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Foreword


I was delighted to be asked to write the foreword for this book. Over the past fifteen years, Alasdair Mitchell has entertained the readership of the Shooting Times with his stimulating, observational and often highly irreverent weekly column which has, in roughly equal measure, captivated, amused, provoked debate and in some quarters, caused alarm and outrage.


Sharpshooter is a selection of his writings from the vast archive covering this period, with a handful of earlier feature articles.


Alasdair Mitchell is well known as a consummate sportsman and his jottings reflect a deep knowledge of the countryside and love of wildlife, combined with a delightful sense of fun. They are an eclectic mix, encapsulating his passion for wildfowling, stalking, rough shooting and fishing in places as diverse as Britain, Europe, Africa and North America on the one hand, whilst commenting acerbically on topical and often controversial issues on the other.


No one escapes his gimlet eye and barbed wit, the hypocrisy of animal rights activists, the Guardian newspaper, incompetent bureaucrats, eco-tourism, the National Trust, Natural England, the Ramblers Association, the BBC, RSPB, RSPCA and vegans, among others, are all exposed in a balanced, perceptive and invariably humorous manner.


Nor is Alasdair above telling stories against himself. There are hilarious descriptions of fleeing through the African bush from an enraged Black Rhino; imagining that he could hear an enormous tusker charging him from behind on a boar shooting trip in Hungary, only to discover it was the approach of a small terrier amplified by his ear protectors; or trying, and failing, to cross the foaming waters of the River Tilt by a wire stretched from bank to bank, now known as Wimp’s Bridge, whilst stalking in Perthshire, to name only a few.


Sharpshooter is an immensely enjoyable and informative read, for the likes of you and me, this is the ultimate bedside book. My only regret is that it is not longer!


Sir John Scott Bt. MFH




Introduction


It’s always pleasing when contributors tell me what a privilege it is to write for Shooting Times but in the case of Alasdair Mitchell, I always tell people what a privilege it is to have him writing for us.


Many Shooting Times readers thumb through the magazine in reverse, turning first to Alasdair’s Sharpshooter column, a pithy back page polemic and, of course, the namesake of this book. But throughout these pages, and actually in everything he puts his name to, there is no red-faced ranting. The power of his writing, and his success in tackling those who seek to bring an end to the sports we love, comes from his superb ability to intricately dissect the mistruths of the opposition and articulate reality.


Yet, this book is far more than just polemic. Alasdair is just as excellent in evocative passages recalling the beauty of cold December evenings shooting geese beneath the moon and hot African days stalking Cape Buffalo.


In a sense, some might find the humble tone of Alasdair’s prose surprising. After all, few understand nature like he does and even fewer have hunted as extensively. Ultimately, though, it seems his countless trips and the manifest knowledge he’s amassed over the years, have taught him about the insignificance of man; there is no place for hubris in the wilderness.


We live in an age in which nature writing is as popular as ever. But it is almost never Laurie Lee’s nature. Nor Sassoon’s or for that matter Durrell’s. It has become nature re-imagined, cloyingly sentimentalized by those who go to the country sometimes and rather like the idea of it.


Sharpshooter is the perfect counterpunch to this trend, a wonderful journey with one of fieldsports’ most fertile minds.


Patrick Galbraith
Editor
Shooting Times




PART ONE


1997 — 2002
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Moonflighting with a werewolf (1997)



Alan opened the door quietly and peered out at the night sky, his breath condensing into wreaths of mist.


‘Oh no,’ he groaned. ‘The moon’s up and the cloud’s just right. Don’t tell Gerry, or we’ll never get any sleep.’ I nodded, hoping that Gerry hadn’t heard the door click shut.


‘What was that?’ barked a sharp voice from Gerry’s room. We froze. Then his bedroom door creaked open and he emerged from the depths. A stream of moonlight illuminated Gerry’s features and his eyes narrowed in the brightness. ‘My God,’ he whispered. We cowered. He flung open the door to reveal the snow-quilted fields bathed in moonlight and bellowed: ‘It’s magnificent, let’s go.’


If you think from this that Gerry is some sort of werewolf with an insatiable urge to be out under the full moon, you would be only partially wrong. He is afflicted with recurring goose fever, which is particularly acute when conditions are ideal for moonflighting.


Alan ran back to his room and tried to hide under his duvet. I could hear him pleading.


‘Look, Gerry, we’ve driven for hours and we need some sleep. We’ve got four days ahead of us. There are loads of geese to sort out in the morning. There’s not enough wind…’


‘Besides’, I chipped in, ‘you can’t shoot on Sundays in Scotland…’


‘It’s Monday in just under an hour!’ roared Gerry, as he unravelled Alan from his cocoon like a fox tackling a hedgehog.


