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            INTRODUCTION

         

         It is gratifying to realise that little has changed in the gameshooting world since I wrote the first edition of The Gameshooter’s Pocket Guide and that the book has stood the test of time with only one main exception, that of clothing. There have been dramatic changes and developments in textiles and materials in recent years. It is now possible to buy easily-affordable, genuinely breathable but waterproof, strong, warm, light and machine-washable coats, specifically designed for the gameshooter. The critical advantage of such garments is that they offer the wearer extremely good protection against the elements, without hindering his or her ability to shoot safely and comfortably, whereas previously some clothing could be a potentially dangerous hindrance. In passing, I should add also that gameshooting, in general, has become much better regulated from within.

         The inspiration for this book came from the fact that I was an involuntary target twice on formal shoots, in the same season. Such experience tends to affect one’s enjoyment and to focus one’s mind. Having seen other dangerous incidents over the years, I felt that there was a need for a book about shooting safety and etiquette.

         The purposes of this book, therefore, are twofold. First, to provide an aide-memoire for an experienced shot training a child; typically, a father teaching his son. Secondly, it is aimed at the adult novice who receives an invitation to shoot or merely decides to take up gameshooting for whatever reason.

         The child is fortunate in that he can take his time and only be allowed to shoot once a third party (usually his father) decides that he is safe and ready to do so. It is the adult who is less fortunate and who is most likely to prove a menace to his fellows. He has to absorb a great deal of advice and theory in a very short period; theory that can only be put into context, inevitably, in the shooting field.

         Shooting, like any hobby or pursuit, should be a pleasure and should never be at the expense of somebody else’s well-being. While this book is about safety, it is also about good manners – in an ideal world, they are one and the same thing. Since, as already stated, we are all fallible, not least the author, it is no bad thing to revise a few sound principles occasionally; it is a very rare person who can put his hand on his heart and swear that he has never fired a dangerous shot – I know that I cannot. However safe one might think one is, it is very perilous to bask in a sea of complacency. A moment’s lapse of concentration could result in anyone, however safe normally, doing something dangerous, which could risk somebody else’s life. No sane person goes shooting in the hope of risking his or her life but it is terrifyingly easy to risk somebody else’s life. I hope, most fervently, that this book might contribute to safety in the shooting field. I should stress at this stage, that it is rare that I return from a day’s shooting without having learnt something new, not least with regard to the ways of nature, which, of course, is why gameshooting is so interesting.

         It has not been my intention to describe every possible type of shoot. Thus, in Chapter 1, I describe an average, fairly informal driven shoot, which, although privately owned, would be similar if syndicated. I hope that this approach will cater for the great majority of people new to gameshooting. I urge the patient reader to read Chapter 1 and then re-read it as it has so much to offer the aspiring gameshooting apprentice, especially any notes at the bottom of each page; actually, it may even offer something of value to the experienced gameshot. Although the views expressed in this book are one man’s, and based to a great extent on his experience, they are bolstered also by reference to other sources considerably wiser, more knowledgeable and experienced than the author.

         There is increasing political and media pressure on gameshooting, which has led to the drawing up of a Code of Good Game Shooting Practice by a joint committee formed by the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC), Countryside Alliance (CA) and the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT). Every element of this code is included in the relevant parts of this book.

         While safety is paramount, respect for the quarry is also essential. If you do not want to eat what you shoot, unless you give it to a friend who does, then perhaps you should not be shooting game. Those on a shoot should also be mindful about not being too greedy about the number of birds shot. Misbehaviour, due to ignorance, uncertainty, or bad manners by a small minority, can bring the whole sport into disrepute and ruin it, potentially, for the majority. If this small book reduces the risk of that happening, then it will have achieved its purpose.

         
             

         

         Michael Brook

June 2014
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            1

            A DAY’S SHOOTING ETIQUETTE

         

         This chapter is unlike all the other chapters in this book. While the rest contains practical advice, I open with a narrative of a typical shooting day: I hope a useful device to get my message across. For those with natural good manners it may be a useful memory-jogger but it is not a failsafe for those with limited consideration for others. Suffice it to say that rudeness is most unlikely to result in a second invitation to shoot.

         ‘Sorry’ is one word which should always be ready to hand – it costs nothing and can turn a potential disaster into a success; sometimes, that is. Successive poaching of a neighbouring Gun’s birds, followed by a shrill ‘Sorry!’ becomes a totally threadbare excuse after only two uses.

         It is remarkable, too, how reassuring an apology can be, particularly if a neighbour has shot a little too close to oneself for comfort. This sort of apology takes some courage to admit but is much appreciated. The maxim is: ‘Be safe at all times’, followed by: ‘If in doubt, ask.’

         WHAT FOLLOWS IS WHAT MIGHT HAPPEN ON A DAY’S SHOOTING, although the occasions when one might shoot grouse, duck, partridge and pheasant on the same shoot on the same day are fairly rare. While such a day might be possible in Scotland or the north of England, because of the presence of grouse, it is not exactly typical and has been contrived to make various points. Grouse will most certainly not be found on shoots in Hampshire or Sussex, for example, however grand the shoot! 

