteenth century and still the authorities considered it an accursed sport.


Upon ascending throne in 1603, James I remarked, ‘Hunting with running hounds is the most honourable and noble sort of sport, but it is a thievish form of hunting to shoot with gunnes…’


Over in India, they thought entirely the opposite. The Moghul Emperor Akbar (1556 to 1605) loved shooting so much that he gave his weapons names. With a gun called ‘Jitmall’ he shot around four thousand birds and another named ‘Sangram’ claimed 1,019 animals. His successor, the Moghul Jehangir, kept what was possibly the world’s first game book. In forty-seven years of shooting Jehangir killed 3,213 animals and 13,954 birds (mostly sitting.)


FLYING TARGETS
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THE ITALIANS, GERMANS AND EVEN THE JAPANESE were shooting birds in the air as far back as 1500. But the art of shooting airborne targets didn’t gain popularity in England until 150 years later. The social commentator Richard Blome declared in 1686, ‘It is now the mode to shoot flying.’


By the end of the eighteenth century shooting was rapidly growing in popularity, but it must have been darned tricky shooting a rabbit with a flint lock, let alone a bird on the wing. Shooting writer Hugh S. Gladstone points out in his 1920s book Record Bags and Shooting Records that by 1800 the flint lock gun was considered to be almost perfect. ‘We must pause for a moment to consider this false zenith of perfection,’ writes Gladstone. ‘Armed with this weapon, which must have taken considerable time and care to load, the sportsman would always be at the mercy of his flint. Damp, wind and other causes made its operations so uncertain that the phrase “a flash in the pan” has been handed down to us as a synonym for disappointment and we can picture a sportsman, during a shower, carefully holding the lock of his gun under his coat tail to avoid a certain missfire.’
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Gladstone explains how shooting at moving objects must have been very different from that today. ‘The injunction that the gun should be aligned, but always maintaining a swing corresponding with the velocity of the moving object aimed at and fired directly the butt of the gun makes contact with the shoulder, must have been impossible. To kill a crossing bird, at but twenty paces, our ancestors must have had to aim and maintain their swing for a considerable period so as to allow for the slow ignition and the interval that occurred between pulling the trigger and the charge leaving the muzzle of the gun.’


Gladstone concludes that with practice it would be possible to shoot most kinds of game respectably, with perhaps the exception of snipe.


Generally the early English sportsman had much to put up with. The British historian George Trevelyan pointed out that there was no luxury about the field sports of the eighteenth century. ‘Hard exercise and Spartan habits were the condition of all pursuit of game. This devotion took the leaders of the English world out of doors, and helped to inspire the class that then set the mode in everything from poetry to pugilism, with an intimate love and knowledge of woodland, hedgerow and moor, and a strong preference for country over town life which is too seldom found in the leaders of fashion in any age or land.’





A SPICE OF CHIVALRY
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One of the most notable nineteenth century American sporting writers was a Philadelphia physician called Elisha Jarrett Lewis, a fanatical shot who spent much of his time travelling across the States on hunting expeditions. Lewis had strong opinions on everything from the value of a good night’s sleep before going shooting to the treatment of corns after a day’s walking up. But he reserved particular scorn for people whose enjoyment of shooting was based on quantity rather than quality.


‘Our Indians look upon this habit of the white man with the utmost horror,’ he wrote in his 1857 book The American Sportsman. ‘He kills and wastes, say they, without object; and riots over life as if it were a thing of no value. The game vanishes from his desolating path, and the ground is covered by his destroying hand with that which he does not mean to use.’


Lewis concluded, ‘The sportsman should have a spice of chivalry in his composition. He should not be merely a wanton and reckless destroyer.’


BATS
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While on his 1868 tour of Egypt, Edward VII, Prince of Wales, began a day’s sport by bagging twenty-eight flamingos on the Nile at Luxor during the morning. That afternoon Eddie moved on to the tomb of the Pharaoh Ramses IV where he started on the bats. Bats fly at not much more than 35 mph – about the speed of a partridge – so they aren’t too tricky. Alas, the Prince was not on form. He bagged only one.