We all started to assemble our kit, being chivvied along by Gerry. I had met him only a few hours before, but I already knew he was a true fanatic. Grabbing a handful of 12-bore cartridges, I asked, in all innocence: ‘Are you taking a big gun tonight?’


‘Nah, just the 8-bore,’ was his rather disconcerting reply. When we eventually arrived at the field, our bleary eyes widened at the sight of eight pinkfeet near the gate. They showed no signs of real alarm, but slowly walked away from us as we started unloading the trailer. Snow and moonlight seem to have a strange effect on geese, not to mention certain humans.


Inevitably, just as we had set the decoys up, the cloud thickened to the point where we couldn’t see anything against the sky. When it hadn’t improved after a couple of hours, Alan and I went back to the cottage, though Gerry insisted on staying out.


We returned at dawn with John and Jim, the other members of the party, laden with hot soup and sandwiches. Gerry still hadn’t dirtied his barrels, but his enthusiasm was undiminished. As the sun rose, a few pinks started to pass by. We called some in, managing to bag a few, but the big battalions were settling on a field half a mile away. The clouds dispersed, the sun shone and we began to feel pleasantly warm in our snowsuits.


Suddenly we heard a distant roaring noise, as though somebody had opened a gigantic sluice. The whole surface of a distant field peeled off into the air, transforming into a ragged cloud of flying geese. A farmer had driven a quad bike through the grand army of pinks.


The geese swirled around without gaining much height, apparently intent on landing quickly. They wheeled towards our field and somebody joked about them landing on our decoys. The geese came on, making such a racket that we had to shout to be heard.


Then, incredibly, the first echelons of the enormous flying carpet of geese set their wings, aiming right for our rather forlorn group of decoys. The following masses set their wings in sequence, until it seemed that an entire nation of pinkfeet was sliding down an invisible chute into our laps.


I started frantically fumbling for my camera. Alan had previously instructed us that skeins of more than two hundred geese should not be fired at because of the disturbance factor. The correct tactic would be to let them land, clap them off without undue alarm and then wait for smaller groups to return. The group heading for us exceeded the no-shoot threshold by a factor of ten.


While I fiddled with the camera, the cacophony increased still further and then the sun was literally blotted out. I peered up slowly through my Balaclava, the sight was awesome. Every inch of sky seemed to be filled with outstretched wings, some not twenty yards above me. Then a tendril of geese spiralled down to our decoys from a distance.


I clicked away as the geese poured in. They all seemed to want to land on the same spot, some appearing to slide off the backs of the decoys, wings flailing. The noise and confusion were indescribable.


Then the noise increased further yet, and I could clearly distinguish the high-pitched alarm calls. The geese already on the ground took off with a roar of wings and headed straight for us like monstrous driven partridge. After they had passed over, somebody fired a shot. There was a moment of virtual silence and then the noise restarted, even louder than before, as the geese poured back into the sky like a waterfall in reverse. Not a single goose fell.


Back at the cars, he who had fired was ribbed mercilessly. In truth, though, none of us really minded because it had been an unforgettable spectacle. That evening we had another taste of moonflighting. As dusk fell, we hurried to lay out a small number of decoys on winter wheat. Small groups of pinks and few skeins of greylags were already flying around, though the moon wasn’t due to rise for another hour.


We lay or sat on the cold, snow-streaked ground and watched the dogs’ heads. As geese approached, the dogs would turn their heads like synchronised radar dishes, allowing us to concentrate on a particular patch of sky. One pink paid the price, but then the aerial activity began to lull.


It was almost unbearably cold, without any cover from the brisk east wind. After what seemed like an age, the moon cleared the horizon. The white tail coverts of the decoys lit up like homing beacons and our expectations soared. Unfortunately, the flimsy covering of cloud thinned and then tore, leaving huge, velvety black patches in the sky against which it was impossible to see anything. On several occasions we could hear the swish of wings and the chuckle of flighting geese at close range, but we could not see them. Ideal conditions for good moonflighting are finely balanced, not too much cloud, nor too little, with enough moon to get the geese moving. As conditions didn’t improve, we packed up.


The next night, the cloud was just right, a thin, translucent layer, but we were set up on sown grass and it became obvious that the geese couldn’t spot the decoys against the dark, snow-splotched background. Nonetheless, judicious use of the goose-call enticed several small groups within range. Gerry and I were on one field, while the others were half a mile away.


Never have I had my eye wiped quite so comprehensively. Time and again Gerry would let me have first shot, but I would miss, only to see him score at longer range. He stopped when we had five pinks down.