         PRELIMINARIES

         ‘George, it’s Charles Chute-Strait. I was wondering whether you could shoot at Feudal Park on 2nd November? You can? Oh, excellent. Look, old chap, it’s very informal…’ George knew Charles well and realised that ‘informal’ did not mean jeans and an old combat jacket. ‘We meet at the house at 0915 hours. We’ll have a go at grouse, partridge and pheasant (1) so bring plenty of cartridges. Oh, yes, and do stay for the evening flight.’ George did a quick mental check-list: Charles had told him where to go and when, what to wear and a rough idea of what to expect; what else?

         ‘Ah, Charles. Do you mind if I bring the dog or would you prefer me to leave him behind?’

         ‘No, delighted as long as he’s well-behaved. I’m sure you’d keep him tethered anyway if he wasn’t too steady.’

         ‘One last question, Charles (2). Shall I bring lunch?’

         ‘Good point, old chap, I should have mentioned it. Liz is away so I can’t provide lunch. Please bring your own, and I will provide the liquid refreshment. We gather in the old lodge for lunch, so it’ll be fairly dry and comfortable. We’ll look forward to seeing you’.

         Charles, George remembered, always insisted that guns be carried in gun sleeves, a philosophy with which George completely agreed. Interestingly, Charles also insisted that his syndicate guns, at the start of the season, produce an up-to-date certificate from a gunsmith, declaring their guns to be safe. Charles would have liked to extend this directive to his guests but was experienced enough to know that this might not always be a practicable criterion for them to accede to. George was aware that Charles had not mentioned Fiona, his wife. He would miss her company, but decided that additional guests must obviously not be expected. At least he would have Nugget, his yellow Labrador, who was always a perfect companion.

         ‘Why’s he called Nugget?’ he was often asked, to which his reply was: ‘It’s an easy name to bellow and he is yellow like gold.’

         Arrival

         George arrived at Feudal Park at 0900 hours, 15 minutes before Charles had suggested, in good time to put on his boots, jacket and other gear and to assemble his gun and equipment. His father had always said: ‘Early to shoot, late to dinner, me boy; i.e. get to the shoot in good time or you might ruin your host’s plans.’ (3) Although he had put out everything the night before, prior to setting off he had meticulously re-checked his kit, just in case he had missed something. Although he had not done so personally, he knew people who had left their guns behind and he had forgotten the odd item, too, which tended, however trivial, to overshadow an otherwise good day. The worst thing he had done in the past was to forget his shooting coat, which was very inconvenient since it contained several necessities. 

         He quickly ran through the GAMESHOOTER’S CHECK-LIST: jacket, money for tips and petrol on the way home, cap, gloves (both wool outers and silk inners), scarf, leggings, safety goggles (worn as a sensible precaution when shooting driven grouse) first aid kit, pocket-knife, pencil and paper, cartridge bag (full), cartridge belt (full), gun, gun sleeve, boots and socks, ear defenders (both plugs and electronic ear muffs), dog, dog whistle, dog lead, dog’s waterbowl, tick twister (an inexpensive and effective tool for removing ticks which may be prevalent on grouse moors, obtainable from a vet), dog’s water and a few biscuits. What else? Ah, yes, dog’s towelling coat (so much better than just a towel) and torch for the duckflight, plus lunch and liquid refreshment, of course. As if that was not enough, there was the last vital prop – his stick, which was handy for support over rough ground and for pegging the dog if no pegs were provided. Attached to the stick was his leather protector (see note on page 25).

         He was not the first to arrive and quickly introduced himself to those who had arrived before him; he noticed too that another Gun had brought a guest and was assiduously introducing him to everybody (4). Another Gun had brought his 10-year-old son, who was not going to shoot but shadow his father as part of his tutoring in the mores of shooting. He was pleasantly surprised to see that Charles, previously a renowned male chauvinist, had invited a lady Gun. George knew her slightly but knew her reputation as a crack-shot far better. She missed very few birds, even on an off-day and was modest with it. 

         He kept Nugget on the lead but gave him the chance to accustom himself to the scenery and do what most dogs like to do after a journey. Rather than risk his dog depositing an unsavoury pile at the shoot rendez-vous, George had reduced that risk by taking him for a walk before leaving home.

         The Briefing

         At 0915, Charles Chute-Strait gathered the Guns together and introduced the guests (5). Then he outlined the day ahead, before asking the Guns to draw for pegs. ‘We number from the right and move up two places each drive.’

         George listened attentively to his host, even though he was keen to chat to one of the other Guns, who was an old friend he had not seen for a while. Thus, significantly, he discovered that they would not be coming back to the cars before the end of the day. This meant taking cartridge bags and lunch on the trailer. He had forgotten lunch once and shivered with embarrassment as he recalled the humiliation he had felt at accepting his fellow Guns’ charity; actually he had done rather well, but preferred not to have to repeat the experience. 

         As Charles finished his briefing, George went up to him and said quietly, ‘Charles, what’s your new keeper’s name and what can we shoot?’

         ‘Jem Morgan’s his name. Good of you to ask. Bother, I should have mentioned the quarry. Shoot pheasant, partridge, grouse, snipe and woodcock. No ground game under any circumstances. Oh, and please don’t shoot foxes,’ Charles replied, secretly kicking himself for not having included such fundamental points in his briefing (6).