* Down in Australia they love bat shooting. During the 1950s shotgun owners in Queensland were issued with free cartridges in order to cull fruit bats that were destroying crops. And over in New South Wales, the Clybucca and Kempsey District Bat Hunting Club would hold an annual moonlight fruit bat cull and midnight barbeque.











CHANGE
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SYNDICATE SHOOTING began properly in the 1930s. Many of the big estates had been broken up after the First World War and sporting rights were now let to small shoots.


But not everybody approved of the new order in shooting. The country sports writer Julian Tennyson summed up this disturbing state of affairs in his 1938 book Rough Shooting From Month To Month: ‘It is safe to say that no sport in England has undergone such changes during the last seventy years as has shooting. At the beginning of the century shooting was the rich man’s monopoly; those who shot the land were the squire, the man with the hereditary country estate, and any other country gentleman whose means and instincts inclined him to it. But now their estates have been broken up and either divided among the tenant farmers or sold as separate plots.’


Tennyson lamented that this sad state of rural affairs had produced that newfangled shooting arrangement – the syndicate.


‘The syndicate is made up of men “in the City”. Seventy years ago they would not have been able to reach conveniently a shoot which was any distance from London. Nowadays, however, they can have the sporting rights over most or all of the landowner’s estate, which can be reached by rail or road in a couple of hours. Thus the City dweller who once knew nothing and thought nothing of shooting, now has as much control over it as the countryman, or even more. And of course this means that shooting has lost something of its fine art. The new sportsman has neither the time nor the inclination to study it as it was studied in the old days; his keeper does the work, and he reaps the reward.’


Tennyson concluded with a bitchy flourish: ‘The breaking up of estates has made shooting possible for the multitude. Anyone who has a second-hand gun and one hundred pounds to spare can take “a bit of shooting”. To them shooting is no more than a weekend diversion and a novelty. They know nothing of the ways of partridge, pheasant or hare, nothing of the fascinations of keepering. They don’t wish to. Such things don’t interest them. They never see further than the end of their gun barrels.’




* Julian Tennyson was the great-grandson of Queen Victoria’s Poet Laureate. He lived in Suffolk and was a regular contributor to The Field and Country Life. He was killed in Burma early in 1945.








RURAL MYTH
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A story is told of the novice shot who failed to unload after a drive and whose gun subsequently went off while travelling in the shoot vehicle. ‘My God,’ he exclaimed to his shocked and deafened fellow guns, ‘I’m terribly sorry about that…quite extraordinary…exactly the same thing happened to me last week…’


A LEGENDARY DRIVE
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During the 1890s, Lord Leicester, host at Holkham Hall, Norfolk, arguably Britain’s greatest Victorian shoot, was in the habit of giving his guests only one drive. Guns and beaters spent all morning pushing the pheasants into one place without a shot being fired. Then they had a brief spot of lunch before getting into position for the only drive of the day.


The guns lined up three deep before almost every bird on the estate was driven over them. It took great skill for the keepers to trickle the birds out so that they didn’t flush. The bag could come to over one thousand head of pheasant and partridge.


Incidentally, lunch at Holkham was a miserable affair. Leicester expected his guests to swallow a sandwich while standing up in a field and talking was forbidden in case it disturbed the birds. Wives unwelcome.
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ETHICS
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America’s National Rifle Association (NRA) Code of Ethics:







[image: alt] I will consider myself an invited guest of the landowner, seeking his permission, and so conducting myself that I may be welcome in the future.


[image: alt] I will obey the rules of safe gun handling and will courteously but firmly insist that others who hunt with me do the same.


[image: alt] I will obey all game laws and regulations, and will insist that my companions do likewise.


[image: alt] I will do my best to acquire those marksmanship and hunting skills, which insure clean, sportsmanlike kills.


[image: alt] I will support conservation efforts, which can assure good hunting for the future generations of Americans. I will pass along to younger hunters the attitudes and skills essential to a true outdoor sportsman.







…And the five ‘golden rules’ of The Code of Good Shooting Practice as laid down by the British Association of Shooting and Conservation (BASC):







[image: alt] The safe conduct of shooting must show respect for the countryside and consideration for others.


