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FOREWORD


Not only is Liam Bell a top-flight keeper, he is also a consummate communicator with a passion for passing on his knowledge and experience. He is renowned for his work as head keeper at Millichope in Shropshire, where over the past twenty-plus years he has developed one of the county’s best shoots into a shining beacon for successful shooting and conservation. During that time he has generously shared his wisdom and practical understanding with the readers of Shooting Times through his regular column ‘On your Shoot’.


His articles convey his drive to bring keepering into the twenty-first century through constant innovation and effort to improve efficiency and performance. These apply both behind the scenes in gamebird and land management as well as orchestrating the main event: a shoot day.


Though a modernizer by instinct with a strong commercial sense, Liam always holds true to the traditional core values of shooting. He has a talent for good husbandry, wildlife conservation, sound public relations and, above all, knows how to put on a great day for the Guns. From egg to table he likes to do things properly.


Apart from his day job, Liam is a stalwart of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation and takes a keen interest in encouraging and equipping the next generation to take on an increasingly professional occupation. These days, gamekeepers have to handle rafts of bureaucracy and get to grips with ever-expanding technical knowledge. Liam has taught those skills through his apprentices and passed them on to his own son Michael, who has followed in his footsteps.


Luckily for us he has also done it through the pages of Shooting Times. This book, based on his articles, provides an invaluable, practical, easy-to-follow guide with plenty for the amateur and professional alike.


Joe Dimbleby


Editor


Shooting Times & Country Magazine
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The success of a shooting season hinges on the quality of the birds. December is midway through for most of us and is when we should have a good honest look at how our birds have performed – not just on shoot days but throughout the season as a whole. If they’ve had a relatively trouble-free year as far as disease challenges are concerned and still didn’t behave and perform as you wanted it might be time to try a different strain. If you’re happy with the strain you’ve got but feel this year’s stock was a little poor, get some more of the same but from a different supplier.


How the birds perform on a shoot day is probably the major concern for the guns, but for the keepers and shoot owners there are other things to consider. We want a bird that is good in the laying pen, one that rears and releases easily and hopefully doesn’t wander too much. We’ve weighed up the pros and cons of several strains over the years and now try to release just the one type.


A friend of mine from Aberdeenshire enjoyed a certain amount of success with Japanese greens about fifteen years ago and, as they were in vogue and we wanted a bird which flew and held well, I followed suit and tried a few in one pen. They held fairly well and flew okay, but their performance in the laying pen was terrible. I had true fertility of less than 60 per cent as opposed to an expected level of greater than 90 per cent and some of the cocks left the pen feather-perfect a sure sign they hadn’t been treading the hens. The chicks were good and the poults thrived, but the poor results from the layers were enough to put us off. My friend still uses them but has first crosses now instead of pure ones as he finds them easier to handle. He buys them all in as day-olds so the low fertility isn’t a problem for him, and gets returns of over 40 per cent most years.


My next flight of fancy was the Scandinavian pheasant. They flew well but we struggled to keep them and the returns dropped. Not because they had flown higher and been harder to shoot, but because we hadn’t managed to hold as many of them as we would have liked. They seemed to hold better in the game crops than in the woods but wouldn’t put up with any disturbance and took a while to pull back into the drives after a shoot day. This isn’t a problem for people who only shoot once a fortnight, but it didn’t suit us because we tend to be out more often. The game dealer wasn’t too keen on them either as they were smaller than your average bird.