         Before climbing on the trailer, George made a point of introducing himself to the keeper.

         The trailer was somewhat draughty, George reflected, as they bumped up a rutted track to the first drive. Sometimes on a shoot there was no need for transport at all, sometimes Guns were moved in Land Rovers and other four-wheel drive vehicles (very smart) and sometimes they took their cars from drive to drive. It all depended on distances and the terrain to be covered. 

         THE FIRST DRIVE

         They arrived at the start of the first drive, which, due to the lie of the land, George judged to be a pheasant drive. Charles escorted George to his peg which was marked by a stick with a split in the top and a number inserted in the split. ‘The birds will come from that direction. Just watch out for the walking Gun who will appear to your left later on,’ said Charles helpfully in a low voice before wandering off to his own peg.

         On the way, Charles nudged one of the Guns who was strolling towards his peg and talking loudly to another Gun, indicating with a finger to his lips to keep quiet (7). George took his bearings and ensured that the Guns either side of him acknowledged where he was. He surveyed all the ground around him in a 360-degree arc so that he knew instinctively the danger spots, where not to shoot, where the birds might fly to, the location of any pickers-up – at the start of a drive, he made a point of indicating to pickers-up that he knew they were there - and that there were no people who should not be there (8). Having tethered Nugget, he took his gun from its sleeve, breaking it open before it was clear of the sleeve, then checked the barrels were clear (9) and loaded it. When a whistle indicated the start of the drive, he closed the gun, checked the safety catch was on and stood with the gun held under his arm pointing at the ground, waiting for the pheasants. 

         Nothing happened for ages but he resisted the temptation to leave his peg to talk to his fellow Guns and refrained too from fiddling with his gun.

         Suddenly a voice from the beating line cried, ‘Forward!’ (10) He looked ahead and saw a hen pheasant flying towards him. He started to raise his gun but, because in his estimation the bird was too low, did not fire at it. The hen was followed soon afterwards by a cock which was nearer him than the Gun on his right. He was just raising his gun when there was a bang and the bird fell dead behind him. ‘Sorry, I think that should really have been yours,’ said the perpetrator, almost too hastily. The same Gun then shot at a bird which was patently out of range. Unfortunately he pricked it and it flew on quite strongly, even though obviously wounded. Nugget looked up at George as if to say, ‘You wouldn’t dream of doing such a thing, would you, Master?’ 

         Before he could dwell on his neighbour’s misdemeanours any further, George was faced with a steady stream of birds. Carefully selecting one bird at a time and always the highest and most sporting birds in his opinion, rather than flitting from target to target before firing, he shot several birds before a lull occurred. With the benefit of many years’ experience, George tried to shoot his quarry in the head rather than merely aiming at the bulk of the bird in the hope of bringing it down. Nugget looked at him admiringly, wagging his tail happily and obviously proud of Master’s prowess; George resisted the temptation to let Nugget off to start picking up the dead birds, although his neighbour’s dog was running loose, picking up other Guns’ birds. Nugget was not impressed either (11).

         As the beaters hove into sight, George raised his barrels skywards to show that he had seen them and would only take high birds or birds behind. Shortly afterward, Jem Morgan blew a whistle as a signal that the drive was over and Guns should unload. George turned his barrels away from the beaters, unloaded and put his gun back in its sleeve, before releasing Nugget to retrieve his birds.

         Although he enjoyed carrying his birds to the game-cart – as a manifestation of his success – he cheerfully handed over his birds to a beater who offered to carry them (12). Then, he walked back to a picker-up to direct her to a bird he thought she may not have marked (13). 

         As he and Nugget walked back to the trailer, they were joined by a rather tiresome individual. ‘I got six that time for 16 cartridges. I reckon that makes my average for the season about 2.7 cartridges per bird.’ George smiled politely at him and said something vague like, ‘Really? Well done. I never dare tally up because I’m sure it would be too much of a shock.’ Somehow it seemed infra dig to work out one’s cartridge-to-kill ratio, and talking about it was tantamount to boasting. Besides, he never had any real idea how many cartridges he had fired and, if he did, it would probably make him give up shooting altogether. 

         George was about to climb aboard the trailer when Charles said, ‘George, old chap, would you like to walk with the beaters this drive? It’s usually good value … quite busy.’ George duly joined the beaters and was gratified when Jem Morgan said, ‘You’re in the hot seat this time sir, the royal box so to speak. By the way, it’s a special day today since, because of the drives we’re doing, you could theoretically shoot at least eight different species. Leastways, the record’s eight, won by Mr Chute-Strait’s father in 1952.’

         It sounded a bit like a challenge but, before George could query it, the keeper had turned away to direct his beaters.

         THE SECOND DRIVE

         George was in the centre of the beating line. He kept Nugget to heel rather than letting him work out front. Had he not been shooting, and therefore able to devote more attention to his dog, he would have let him do so, having first ascertained it had the go-ahead from the keeper. Perhaps, if another chance to walk occurred later in the day, he would let Nugget work out in front; by that stage he should have worked off his exuberance and be steady and reliable. He was worried lest the dog go too far out and out of immediate control. He had seen several dogs ruined in this way; not every dog can adjust, on alternate drives, from straight retriever to working dog, quartering the ground, and back to retriever again. Working in front is great fun for a dog and hard work, but there are many potential diversions which may cause the dog to disgrace itself (and its master) by ignoring its master’s instructions in its excitement.