[image: alt] Shoot managers must endeavour to deliver enhancement of wildlife conservation, habitat and the countryside.


[image: alt] Reared gamebirds should be released before the start of their shooting seasons.


[image: alt] Respect for quarry is paramount. It is fundamental to mark and retrieve all birds. Shot game is food and must be treated as such.


[image: alt] Game management and shooting must at all times be conducted within the law and the principles of this Code of Practice.







Which do you prefer?


This could lead to hours of debate in the gun room…








HAWKER ON HIS DONGS
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NINETEENTH CENTURY SHOOTING LEGEND Lt. Col. Peter Hawker held strong views on gundogs. For example, poodles were no good for retrieving duck from a punt as they were ‘apt to be sea-sick.’


The Colonel was responsible for introducing the Labrador into England from its native Newfoundland, Canada, in the early 1800s. But he never seems to have found the perfect dog and spent much of the time complaining about canine companions.


After shooting forty-five partridges and one hare he noted in his diary entry of 1 September 1819: ‘I have now to record one of the most brilliant day’s shooting I ever made in my life, when I consider the many disadvantages I had to encounter. I had but three dogs: poor old Nero, who was lame when he started; Red Hector, who was so fat and out of wind that he would scarcely hunt; and young Blucher, a puppy that never was in a field but three times before, and who till this day had never seen a shot fired.’


AGED KEEPERS
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The late great sportsman Lord Leverhulme had a rule that if the combined ages of the gamekeeper and his employer amounted to more than one hundred, then one of them had to go....





DOUBLE BARRELS
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UNTIL THE END OF THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY double barrelled guns were considered extremely unsporting. The English sportsman reckoned that if you couldn’t kill something with one shot then you shouldn’t shoot it in the first place. However, the Italians would have none of this nonsense and had been making twin barrelled weapons as far back as 1650.


By the early nineteenth century English gunmakers were producing a few double flint locks. But proper gentlemen scorned them. The 1831 obituary of John Hunt, a shooting man from Tottenham (of all places), praised him as ‘so true a lover of fair play he would have scorned to use a double-barrel.’





HUMMING BIRDS
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The entire collection of humming birds at London’s Natural History Museum was shot by Lord Walsingham, a keen lepidopterist, who collected moths and butterflies from a young age. He dispatched the humming birds by peppering them with powder shot thereby causing as little damage as possible.


Walsingham, who donated his collection of over 260,000 specimens to the museum, was arguably the finest shot of his generation. On 30 August 1888, in an extraordinary display of selfishness and grandiosity, the peer went alone onto Blubberhouse Moor, Yorkshire, and single-handedly shot a record bag of 1,070 grouse.


The first drive began at 5.12 am and the last drive ended at nearly 7.30 pm after fourteen hours and eighteen minutes of shooting. 1,062 birds were brought in that night, twenty-two were picked the next day and twelve were found when shooting the same ground two days later.


Walsingham fired 1,550 cartridges in twenty drives. During one drive he killed three grouse in one shot. His average kill to cartridge ratio was over seventy per cent. So what was it like to have been the only gun on such a massive day? ‘The one thing everybody says is “How tired you must have been, how your head and shoulder must have ached.” I never had the semblance of a headache or bruise of any kind; nor was I in the slightest degree tired. I played cards the whole evening afterwards as usual.’
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Walsingham was spurred on to achieve the record having been snubbed by Edward VII who had just turned down an invitation to shoot at Blubberhouse because he didn’t think it would be a big enough day. Walsingham was determined to prove the king wrong.


Walsingham’s love of shooting was his downfall. He spent so much on high living (as well as being robbed by unscrupulous agents) that he went spectacularly bankrupt just before the First World War. He spent the last years of his life abroad and died in 1919.