We didn’t try any of the American (or Michigan) blue backs when they became popular but one or two turned up when my neighbours did. The real problem people had with these wasn’t the rearing or releasing, it was holding them once they started to get out and about. Some of my mates got them to hold well in and around drives especially if there was a decent maize crop, but once they were driven they didn’t come back. They were very independent and would just settle wherever they landed instead of returning to the drives. These Americans flew strongly and provided wonderful sport but the low returns have put a lot of people off, including us. Putting out an easily recognisable strain of bird (such as the American) has its advantages and disadvantages. If you’ve got shooting neighbours and there is some wandering from both sides of a boundary, it might be easier to tell which of your birds are going where and whose are in a particular drive. It may also help you identify leak points. On the other hand if the people who shoot next door don’t put any down and try to entice yours over you probably don’t want to know how many have gone.
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A good example of an American (Michigan blue-back) cock
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French common or large ring neck


We now put down what are referred to as French ring necks or French commons. The first ones we had we bought in as day-olds. I was impressed with how they flew at a friend’s and decided to change all the birds on one beat over to them while keeping the other beat as it was. They performed so well that we changed the other beat over the following year. They lay plenty of eggs, fertility is high, they rear well, stay fairly faithful to the release areas once they are out, but do wander more than some of the other strains we’ve had. This increase in dogging-in is more than compensated for by the way the birds fly on shoot days and my employer and I don’t mind a slight decrease in returns in exchange for the improvement in performance. They seem to like our type of ground, don’t mind large areas of woodland, love the game crops (especially maize) and are happy to put up with a bit of disturbance from farming or forestry operations, which is always a plus. They are a large bird when compared to other strains of pheasant, which goes against the old thinking that a small bird would fly the best. These birds are bigger and heavier because they have more muscle, and it is this muscle which gives them the power to fly well. An added bonus is that we rarely get any rejected by the game dealer because of their size, as we used to do with the Scandinavians.
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Left to right: ring neck, black neck, ring neck-American cross


If you’re happy with how your birds have done it’s probably best to stick with what you know, what you’re used to and what suits your particular shoot. If not, start networking now, source some decent stock and get next year’s birds booked before the game farms sell out of what you want.
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The lads on an end of season cocks (and rabbit!) only walkabout
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The majority of the hens in our laying flock are caught-up off our own shoot, and because we want a stock of good healthy birds, we make a start on the catching-up once we have got the Christmas shooting out of the way. Doing it in the early part of January makes it easier for us to catch the number we want, and gives us more birds to choose from. With decent weather we can get most of it done in a week.


We use our own stock, because we know how the birds have performed on shoot days. We’re also aware of any disease challenges or problems they might have had since release. Buying-in hens is a bit more of lottery, unless you know the keeper and strain of bird really well. I prefer the security of using our own. Game farms tend to overwinter their birds instead of catching-up. They keep some of their hen poults back on the rearing field until they’re old enough to brail, then put them in decent-sized pens (which will last the birds the winter without becoming soiled), and transfer them to a laying pen in spring. We don’t have the space for an overwintering pen and would probably be too busy with our poults to want to bother with a pen of hens as well.


Our catchers are made from pen sections: we put four together to make a 10 x 10 foot pen. Three of them are the right way up; the fourth is upside down. Into the bottom of this fourth section we add a pop-hole and funnel, about halfway along, then tie a net on top. I’ve found it is best to use a soft net for the roof as the birds can damage their heads if you use one made from wire netting. I have seen catchers which use two of the sides as a top by leaning them in until they touch, forming a sort of triangle, but again these could cause damage to the bird’s head or wings if it flies up when something disturbs it or when you go in to catch them.
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A 10 x 10 foot pen will catch up to fifty birds at a time
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One section is tied on upside down to allow for the fitting of the funnel


Once we have decided we are going to catch, we put the sections out in a few of our main drives and tie them together to make three sides of the catching pen. We leave the fourth side open so we can pre-feed it and allow the birds free access until we want to catch. When there are enough birds feeding freely in and around the catcher we are ready to set, but before we do we always have a look at the weather forecast. If it is due to rain we wait until it has passed. Catching in the rain is not a good idea. Wet birds lose their feathers very quickly and the last thing anyone wants is birds with feathers missing. If it is cold, the birds tend to go in the catchers better than if it is warm and sunny but, as it is usually a case of doing the catching between shoot days and other jobs, we set as long as it is not raining.