         George thoroughly enjoyed walking, especially since, on a cold day, it offered the chance to warm up. Also, because he knew nobody would be behind him, he could shoot with reasonable confidence that he was unlikely to shoot someone he did not know was there. That said, he still disciplined himself not to shoot low at birds behind, ensuring that he would only shoot at a bird that was silhouetted against a clear sky. As the beaters began their advance through the covert, George hung back slightly.

         Simultaneously, a hare ran in front and then behind him, whereupon he took aim and was about to pull the trigger when he remembered his host’s exhortation to spare hares. Almost immediately a rabbit darted out from under a tree stump and, again, George remembered his host’s clear direction that no ground game should be shot (14). As the drive continued, George spoke to the beaters either side of him which they appreciated since, as often as not, Guns never spoke to them from one drive to the next. Whether it was coincidence or not, they subsequently seemed to flush a lot of birds which flew in his direction. Fortunately the beaters and Nugget picked his kills because, after a while, he could not mark their whereabouts accurately.

         He was walking along, contemplating the satisfaction of taking part in such a good day, when one of the beaters yelled, ‘Cock back!’ (15). Instinctively he looked up, saw a woodcock jinking through the trees, raised his gun and, as he was about to fire, saw a second woodcock. He fired at the first, saw it drop and then swung onto the second. It too dropped dead in a bush behind him. Nugget marked the birds and, unlike many dogs who display a manifest distaste for retrieving woodcock, was perfectly happy to do so.

         ‘Good shooting. A right and a left at woodcock is worthy of a knighthood,’ said a beater who turned out to be a local doctor, who often came along for the exercise and enjoyment of seeing others doing something well, even though he was not a shooting man. ‘I’ll be your witness if you like and I’m sure Len there will be your second witness so that you can claim your bottle of whisky from the Shooting Times’. George had heard that the Shooting Times offered such a prize, as long there were at least two witnesses to the event, but had never met anyone who had won it.

         He did not shoot anything else that drive and would have been content to have finished the day then, even though he realized that there were probably at least two more drives before lunch. He had had great sport already, Nugget had performed immaculately, and it seemed to be tempting fate to go on.

         THE THIRD DRIVE

         ‘Dead-eye; eh, George?’ said Charles as they met by the trailer again. ‘The beaters are positively buzzing about your skill. They say you’re incapable of missing. That’s good, because you’re in a good spot this next drive.’

         George suddenly wondered whether such faith and implied responsibility might be over-generosity on Charles’ part; somehow, he had an intuition that he might not manage to live up to this heady reputation for much longer. He was a reasonable shot but inconsistent, like the majority of people are, and experienced enough to acknowledge his weaknesses and to recognize the warning signals when he might lose form. Just now, the signals were beginning to flash at him with depressing familiarity.

         When the trailer halted, the Guns began to dismount. One of the Guns, instead of handing his gun sleeve containing his gun to someone while he climbed down, kept it in his hand. As he jumped down, he hit the barrels with a dull but audible thud against the tailgate. Without bothering to check his gun he strode off to his peg.

         George went to his peg, speculating about the potential severity of the damage to the gun and surprised at the owner’s seeming indifference. He was just loading his gun when a pheasant got up in front of the Gun on his left. The bird could not have been more than ten feet from the end of the barrels. There was a great cloud of feathers as if a duvet had been assassinated, and the bird seemed to explode, mutilated beyond recognition. ‘What a dreadful waste, not to mention a thoroughly unsporting shot,’ mused George to himself, hardly bothering to listen to the perpetrator’s blustering excuse: ‘Good Lord, did you see that? My shot must have balled.’

         George had heard of shot balling, a phenomenon where the shot fuses to form an almost solid ball. This is liable to destroy a bird if it makes contact, but not pluck it, as happens when the bird takes the full force of the standard contents of a cartridge. It is a very rare occurrence indeed. Also, George knew when a bird had been shot at absurdly close range.

         Four cocks flew over between him and George, as the man was reloading. George fired at one, which he knew he had hit. Almost simultaneously, there was a shot from his left followed by: ‘My bird I think, old man.’ George’s first reaction was to argue the toss since he was absolutely certain that it was his bird but held his tongue after a moment’s hesitation, thinking that a true sportsman would not be so greedily eager to claim the spoils.

         It was pointless to argue over something so trivial, even if it happened more than once. More importantly it would have been rude to his host to disrupt the harmony of the day; after all, he knew that the bird had fallen to his gun and that was all that mattered. The Gun on his right, afterwards, whispered knowingly in his ear: ‘I reckon that was your bird without a shadow of a doubt. I liked the way you didn’t fuss over it.’

         George’s next bird fell dead almost at Nugget’s feet. As he was reloading, there was a streak of black which disappeared even quicker than it had appeared. A black labrador from down the line had stolen the bird from right under Nugget’s nose before he could make any protest whatsoever. When the thief reached its master he received a congratulatory pat on the head, instead of the remonstration he should have received. George was not surprised, later, that the owner made no effort to apologize for the dog’s appalling behaviour. To compound his crime, the black Lab had eaten the bird at the peg, failing to mark any of his master’s own birds as a result (16).