PEG NUMBERING
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In most shoots throughout Britain, the pegs number from right to left. But the only county where this does not happen is Lincolnshire. Unkind folk say that this anomaly stems from the First World War when very few Lincolnshire men ended up in the trenches. Instead, they stayed on the land growing potatoes. Thus, with an absence of military training, they never learned to number from the right…





THE VERY BEST SHOT
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THE REV. WILLIAM B. DANIELS, author of an early nineteenth century tract called Rural Sports, decreed that ‘the real sportsman feels a twinge whenever he sees a hen pheasant destroyed.’ Large bags were ‘unsportsmanlike’ and he said it was ‘the exploit, rather than the abundance’ that mattered. The Rev. Daniels had particular scorn for a Mr J. W. Coke who on a shoot in Norfolk on 7 October 1767, scored a record bag when he killed eighty partridges for ninety-three shots in eight hours. ‘He is the very best shot in England,’ Daniels grudgingly admitted, adding enviously, ‘He is so capital a marksman that, as he inflicts death whenever he pulls the trigger, he should in mercy forbear such terrible examples of his skill.’
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FOR CARRYING PARTY TO COVERT
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In Victorian times the game cart caused as much discussion and oneupmanship between guns as a new Range Rover does today. The best game carts were produced by a Norfolk manufacturer called Alfred Palmer and Sons. They built four models:







[image: alt] ‘No. 1 Gentlemen’s two-wheel game-cart, suitable for carrying party to covert, fitted with luncheon-box and coat-box. Interchangeable holders in single or double rows can be made to suspend upwards of 120 brace of birds; also hare rack with twenty-eight hooks; automatic ventilation and rack for five guns.’


[image: alt] ‘No. 2. Four-wheel game-van, similar to the above, but longer; will suspend upwards of two hundred brace of birds.’


[image: alt] ‘No. 3. Four-wheel game-truck, a cheaper vehicle for carrying about two hundred brace or upwards; not provided with the special fittings of the above, nor suitable for carrying gentlemen to covert. Can have, if required, a tarpaulin head. Has strong railed sides to admit air, and also to take transverse bars on which game can be suspended.’


[image: alt] But the best shooting transport of all was the No. 4 - ‘a van something like an omnibus, fitted with folding tables and other requisites for the purpose of serving the luncheon. There is also provision for guns and coats on inside, and for suspending some game on the outside.’





GLORIOUS STUFF
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Mr William Scott Elliot of Arkleton, Dumfriesshire, who died aged ninety-one in 1901, set a record for having been out on the moors shooting grouse on seventy-four successive twelfths of August, from 1824 to 1898.





NEVER NEVER
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A Father’s Advice, the much-quoted shooting poem that begins with the words ‘If a sportsman true you’d be…’, was written not by an established writer but by a gifted amateur who composed the verses for his son who was learning to shoot. Old Etonian Mark Beaufoy (1854 to 1922) was Member of Parliament for Kennington and heir to a vinegar fortune. He ran the family factory in Battersea making everything from wine vinegar to mayonnaise. Beaufoy was a man with a social conscience and worked hard on behalf the London poor. Indeed, he helped in drafting the legislation that introduced the eight-hour working day. Away from London, he had an estate in Wiltshire and was a keen shooting man. It is for his verses that he is best known:






If a sportsman true you’d be,


Listen carefully to me


Never, never let your gun


Pointed be at anyone;


That it may unloaded be


Matters not the least to me.







When a hedge or fence you cross,


Though of time it cause a loss,


From your gun the cartridge take


For the greater safety sake.







If ’twixt you and neighbouring gun


Bird may fly or beast may run,


Let this maxim e’er be thine:


‘Follow not across the line.’







Stops and beaters, oft unseen,


Lurk behind some leafy screen;


Calm and steady always be;


‘Never shoot where you can’t see.’







Keep your place and silent be;


Game can hear and game can see;


Don’t be greedy, better spared


Is a pheasant than one shared.