These catchers are large enough to catch about fifty or so birds without them becoming crowded. We have used smaller ones but I’ve found it’s easier to get the numbers we want with a few large catchers than lots of small ones. Small ones can work well and are easier to take to the areas where you want to catch, than the bigger pen-section type catchers, but they do need checking more often. Birds caught in a little catcher, especially one made entirely out of wire netting, are more at risk of damaging themselves than those in a bigger pen, where they’ve got a bit of space to move about.


To set them we simply we tie the fourth side on (the one with the pop-hole in), add some more food and close the door. This is done in the morning as we go round. We empty them about an hour later, empty them again at lunch-time, and then do them once more in the afternoon. When we do the final trip, we take out the birds we want then open up a side of the pen to let the others out. We then leave the side of the pen open to stop any birds that come to feed after we have gone being stuck inside the catcher overnight.


When we’re emptying the catchers we try to pick a bunch of hens that are fairly uniform in size, don’t have any obvious injuries or health problems and birds which are a good average weight. Any that are undersized or overweight are discarded. The underweight ones won’t produce many decent eggs and the overweight ones are prone to prolapsing once they are in full lay.
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Use hens of a uniform size with no obvious injuries or health problems


The cocks should feel strong when handled, be in peak condition and feather-perfect. We put the cocks and hens in different crates, twenty at a time, because it makes it easier to keep track of numbers when we’re transferring them to the laying units. We top-up or replace the straw in the crates daily. With clean straw in the crates we can stack several on top of each other, when the birds are being transported from the catchers to the laying pen, without having to worry about any muck from the top crates making the ones underneath dirty. It makes for quite a busy week or so but with two of us and a bit of a system going we soon get through it. Once they’re caught and in the pen, we don’t have to worry about over-shooting the hens on the rest of our days in January.


If you don’t have a laying pen but have a few hens in an out-of-the-way corner that isn’t going to get shot again, catch them up and trade or sell them to the game farm who supplied your chicks/poults. It’s a good way of knocking a bit off next year’s bill, without affecting this year’s shooting.
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February is a busy month. Four short weeks to get everything brought in, washed down and put away after the shooting season. It isn’t, as some people suggest, the start of a long holiday, but more of a finishing-off of the previous season. I don’t really consider us done until the hens have been moved across to the laying pen and we’re on top of the tidying up.


Tidying up isn’t just about being organised or making things last, it’s also about people’s perception of us and game shooting in general. We’re out on 2 February picking up the last of the cartridges and getting the gun pegs in. Gun pegs left out until the end of the month or the beginning of March look wrong and could easily give people the impression that all we are interested in is the shooting and that we are not bothered about the shoot, the woods or the estate itself once the season is over, when in reality nothing could be further from the truth.


We spend a day or so with the pressure washer cleaning off trailers and vehicles (even though they’re washed off before every shoot day) just to make sure all the mud’s off before they go back in the shed. The truck and quads get serviced and the beaters’ trailer is checked over by a local firm and anything it needs is replaced or repaired. I’ve found it is easier to do it now when we’re less busy, rather than trying to fit it in late in the summer when there are a hundred and one other jobs to do and no one has really got the time to take it in.


Most of the hoppers are taken in or stacked neatly out of sight, but not all of them. We continue to feed through what has been termed the ‘hungry gap’ by the GWCT (Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust). There is very little wild food left come the end of winter and there won’t be much for the birds to eat until late spring/early summer and, because we want the remaining birds to be in good condition when they come into lay, which will hopefully increase their chances of successfully rearing a poult or two, we keep feeding. It’s not much extra work because there are fewer birds left and a hopper here and there is all it takes to keep them topped up with decent food until they start to spread out. In an ideal world a network of smaller hoppers would then follow the birds when they start to move and we would end up with a hopper in every territory held by a cock bird. Sadly, it is quite labour-intensive and we haven’t really got the time to keep them topped up and serviced once we get busy with the laying hens, but we do what we can and keep the ones we’ve got out full until early May.
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Washing of an ATV before servicing