         George was more concerned about the standard of his own marksmanship which, as he had suspected, was far from satisfactory all of a sudden. He missed pheasant after pheasant to the extent that Nugget, instead of sitting up alert, lay down and tried to sleep. Up until this moment, George had ignored all the pigeon he had seen – partly because he felt that to shoot a pigeon early in a drive might disturb the pheasants but mainly because experience from rough shooting had ingrained in him the belief that a shot at pigeon almost inevitably scared off the game.

         Pigeon are pests but offer extremely tricky, sporting shooting. It takes quite a few to make a decent meal. Thus, before shooting at them, particularly on a formal shoot, it is sensible to decide whether it is worth it. The best thing to do is to ascertain from one’s host whether to take pigeon or not. If you do shoot at a pigeon, you can virtually guarantee that some pheasants will fly over you in perfect formation before you have time to reload. 

         Anyway, more out of frustration born from desperation, George took a casual shot at a couple of very high pigeons. Hitting one, he fired at the other and was amazed when they both fell to earth quite dead. Nugget sat up, looked at the birds and then at George with a look that seemed to say: ‘Wow! What’s happened to you, Master?’

         Master and dog were disturbed from further telepathic views on pigeon by a great flush of pheasants which broke cover simultaneously, well out of range and closely followed by a large retriever. The dog had broken loose, charged through the covert and driven the bulk of the birds in the covert towards the Guns in one mass. As usually happens in such instances, the birds were not even flushed anywhere near the Guns. It was an object lesson in why dogs should be kept under control, how to ruin a drive, and how to incur the host’s displeasure. Such actions are unlikely to result in further invitations.

         The drive was virtually over, with the beaters still in cover but obviously very close, when a hen broke cover and flew towards the Gun on George’s right. The bird seemed to fly straight at the Gun at about head height. The Gun shot at the bird, missing spectacularly but sending his shot straight into the bushes to his front.

         Immediately, there was a cry from behind the bush, more indignant than anything else, ‘Hey! That hit me!’ As it transpired, fortunately, the beater had been peppered but no shots had penetrated his clothing or skin. The Gun whose fault it was, was profoundly apologetic. He was well-versed in shooting etiquette and, to save Charles the embarrassment of sending him home, went up to his host. 

         ‘Charles, I am most terribly sorry. Thank God the beater seems to be unscathed… I am insured though, if need be, but I don’t think it’ll be necessary. I will take my leave and go home. Thank you for your kind invitation and for such splendid sport. I just pray that I have not completely ruined the day for you.’ With that he departed, despite Charles’ protestations that no damage had been done and that he should stay (17).

         This incident had a salutary effect on everybody else because the Gun was a very experienced shot. ‘Just goes to show,’ said another Gun finally, ‘that it’s those of us who think we’re ultrasafe, by virtue of age and experience, who are possibly the most dangerous. It certainly proves we’re all human…’ 

         THE FOURTH DRIVE (18)


         Silence descended while the Guns were driven a couple of miles in the trailer to the grouse butts up on the moor, which formed a large proportion of the estate. The silence was no bad thing, since grouse are very easy to disturb unless great caution is exercised. George made his way through the heather to his butt along a well-trodden path, which was nearly on a flank, with one Gun only on his right. He took stock of his situation.

         The butt was built from peat turves on top of stone and provided reasonable shelter from the wind and a degree of concealment from approaching grouse. George settled Nugget in the butt so that he was completely concealed from view to the front. Then he worked out his arcs and marked them with a couple of empty cartridge cases he found in the bottom of the butt. As a precaution, he put his unloaded gun to his shoulder and swung several times between his markers, carefully noting the lie of the land at each extremity of the arc. The idea of this was to give him a firm indication when to swing no further to left or right and, therefore, when to raise his gun and to shoot behind. To swing through and beyond the arcs is called ‘swinging through the line’ and is extremely dangerous since it means that, at some point, a neighbouring Gun will have a loaded gun pointing at him. George was relieved to notice that his neighbours were doing likewise (19). 

         Having placed several cartridges to hand on the top of the butt to speed up reloading, he placed his gun conveniently on the top of the butt, so that all he had to do was raise it to his shoulder when the time came. Donning his safety glasses, he stood still but, at the same time, continually swept his arcs with his eyes. He was prepared for a long wait.

         The Gun to his left was crouched down below the top of his butt, so that only his eyes and above showed over the top of the butt. To further reduce his silhouette, the Gun kept his barrels below the top of the butt as well. George used to do the same until a canny old keeper told him that grouse are far more likely to be deterred by the sudden appearance of a Gun popping up from his butt than by somebody in good view but not moving. Nevertheless, George was still careful to maintain a discreet silhouette so that he was not unnecessarily conspicuous. Several coveys flew over Guns up and down the line. George steeled himself not to watch what might be happening, though, experience having taught him that as soon as he was distracted, a covey would fly straight over him while he was looking elsewhere. 