You may kill or you may miss,


But at all times think of this ––


‘All the pheasants ever bred


Won’t repay for one man dead.’
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* More than 150 years earlier the eighteenth century author George Markland included a verse about dangerous shooting in his 1727 book Pteryplegia, Or The Art Of Shooting Flying. It has none of Beaufoy’s punch but it is a fine cautionary tale that probably did the trick for a youth intent on abusing his muzzle loader: 









A blooming youth, who had just passed the boy,


The father’s only child and only joy,


As he intent designed the larks his prey,


Himself as sweet and innocent as they,


The fatal powder in the porch of death


Having in vain discharged its flash of breath,


The tender reasoner, curious to know


Whether the piece were really charged or no,


With mouth to mouth applied, began to blow.


A dreadful hiss! For now the silent bane


Had bored a passage thro’ the whizzing train,


The shot all rent his skull, and dashed around his brain!


Unguarded swains! Oh! Still remember this,


And to your shoulder close constrain the piece,


For lurking seeds of death unheard may hiss.











THE WORLD’S BIGGEST BAG?
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IT IS CALCULATED THAT THE BIGGEST BAG OF QUAIL – indeed probably the biggest bag of game ever recorded – was carried out circa 1580 BC by the Israelites in the Sinai desert. Exodus xii, 37, 38, states that the Children of Israel ‘stood up all that day and all that night, and all the next day, and they gathered the quails: he that gathered least gathered ten homers.’ A ‘homer’ has been estimated at around eighty gallons. On this basis it is assumed that the Israelites killed nine million quail in thirty-six hours. It is not surprising that what with all the decomposing innards of nine million quail, this feat was followed by a nasty outbreak of plague.
















MISCELLANY 2





CATS
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Ancient Egyptian tomb paintings show cats retrieving pheasant-like birds that have been killed with throw sticks. It is unknown whether anyone in England has ever trained their cat to retrieve a pheasant. Whatever the case, cat retrievers must be the stuff of keepers’ nightmares.





BONEY BUM
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Napoleon was a dangerous shot and once blasted the great military tactician Marshal Massena in the bottom. Bonaparte was not a gentleman on the shooting field and liked to blame others for his mistakes. Having shot Massena, he turned to the gun next to him, his long-suffering Chief of Staff Marshal Berthier, and asked, ‘Why did you do that?’


Napoleon’s enemy the Duke of Wellington was not much better. At various shoots he peppered Lord Granville, British ambassador to France, a beater and a washerwoman. Though quite what a washerwoman was doing in the shooting field is unknown.





FOR WHEN YOU TIRE OF PLAIN ROAST GROUSE
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This recipe called Grouse Supreme works just as well with pheasant.




3 grouse, cleaned, soaked in salt water ½ hour, then rinsed. Remove shot.


½ cup flour


2 tablespoons dried parsley


2 tablespoons ground ginger


2 tablespoons paprika


1 tablespoon mustard powder


4 tablespoons walnut oil


4 tablespoons margarine or butter


½ cup honey


½ teaspoon ground black pepper


2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce


¾ cup Madeira





Split birds in half. Season flour with one tablespoon each of parsley, ginger, paprika and mustard. Dry birds, roll in seasoned flour. Heat walnut oil and lightly brown each bird. Set aside. Pour remaining walnut oil into saucepan. Add butter and honey and melt over low heat. Add all other ingredients except for Madeira which you add after stirring for two minutes. Continue to stir near boiling point. Add seasoned flour to thicken. Put birds in baking dish, pour sauce over top. Bake at 350 degrees for twenty minutes. Reduce heat to 200 degrees for another twenty minutes. Remove, turn birds over and put back in oven for another ten minutes at 300 degrees or until brown.


POSH SPORT
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The London districts of Pimlico and Belgravia were famous for their snipe bogs as late as 1820. The ninth Earl of Galloway regularly shot snipe on the site of the house he later inhabited at 85 Eaton Square, now one of London’s smartest addresses.





THE GREAT BALLOON SHOOT OF ’83
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One of the more unusual quarries pursued in recent times was a hot air balloon shot by the late Richard Henry Piers Butler, seventeenth Viscount Mountgarret, as it passed above his Yorkshire grouse moor on an otherwise blissful shooting day in August 1983.


‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’ roared the eccentric peer as the pilot skimmed the heather.
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Red in the face with fury, Lord M took a pot shot. The shot found its mark and pellets struck the pilot in the neck.