Our game crops are left standing for similar reasons. They still provide some food (in the case of maize) and do provide shelter. February and March can have some really dreadful weather and the birds will use the crops to escape the wind and rain, and to shelter in if we get some late snow. Cutting them down or swiping them off as soon as the season ends is unnecessary and not only robs the pheasants and partridges of food and somewhere to hide but also deprives small farmland birds of both these things at a time when they need them most. There is no advantage to be gained from topping them off early as far as growing the following crop is concerned so we leave them standing until the weather improves and the ground is dry enough to start cultivating properly.
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Game crops left standing after the shooting season provide food and shelter for game and farmland birds


We also make a proper start on the doe cull this month. We shoot a few fallow over the winter but it’s difficult to get out and do a proper job when the mornings and evenings are taken up with feeding and pheasants, and the deer are unsettled by the shooting. Once the woods are quiet the fallow start to pull back in, and it’s a lot easier to get to grips with them when they are settled. Stalking them during the shooting season is difficult as they are always on the move and very often it’s a case of stalking an area where you have seen some a few days earlier in the hope that they’re still there and, as is typical with fallow, which are very nomadic, they have often moved on again.


The bulk of our does are culled over a two- or three-day period towards the end of the month. I get a couple of mates over and we split the wooded areas were the fallow lie into three or four blocks depending on how many of us are out. We know the ground, we are experienced stalkers and all of us competent shots. We stalk three mornings in a row, one man to each block and either sit out on high seats or stalk the evenings as well, depending on the wind and what the weather is doing. Four rifles out twice a day for three days is the equivalent of twenty-four stalks, and twenty-four stalks can account for a fair few fallow when everyone knows what they’re doing. An added advantage to splitting is that we can move deer towards each other while stalking our own little patch, and very often we can take one or two out of a gang that has been moved by someone else. The middle of the day is taken up with collecting any we have shot and larder work, and whilst it does make for a busy few days it is quite sociable in between the stalking, give us a quite an accurate estimate of numbers and more importantly helps us get on top of the does.


It is amazing how quickly the month passes and before you know it it’s time to get the Larsen traps out, the tunnels repaired and we’re ready to start on the trapping.
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Shooting is all about the company
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Running a trap-line in spring is one of my favourite jobs. After a busy winter, having the time to run a network of tunnel and cage traps, setting a few snares and getting the Larsen traps up and running is quite relaxing. We usually start with the tunnels, add the odd cage trap as we go along and then bring the Larsens out once the crows and magpies start to pair up in March.


Tunnel trapping and setting cage traps might seem a little old-fashioned to some but there really isn’t a cheaper, easier or more satisfying way to control small mammals like stoats. A decent tunnel will also catch rats. Squirrels will run them for fun even when the tunnels are not baited. By running a trap line you will not only increase the chances of getting the odd wild brood every time you catch a stoat but you will also be reducing the amount of damage the squirrels do to your young trees; stopping them and any rats from eating the grain you’re putting out for the pheasants; and chewing holes in your hoppers.


We don’t get our trap lines up and running properly until early March but we do have a few tunnels set for squirrels all year, in places we pass every day when we’re feeding. We tend to wait until the caught-up birds are settled in the laying pen and we have finished the post-shooting tidy-up before we repair and clean out the old tunnels and start trapping in earnest. I don’t think there is much to be gained from starting any earlier, as nothing has started laying, which means we’ve still got time to catch any resident predators before they start doing any real damage.
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A squirrel caught in a tunnel trap



Rats


Rats may not spring immediately to mind when thinking about predators but they are somewhere near the top of my list. Rats will eat a fortune in feed, gnaw and ruin hoppers, hunt and find every nest in a hedge, spread disease and can be a real problem near laying pens and rearing units. We have a real go at them as soon as shooting finishes as they tend to be concentrated in certain areas. If we leave it too long they spread out, and are harder both to find and control. Poisoning is the only way we have found to be really effective. The odd one gets caught in a tunnel or cage trap but the others soon wise up to the fact that their mate went in, the trap went snap and they didn’t come out again. A few squeaks are all it takes for them to start avoiding tunnels. I’ve had lots of fun ratting with terriers but the problem I have with it is that, although we killed lots we missed quite a few as well. Poisoning rat burrows and areas they have pulled to over the winter works best for me. Two to three weeks and the areas becomes rat free. If you can get hold of one of those gas-operated ‘rodenators’ and destroy the burrows, now is the time to do it, but remember that the burrows must be rat free first.