         George was relieved to discover that his desultory performance in the last drive was only short-lived. That said, he was well aware that grouse-shooting requires completely different techniques to pheasant-shooting. Grouse necessitate the Gun to shoot low, usually with the gun nearly parallel to the ground, something which would result in instant expulsion on a driven pheasant shoot.

         He shot five-and-a-half brace of grouse. Several of the birds were shot behind the butt since, once the beaters had appeared, even though technically still well out of range, the head beater had blown a horn indicating that Guns were only to take birds behind until the end of the drive. George, like most experienced grouse shots, imposed his own shoot-behind restriction almost invariably before the horn was sounded in order to avoid the slightest risk of wounding a beater. Unlike the Guns, the beaters stood out well due to the safety flashes they wore. Long before they came into sight, their flags, which they waved to make the grouse fly away from them, gave them away by the distinct, sharp, flapping noise they made.

         At the end of the drive Nugget picked all the birds and it was time to drive down to the lodge for lunch. Unexpectedly, Charles announced suddenly: ‘Let’s not do lunch yet. I would just like to throw in a quick partridge drive.’ Conveniently, the partridge drive was just a bit further down the hill from the moor and en route to the lunch venue. After grouse, partridge were George’s favourite quarry because they offer such sporting shooting. These days, there are very few grey (or English) partridge shoots since they are truly wild birds and numbers have suffered catastrophically as a result of modern farming methods. Instead, shoots with partridge will rear redlegs or Frenchmen as they are known and thus it was on Charles Shute-Strait’s shoot.

         The Guns had literally just reached their pegs when the first partridge coveys appeared, some only about 20 feet off the ground but others rising dramatically as they saw the Guns. Partridge seem to fly very fast but, in fact, are usually no faster than pheasant. George, being centre of the gun line had a very fruitful drive, shooting 11 redlegs and one grey which had mingled with a large covey of redlegs; although slightly embarrassed at shooting a grey, George knew that it takes extraordinary powers of observation to differentiate between the partridge species under such circumstances. In passing, it has to be said that greys make for far superior eating to redlegs.

         Lunch

         Charles Chute-Strait tended to view lunch as a bit of a nuisance: he enjoyed his food, but he enjoyed shooting more. Nevertheless, he recognised the need to give the beaters a rest. Another reason he did not like shooting lunches was because he was concerned that a Gun might drink too much and become distinctly more casual and dangerous as a result. He was even less keen on shooting through and having a late lunch afterwards since it made for a very long day, especially if there was a long drive home afterwards. 

         This might sound cynical and over-generalised but, over the years, his experience had inexorably led him to this conclusion. Statistics proved that the majority of accidents in the shooting field happened after lunch.

         George was of a similar opinion and opted for simple lunches. Usually, he had a pie or pasty, hopefully still warm in its thermal container, and some hot soup for cold days followed by fruit and chocolate. On hot days, he preferred buns and scotch eggs. He also took plenty of bottled water, which he would drink between drives; indeed, on hot days on the grouse moor, it is essential to drink plenty of liquid if one is not to risk becoming dangerously lethargic. George had often drunk two litres in a day, occasionally more. He also took a few biscuits and some water for the dog.

         To drink, he took some ginger beer, water, a can or two of beer and sometimes some claret. He rarely touched alcohol when shooting but enjoyed distributing hospitality and found it was a good way to effect a rapport with Guns he might not have got to know in the morning. Nine times out of ten, he found that he took home most of the alcoholic drink he had brought since people are wary of drinking, driving and handling a gun. 

         THE FIFTH DRIVE

         With lunch over quite quickly, Charles was about to direct the guns to the trailer but waited when he noticed two of the Guns in their respective cars, talking on their mobile telephones. Inherent good manners prevented him from displaying the impatience and irritation he felt at this unwarranted delay (20). Meanwhile the other Guns stood and chatted idly (21).

         Eventually, after several minutes, both missing Guns emerged from their cars and rejoined their fellows, neither offering more than a token apology, both seemingly unaware they had done anything untoward. The Guns climbed on to the trailer to be taken to the Bog as it was known. This, as the name implied, was a marshy piece of low-lying moor, adjoining the grouse moor. It held an abundance of snipe and, frequently, a few duck.

         The Bog was surrounded by an old sheep fence, topped with barbed wire. This was an awkward obstacle. George turned to a man beside him and asked him if he would be good enough to hold his gun. Before passing the gun, he opened it to show it was unloaded and left it open. Having passed his open gun, he detached his leather protector from his stick and attached it on the top strand of wire. He crossed over the fence and then urged Nugget to leap the fence, over the protector. Another Gun removed his jacket and laid it along the top strand of the fence so that his dog could jump over safely. Some years previously, George had lost a dog that had ripped its belly open on wire which was why he tended to be so pedantic about fences (22). Once all the Guns and beaters were over the fence, they lined up in one long line and advanced through the bog. It was tricky going and required one eye firmly fixed on the going and the other peeled for quarry. Everybody stepped from tussock to tussock with much circumspection. 

         One gun mistook a tussock for terra firma and found himself stepping into icy liquid up to his chest, further downward movement being arrested by his gun wedging across the top of the gap. Laboriously he extracted himself, drained his boots and carefully checked his gun for damage and blocked barrels before continuing.