This was to become one of the most celebrated shooting stories of the 1980s. Mountgarret appeared before the beak and was fined £1,100. Furthermore, he was banned from owning a shotgun. Apparently this inconvenience bothered him little. He continued to shoot by borrowing guns off friends.


CULTURAL GAP
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Astroll through a book called American Rough Shooting – The Practice and Pleasures of Sport Hunting reveals the vast cultural gap that lies between the American and British sportsman.


Author Edward K. Roggenkamp III says that no hunter should be without an automatic pump gun. ‘The advantage of an autoloader is its very rapid three or five-shot power package,’ opines Roggenkamp, who includes a section on what action you should take if one of your party goes down with accidental gunshot wounds. ‘Some hunters just do not feel comfortable without a magazine full of shells at the ready. Of course, when hunting woodcock, a migratory bird, the magazine must be plugged to hold only three shells. But many hunters place high value on the five-shot magazine when hunting slow-rising coveys or when shooting at fast-crossing pheasants.’ Just the thing for those high Devon birds.





HOGZILLA
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THERE WAS MUCH CHATTER in the American hunting world in 2007 concerning eleven-year-old Jamison Stone who used a pistol to kill what may have been the world’s biggest wild boar.


Quite what an eleven-year-old was doing with a .50 calibre Smith and Wesson revolver is mind-boggling. But whatever the case Jamison Stone’s hog gained him instant stardom in the boonies.


The feral pig weighed 1,051 lb and measured 9 ft 4 in from snout to tail. We’re talking hams as big as car tyres. Or seven hundred pounds of sausages.


Jamison, who killed his first deer aged five, was hunting with his father Mike in east Alabama. They tracked the animal for three hours before Jamison shot it eight times with his revolver. He finished it off with a point-blank head shot, his father standing by with a rifle in case the beast decided on a last gasp charge.


With Hogzilla finally dead in a creek bed, trees had to be cut down before he could be dragged out of the woods.


‘It felt really good,’ Jamison said. ‘I probably won’t ever kill anything else that big.’ He added that he preferred shooting pheasants because they were ‘less dangerous.’


Not all America was impressed. A website, monsterpig.com, set up by Stone Snr. to celebrate his son’s achievement, attracted waves of hate mail.


As is usual on American blog spots, reasoned argument and high literary standards were not in evidence. Jamison was forced to read gems such as, ‘hurry up enlist in the Army, I want to see you chased and shot at and maybe beheaded on video’ and ‘fucking fat redneck, I hope the boar babies come back and eat you.’


The rotund Jamison who looked like he had spent rather too long in the cookie jar, was also told ‘I have to congratulate you because I didn’t think it was possible for an eleven-year-old as large as yourself to chase a pig for three hours in hilly terrain. Incidentally, which one is the pig?’








BAD BUNNIES
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RABBITS are estimated to cause more than £100 million worth of damage to crops each year in the United Kingdom. A single rabbit reduces winter wheat yields by an astonishing one per cent. But properly netted fields can reduce rabbit numbers on crops by up to ninety per cent. The UK rabbit population is now reckoned to be over forty million. The word bunny comes from the Gaelic bun, meaning rabbit.


THE SECRET OF LONGEVITY
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 ‘Many a brain-worker from the Senate, the Bar, and other callings, many a harassed “City Man”, and many an idler for the greater part of the twelve months, adds years to his life by the wholesome work and unique excitement of grouse shooting.’


Quote by Victorian sporting writer


J. J. Manley in 1880





BRITAIN’S RECORD BAG
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THE ALL TIME RECORD BAG FOR A SHOOT IN BRITAIN was on 18 December 1913 at Hall Barn, Beaconsfield. The seven guns, including the Prince of Wales, later George V, shot 3,937 pheasants, three partridges, four rabbits and one various – a total of 3,945 head. However, this remarkable slaughter was dwarfed by a shoot in north-west Hungary four years earlier. On 10 December 1909, eight guns shooting on Count Louis Kariolyi’s estate at Totmegyer, killed 6,125 pheasants, fifty partridges and 150 hares.