He was using a magnificent Greener 8-bore, while I was using my light game gun. While there is no doubt that my problem was human error, let nobody tell you that a big-bore is necessarily unsuited to moonflighting. We ended the trip with a modest bag of geese, made under the most sporting of circumstances.


It is sobering to consider that in Brussels, eurocrats are forever pondering ways to stop us from moonflighting. In her fascinating book Man and Wildfowl, Janet Kear of the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust states that moonflighting has been banned in America and most of Europe, including Northern Ireland, for reasons of public safety, disturbance to roosts, greater crippling losses and danger to protected birds. Dr Kear explains that the defence of moonflighting in mainland Britain is based largely on tradition.


I think this is unduly dismissive. The real issue is whether the unique circumstances of other countries have any relevance at all to moonflighting in Britain. For example, on the mainland we do not face the same security issues as Northern Ireland. Nor do we have the extensive public shooting grounds of the USA and some other countries.


Shooting on goose roosts is a serious breach of our etiquette, no protected species is threatened by British wildfowlers, and concerns about increased crippling losses are more emotive than real, particularly since moonflighting accounts for such a small part of the total goose bag. Surely those who wish to take away a cherished freedom to shoot by the light of the moon should base their case on something more than a desire for bureaucratic conformity.
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A stag to remember (1998)



My friend was dismissive when I told him I was going to Scotland to try for my first stag.


‘That’s not sport, lad,’ he snorted. ‘It’s like being led into a field to shoot an old cow.’ However, I am glad he failed to soften my resolve and I decided to find out about stalking for myself because, following my recent trip to Scotland, I have metamorphosed into an unmitigated stalking enthusiast/bore – delete as appropriate.


Now, I can understand that the concept of corpulent businessmen paying vast sums of money to be driven to within strolling distance of a rut-crazed stag is not everybody’s idea of sport, it isn’t mine, either. Yet the early September day I had on the Invermearan Estate in Glen Lyon has convinced me that, at its best, stalking red deer on the open hill is one of the finest field sports of all. It’s also surprisingly accessible.


In an age when shooting is bedevilled with restrictions, I found it was easy to go stalking. I arranged my day at short notice and reasonable cost through an agency, and used an estate rifle. At the appointed hour I turned up at the lodge, where I met my stalker, Hamish Campbell. He was being assisted by John Sinclair, the long-standing stalker on the neighbouring Glenlochay Estate. Both estates are now under the same ownership.


I was put through my paces on the target with Hamish’s rifle, and then decanted into a Land Rover that jolted along a track running beside Loch Lyon. Then we transferred to the Argocat.


At times, it was only the fact that I was inextricably wedged into the passenger seat that stopped me from leaping out of the wretched thing because it was so uncomfortable. As it was, I had to confine myself to screaming inwardly whenever it seemed inevitable that we were going to turn over.


There was a moment’s respite when Hamish stopped the infernal machine to spy the high tops for deer. I reckon I’ve got pretty good eyesight and I have a mean pair of binoculars, but it rapidly became abundantly clear that finding deer is more about seeing than looking.


While I scanned miles of apparently empty scenery, Hamish and John gave a running commentary on great herds of deer. Swapping binoculars for telescopes, they then proceeded to assess heads. Most of the stags, it seemed were up the hill, feeding in groups just below the cloud base. There was much talk of wind directions, and then it was time for yet more terror on the Argocat.


Finally, we lurched to a halt at the base of Beinn a’Craichain, a monstrous hump of shattered rock standing 3,540 feet high. The wind soughed in the heather, and the clouds thinned and tore, allowing a pale orb of watery sun to shine through.


I craned my neck upwards and began to sweat. Surely, they’d take pity on a gravitationally-challenged novice with a gammy leg, who had paid upfront? They didn’t. Hamish signalled the coming ordeal by handing me a stick and pointing his chin at the hill. We set off, with Hamish leading and John bringing up the rear, presumably to cut off any attempts at escape.


I rapidly degenerated into something that looked like a cross between a boiled lobster and ravaged Teletubby. Every hundred yards or so Hamish would pause, pretending to admire the scenery, while I flopped up to him like a beached elephant seal.


Eventually we came to the lip of a broad corrie. Hamish and John deliberated over how to get past a group of hinds without spooking the stags they judged to be further on. I was almost beyond caring, and proceeded to slurp water from the burn.


Surprise, surprise, it turned out that the only way out was up. We crouched and angled off towards a rocky shoulder, daring forward whenever one particular hind had her head hidden by a boulder. Having gained dead ground, we then started traversing round a smaller, higher corrie.


By now we had been walking for three hours. The wind, always an unknown quantity on these high rock faces, was blowing straight in our faces. The professionals had got it precisely right.