         Two snipe rose in front of George, about five yards apart. Both jinked in that elusive manner unique to snipe before soaring high and out of range. George fired both barrels but missed. Snipe are arguably the most difficult birds to shoot, demanding lightning reactions from the Guns. To compound the problem, they are often hard to find once shot, especially because many dogs refuse to pick them.

         Some mallard were rash enough, just then, to fly over. George aimed at one and fired. As it was falling, he fired at another and hit it conclusively, too. Nugget retrieved both subsequently, to his satisfaction.

         This drive did not last long but netted several snipe and mallard, George managing to account for two snipe, and three mallard. 

         THE SIXTH DRIVE

         The sixth drive was marred by a fairly dramatic incident. On the way to the drive, after removing his gun from its sleeve, one of the Guns had knocked his barrels hard against a wall. Carelessly, he omitted to check for any damage. Had he done so he would have seen a serious dent in the left barrel.

         He fired at several birds without incident because, each time, he only used one barrel. Then he shot at a rabbit which he had no right to shoot anyway after Charles’ orders. He missed with the first barrel and then fired immediately with the second.

         The rabbit was hit but, simultaneously, the left barrel split, miraculously causing no injury to the firer. Little more was said by anybody since the proof of failing to keep an eye on safety matters was all too plain to see. That Gun, no longer able to use his gun, stayed at his peg until the end of the drive and then, for the seventh and last drive, stood beside Charles.

         George was in a good stand. The Guns were lined up in a valley, facing a wood high up on the side of the valley, which produced some very high and testing birds, flying over the Guns before gliding into the cover behind the line on the other side of the valley. 

         THE SEVENTH DRIVE

         The seventh and last drive saw George as a walking Gun again. This time he let Nugget work off the lead, having first sought the keeper’s permission.

         As they walked up, George kept giving Nugget verbal encouragement with the aims of maintaining remote control over the dog, letting his neighbouring beaters know his whereabouts, and to put up any game along his route.

         Having been relatively restrained most of the day, Nugget was greatly relieved to be doing something interesting and actually vastly more exciting than sitting model-dog fashion at the peg. Before long he was working twenty yards out, and then thirty, and then further still. Knowing the implications of letting a dog get too far out, George called his dog to heel only to have him ignore him completely.

         Not surprisingly, George was upset. As soon as Nugget came within arm’s reach he called him to heel, grabbed him by the ruff (he always took off his collar lest he get caught and, at worst, strangled in the undergrowth because of it) and carefully put down his gun. He then put both hands around Nugget’s neck, and shook him firmly but not violently, at the same time looking him in the eye and admonishing his disobedience.

         This had the desired effect and a contrite Nugget was once again scrupulous in heeding his master. George, meanwhile, picked up his gun, checking the barrels for any obstructions since they had rested on soft earth, and continued walking. He had plenty of shooting, avoiding taking birds going forwards.

         All too soon the drive was over and the Guns were driven back to the house on the trailer. Although, technically, this had been the last drive, George and two other Guns were to stay behind to flight duck as bidden by Charles, once the other Guns had departed.

         THE BAG

         When the trailer arrived at the house, Jem Morgan was just finishing laying out the bag. George asked him for the details and noted them for his gamebook. He need not have done so because Charles issued cards with the details already inscribed to each Gun. George quietly asked a Gun, whom he knew shot there regularly, what was considered a proper tip (23).

         The final tally was 257 Pheasant (171 cocks and 86 hens), 19 brace of Grouse, 29 brace of Partridge (27 Redlegs and 2 of Greys), 7 Woodcock, 14 Snipe, 9 Mallard and 11 Pigeon.

         As is customary at the end of the day, Jem Morgan went up to each Gun in turn, rather than the other way round, and handed a brace of pheasants to each and woodcock to those who had shot them – George remembered wondering, as a child, why the bag was not divided equally among the Guns since they had shot them after all (24). The snipe were kept back for Charles. George discreetly shook hands with the keeper, as did the others, palming several notes across into his hand as he did so. He also asked if he could buy a few brace of partridge which Jem was happy to provide for a really very small sum. George was horrified to see one Gun refusing a brace with the words: ‘Oh, I don’t want any birds, I can’t stand eating them’. 

         As always at this moment at the end of a shoot, he recalled his father’s words: ‘When you tip the keeper, don’t tip him with anything other than a note; coins are for cabbies. And don’t wave the tip around, ostentatiously. Be discreet and pass it across in the palm of your hand as you shake hands. And if you’ve had a good day, don’t stint yourself… show your appreciation with a decent tip. Lord knows, a keeper’s wage is a pittance and besides, if you see him right, he’ll see you right the next time you’re invited to shoot if you’re that lucky. In fact, he might even help get you invited again… Oh, and by the way, don’t be bashful about going to thank the beaters personally. You’ve no idea how much such a simple gesture is appreciated and that one’s free to boot!’

         Once they had been given their brace each, the Guns thanked Charles and departed, leaving Charles, George, two other Guns and the keeper. The keeper was rehanging the bag on the racks in the game-cart hitched to the back of his Land Rover, to take it to his game larder, which was a cool room attached at the back of his cottage. The next day, they would be collected by the local game dealer. Ideally, they would be collected early that evening but the impending duck-flight precluded that.