ECONOMICAL SHOOTING
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PRINCE FREDERICK, DUKE OF YORK, was Commander in Chief of the British Army whose lacklustre performance in the unsuccessful Flanders campaign (1793 to 1798) during the French Revolutionary Wars earned him nursery rhyme immortality as the “Grand Old Duke of York.’


These shortcomings apart, Fred was a damned good shot. His great sporting moment happened on a shoot in Cambridgeshire in 1826 when he killed three pheasants with one barrel.


OVERKILL
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God knows what Americans put their gun dogs through, but it must be rough. A US firm called Ready Dog has come up with a Gun Dog First Aid Kit that they say is essential for sportsmen heading off into the American wilderness. Included is the sort of stuff that could give your vet the jitters: stainless steel paramedic shears, forceps, skin stapler, hydrogen peroxide, aspirin, antihistamine, thermal emergency blanket, tourniquet, trauma dressing, eye wash, cold compress, rectal thermometer. And all this for a dog.




* When a reader of the Shooting Times enquired as to the best method of curing a spaniel of fatigue, the professional response was that the one essential dog ‘medicine’ a Gun should take shooting was a Mars Bar. The glucose in a Mars Bar delivers a quick energy boost and can prevent hypoglycemia caused by an excessive amount of energy let off in the field. But beware – too much chocolate can harm a dog. 
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POOR BUSTARD
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We do not know the record British bag for the great bustard, long extinct, but in 1808 a man called Agars shot eleven in ‘one’ shot while out on the Yorkshire wolds. This suggests that the bustard was easy prey. Coupled with the fact that the bustard was exposed to a longer shooting season than other game birds – 1 September to 1 March – this perhaps explains why there are none left.


BEAT THIS
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SUCH WAS THE QUANTITY OF PHEASANTS reared by the late Victorians, the second Marquis of Ripon managed to shoot 556,813 head of game in fifty-six years of shooting. He eventually dropped dead, gun in hand, on Dallowgill moor, Yorkshire, on 22 September 1923. He was seventy-one.


Ripon was the most flamboyant Victorian shot of them all. On a good day with the best loaders, he could have three guns blazing in succession, allowing him to kill twenty-eight pheasants a minute, with up to seven birds falling out of the sky at the same time.


It is often said that Ripon dropped dead in a grouse butt. Not so. Visitors to Dallowgill are perplexed to find the cairn marking the place of his final expiration actually fifty feet in front of the butts. The story goes that the drive having finished, Ripon stormed out of his butt and set off towards the keeper to whom he was going to deliver a bollocking for a terrible drive. He collapsed and died before he could get to the unfortunate underling. What makes this story rather unfathomable and tells one much about Ripon’s obsession for big bags, is that he had just shot fifty-one grouse and one snipe to his own gun.




* Lord Ripon used to say that for a bird on the left the left foot needs to be moved to the left and then the right should be placed in front of it. Do the reverse for a bird on the right. Feet should not be too far apart.
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* Between 1802 and 1853, when very few birds were reared, the doyen of early Victorian shooting Lt. Col. Peter Hawker bagged a mere 575 pheasants (out of a total of 17,753 game and wildfowl) in his lifetime. The question is: did Hawker have as much fun as Ripon? The answer is almost certainly yes.








WILD BILL WHITELAW
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One of the most gossiped about shooting accidents of recent times happened in 1984 when Willie, Viscount Whitelaw, then Deputy Prime Minister and leader of the House of Lords, peppered his host, the seed magnate Sir Joseph Nickerson.


The incident happened on Britain’s finest grouse moor, Wemmergill, in Teesdale, County Durham, where Sir Joseph held the shooting rights. It’s not entirely clear what happened but it sounds like a gun shooting after his sell-by date. Whatever the case, Willie, sixty-six, tripped while holding his loaded Holland. Sir Joseph took one in the arm and his loader, a Mr Lindsay Waddell, received a nasty leg wound.