Stoats and weasels


Stoats are exceptionally good egg thieves, will take chicks, kill poults and can be a real problem around partridge release pens. They can get into anywhere so you can’t fence them out, and they are excellent climbers; so good that on several occasions we have taken them out of old nests and squirrel dreys in trees that appeared to be totally smooth. Luckily they’re fairly easy to catch, and can sometimes be called in close enough to be shot. I have a little trouble every year around the pens but the odd tunnel trap in the right place, seems to work. We catch more in the permanent tunnels than we do in the movable boxes with a trap inside that we put out for squirrels. We have also tried baited tunnels and cage traps, but found that in the summer the bait soon went off and we didn’t always have anything to hand to re-bait it with. A friend suggested using an egg, which apparently has enough scent to attract both stoats and rats. I have tried it but didn’t find the catch rate of either increased and have gone back to simple tunnels. I’ve left weasels until the end because they can be caught in exactly the same ways as stoats, but I’m not sure that they do that much harm and whilst I’m sure they can be a problem on a wild bird shoot they cause very few on mine.


Mink


Mink are one of the few predators we target all year. Mink will kill and eat anything they can catch and, as they can swim, get into anywhere and climb trees, it doesn’t take long for them to cause problems. They can be caught in tunnels if you use the larger Mk 6 Fenn traps but we seem to have most success with cages. Cage traps set along water courses next to weirs or under bridges tend to work best. These cages are not baited but are covered with natural stones to form good dark tunnels. We try to have the doors facing the direction we’ll be viewing the trap from so they can be checked as we pass without us having to get off a quad or out of a truck. On our wetland areas and flight ponds, because we’re not passing them every day, we have got a couple of ‘GWCT’ designed mink rafts which we check when we’re putting out barley for the ducks, which is usually once a week. If we see any mink prints in the mud in the centre of the tunnel, we pop a cage trap inside and check it every day until it’s caught, which is usually less than a week. Before we started using the mink rafts we wouldn’t really know there was one about until the coots and moorhens disappeared. Now we just monitor the pads and set a trap when we need to.


Baiting cage traps set for mink does seem to improve the catch rate a little. When we bait one we dig a small hole, fill it with cheap fish-flavoured cat food, pop the trap on top, then make a tunnel round the cage with stones or logs to prevent the mink digging in. Bait under the trap seems to work better than bait in the trap and makes it a lot easier to set.


DOC traps


DOC traps are fairly new on the scene but worth a look. The smallest one – the ‘150’ – is licenced for squirrels, stoats, rats and weasels; and the two larger models – the ‘200’ and ‘250’ – are licensed for the control of mink as well. We have had two of the larger ones for a couple of years and whilst we’ve had limited success with them on stoats, rats and squirrels we have found them to be excellent for mink.
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The DOC 250: This one was baited with an egg


The traps themselves are quite bulky because they come built into a readymade box/tunnel and animals such as stoats and rats, which are naturally shy, seem to avoid them (although we do catch the odd one) even when they’re well hidden or disguised. Mink on the other hand are bold and seldom trap-shy and tend to go in them quite freely. The advantage the DOC trap has over cage traps as far as mink are concerned is that the trapped mink is always dead, so if you do catch one there’s no need to mess about with an air pistol and paddles trying to get it into a corner so you can shoot it.

OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch03.png
3 END OF SEASON
TIDY UP





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch04.png
PREDATOR
CONTROL





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png
Quiller





OEBPS/images/ch01.png
STOCK
SELECTION





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.png
2 CATCHING-UP