         THE DUCK FLIGHT

         The light was beginning to fade as Charles led the Guns down to the flighting pond, which was about 500 yards from the house. Everybody was under strict instructions to keep their dogs on the lead, silence being essential (25). When they were close enough to the pond – actually it was more of a small lake – to see the lie of the land but not to be seen, Charles quietly and quickly outlined his plan and a few points of safety.

         ‘Don’t shoot anything until you’re in position and then only if it is definitely coming in, and in range. Do be careful not to shoot each other. I know it is obvious, but in the gloom it’s natural to shoot much lower than one realises. This could result in another Gun being hit directly by shot or, as often happens I gather, by a ricochet off the water. To be shooting that low really is dangerous anyway. Don’t leave your hide until you hear my signal of two whistle blasts, indicating no more shooting. Also, don’t release your dogs until the end of the flight or we’ll never know whose birds have been picked and whose haven’t.’ 

         ‘I apologize if I’m teaching you to suck eggs but I’m sure you understand my concern. The other thing is, don’t shoot at coots or moorhens as they always seem to fly too low anyway. Nuisance as they are, it’ll put off any duck if they hear shooting before they’re in range. Right, that’s all I’ve got to say … any questions? If not, I’ll now place each of you in turn.’

         Charles took each Gun to his hide beside the pond, taking pains to point out where the other Guns would be and the most likely flight path of the duck. The hides were made from 3 pallets nailed together with a primitive bench made from a plank across 2 poles sunk into the ground forming the fourth and open side (26).

         George settled Nugget so that he was not in the way, in as dry a spot as he could find; nevertheless the ground Nugget sat on was still damp. George was always diligent in drying off Nugget if he ever got wet. Rather than rubbing him with a towel, a process that can temporarily remove much of the coat’s natural oils, he used an insulated towelling rug, rather like a horse’s New Zealand rug, with a hole for the dog’s head and held in place by a velcroed towelling surcingle – this was so much easier and more efficient than the zipped towelling bag he used to use and which caused him to be as wet as his dog by the time he had wrestled Nugget into it. 

         Having organized Nugget, George then oriented himself, checked his arcs of fire and prepared to wait for the duck, wishing he had a shooting stick which would have been perfect for such a situation. As the light faded, he became restless even though he had only been waiting for half an hour. In the dark there is often a false doubt that perhaps everybody has gone home and left one behind. When should one shoot? Is it best to leave the singleton which often appears first as if reconnoitring for the main flight? (27) All these thoughts and more can play tricks on the mind, leaving the Gun confused and apt to do something careless and rushed when something suddenly appears out of the darkness. This was why George continually maintained a constant 360-degree vigil, which tended to give him a stiff neck but at least kept him alert. 

         His patience was eventually rewarded when he heard the faint but unmistakeable noise of mallards’ wings moving through the air, a sort of cross between a hum and a whoosh. He craned to catch a glimpse of them, counting twelve dark shapes circling before straightening up and preparing to land. They were faint, black silhouettes against a slightly less black sky. He fired twice and was rewarded with the noise of two smacks as two birds hit the water to his front.

         He had just reloaded when he saw the quicker, silent, dark, small shape of a teal dropping onto the water, seemingly from nowhere. He fired, and killed the teal. He was aware that the other Guns had fired. Duck, in ones and twos, continued to flight in every few minutes. George reckoned that most duck flights last about 25 to 30 minutes except when there is a full moon and clear sky, in which case the duck may flight for hours. After 30 minutes there were no more shots but Charles waited another five minutes before blowing his whistle; five minutes that taxed Nugget’s patience to the absolute limit. Once the whistle had gone, George sent Nugget into the water.

         By the time the Guns had finished, the bag was nine mallard and five teal. George adored teal, especially roasted at breakfast after being stuffed the previous night with port-soaked bread.

         The Guns made their way back to the house. Before departing, they had a drink with their host who generously gave each a teal and a couple of mallard. George installed Nugget in his towelling rug before letting him leap into the back of the car. 

         LATER

         As soon as he arrived home, George checked Nugget for thorns, scratches and ailments before feeding him. After hanging his birds in an outhouse, he mixed a generous whisky and soda, before setting to cleaning his gun. Once the gun was clean, he cleaned and put away his other equipment before having a good soak in the bath.

         When he came down from his bath he wrote up his gamebook and then wrote a thank-you letter to Charles Chute-Strait. In particular, he praised the organization and the variety, and emphasized both his and Nugget’s appreciation for his host’s generosity. He preferred to write immediately because the day was still fresh in his mind and, more importantly, it showed that he appreciated his host’s thoughtfulness and consideration; nothing was ruder, to his mind, than the late letter sent many days or even weeks later, which implied a cavalier casualness and lack of real appreciation of a kindness bestowed.

         He went to bed feeling well-satisfied with a wonderful day, and, just as he was about to go to sleep, he realized with pleasure that he had managed to equal the Feudal Park record of the number of game species shot in a day.

         
            Note: (1) It is one of the idiosyncrasies of gameshooting that, in most contexts, feathered game is referred to in the singular eg ‘We shot pheasant and partridge today’.
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