Sir Joseph was rushed to hospital where doctors were horrified to find lead shot deep in his stomach. Sir Joseph reassured them that this had come not from his friend’s gun but rather from an excellent grouse upon which he had dined the night before…




* There was a tradition a century ago whereby if a gun wounded somebody in the shooting field he would donate his guns to the victim – not a bad consolation prize if they happened to be Hollands or Purdeys – and then leave the field never to shoot again. The police would not be bothered and no more would be said. Sadly, this is no longer the case. These days there are too many instances of people continuing to shoot even after they have peppered a beater or fellow gun.





RIGHT AND LEFT
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THE PARTY TRICK OF LUIS I, King of Portugal (1838 to 1889) was to shoot pheasants alternately from each shoulder. A loader would stand each side of him passing him his guns which he would fire from both his right and left shoulders. Such a feat is almost unique in the history of shooting and his method was much admired at Sandringham during the 1880s where he was a frequent guest of the Prince of Wales. By using this extraordinary technique Luis could shoot up to two hundred pheasants in half an hour.








AHEM
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THE WORLD’S LARGEST RECORDED BAG OF GAME ever achieved in a day was by Prince Alois of Liechtenstein and eleven chums on an October day in Austria in 1797. During fourteen hours of shooting the party claim to have shot 39,000 head, mainly hares and partridges. This works out at nearly four head per minute per gun. One doesn’t like to question the honour of the House of Liechtenstein but, bearing in mind that the weapons would have been flintlocks, one has to think that someone was telling porkies.




 





THE LONGEST SHOOT ON RECORD is a ‘chasse’ in Bohemia that lasted twenty days. The twenty-three guns, including the Emperor of Austria and his wife Princess Charlotte, fired no less than 116,231 shots for 47,950 head (two killed for every five shots) that included stags, roe deer, wild boars, foxes, hares (an astonishing 18,273), pheasants, partridges, larks and quails. There were also fifty-four head of ‘other birds’ made up of blackbirds and thrushes.


THE BIRD CATCHER, THE PARTRIDGE, AND THE COCK
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A bird catcher was about to sit down to a dinner of nothing but herbs when a friend unexpectedly arrived expecting a good meal. Since the bird catcher had caught nothing all day he decided to kill his tame decoy partridge. The partridge was most put out and pleaded for his life: ‘What would you do without me when next you spread your nets? Who would chirp you to sleep, or call for you the covey of answering birds?’ The bird catcher relented and spared his life. Instead, he picked a fine young cockerel. But the cock protested: ‘If you kill me, who will announce to you the appearance of the dawn? Who will wake you to your daily tasks or tell you when it is time to visit the bird-trap in the morning?’ The bird catcher replied, ‘What you say is true. You are a capital bird at telling the time of day. But my friend and I must have our dinner.’




 





MORAL OF THE STORY: NECESSITY KNOWS NO LAW.




Aesop’s Fable, circa 600 BC








FEW SHOTS
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‘An experienced sportsman may be compared with an experienced lawyer; the one is a man of few shots, but they always hit; the other of a few words, but they are always to the point.’


From The Dead Shot, by ‘Marksman’, 1860





THE TYPICALLY BRITISH PARTRIDGE
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THE SHOOT WRITER LESLIE SPRAKE, who contributed to Country Life in the 1920s under the splendid pseudonym ‘Middle Wallop’, held firm views on what it was to be British. Here he explains why we should salute the partridge:




I would suggest that when there is a reaction to the present ‘Divorce Court Era’, and the nation reverts to those dull but respectable characteristics known to the foreigner as ‘stolid British virtues’, it would be appropriate if the figure of a partridge were added to our national emblem – to typify fidelity! For this bird demonstrates all those qualities that should endear it to the family man – or woman. Thus we know that a partridge is faithful to its mate; the family circle is maintained until the children start their own ‘establishments’; the parents are bold and self-sacrificing on behalf of their young; and last but not least they display that typically British virtue of attachment to locality (jealous foreigners term it insularity!) – the covey restricts its movements to a limited area which is no doubt considered to be greatly superior to any ‘foreign’ district.




 





From The Art of Shooting And Rough Shoot


Management, by Leslie Sprake, 1930
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