I didn’t have to be told that we were approaching the stags, I knew it from the stalkers’ body language. John paused and sniffed. ‘I can smell them now’, he said. At first, I thought this was pure theatre, but suddenly I too could smell a sweet, barnyard scent. I was suddenly living in a heightened state of consciousness, alert to every sound, sight, smell, feeling and thought.


Suddenly, John froze. Hamish and I did the same. Then we slowly backed down behind a boulder. There was a whispered conference. The stags were just over the next fold. I was to crawl to a particular rock ledge and shoot the beast indicated. Hamish silently loaded the rifle’s chamber. I waited a few moments to steady my breathing and then slid out along the slab of rock, feeling horribly exposed. The rifle materialised alongside me and I eased it into position.


So there I was, sprawled on a rock jutting out of a precipitous mountainside some 3,000 feet above sea level, with my feet six inches higher than my head, pointing a rifle at a seriously impressive beast that weighed almost as much as I do. It had taken hours of intense physical exertion and the expertise of two stalkers to get me into this particular situation, yet I could ruin it all with one misplaced shot, or even a cough.


Below me, almost sixty yards away, was a great, broad-beamed Royal stag. He wasn’t the quarry today, however, no point in shooting the prize bull. Instead, I was directed to a lesser beast standing quarter-on some 110 yards away and perhaps fifteen yards below me on a narrow ledge. He was about to move behind a rock.


I rocked the safety off and centred the reticule just behind his shoulder. Time seemed to stand still. Pure concentration poured through the Zeiss lenses and focused on a spot behind the stag’s shoulder. I barely heard the rifle go off, I felt the thump, and then saw the stag lurch out of the scope’s field of view.


‘He’s dead,’ said Hamish quietly. ‘Reload and keep down.’


I duly followed the order. Stags seemed to dart from behind every boulder, and made off around the shoulder of the hill. They seemed more perplexed than alarmed. They couldn’t see or scent us.


When they had all gone we set off for my stag, moving carefully across the steep slope with its tussocks of treacherous grass. There was no sign of the beast other than a spray of blood in the grass. Then we saw another patch of blood twenty yards below, and yet another. He had rolled, slipped, slumped and bumped two hundred yards down the precipice, a salutary indication of what could happen to any of us if we lost our footing. We finally found him wedged beside a boulder.


He had a moderate head with nine points, with velvet still peeling off the beams. After gralloching, he weighed slightly less than fourteen stone. Not the most magnificent stag on the hill, perhaps, but as far as I am concerned, he was truly noble quarry. I shall never forget him.
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When they shoot back (1998)



The night was suddenly lit up by scarlet ribbons of machine-gun tracer.


It was beautiful. And lethal. The soldier on my left-hand side spun round and collapsed. An instant later, I heard a sickening thud and a scream from someone on my right. Then it was my turn.


Everything seemed to happen in slow motion, a function, presumably, of the brain’s ability to think faster than the body can possibly react. The tracer was flashing and crackling all around like some form of malevolent lightning, but I simply couldn’t fling myself onto the ground fast enough.


The first bullet stabbed through the upper part of my right arm with a burning sensation. An unseen giant wrenched my self-loading rifle out of my hands. A split second later, a crushing blow, as if from an enormous sledgehammer, clouted me across the thighs. I landed like a broken puppet. There was no real pain, just a terrifying numbness.


On my count of three, another wounded soldier and I leapt up and started running for cover. Almost immediately, my right leg collapsed beneath me. Instinctively clutching at my thigh, I was horrified when my fingers sieved through warm, pulverised flesh. I had a problem.


It was just before dawn on 14 June 1982. My platoon of Scots Guardsmen had just taken the summit of Tumbledown Mountain, in East Falkland, at bayonet point. During the six-hour battle, we and the defending Argentinian marine infantry had suffered heavy casualties. Eventually, under orders from the company commander, I had led my platoon in a desperate charge, with fixed bayonets, right into the centre of the enemy position. We had to wait for an artillery barrage, and then, with the neighbouring platoon up in the rocks on our left giving supporting fire, we charged. We got in among the enemy. They suddenly cracked and started running. We carried on straight through their position and came out the other side.


The company commander had appeared from behind me. On hearing that I was about to reorganise my platoon in a defensive position, standard procedure after a breakthrough, he decided we should instead swing left and carry on to secure the entire mountain. He then led us up. The retreating enemy fired at us sporadically as we cautiously made our way to the top.


As the enemy retreated, a group of them paused and waited for us to cross a saddle at the summit. Unfortunately, we had been silhouetted for a brief but fatal moment.


Until then, there had been seven of us still operational out of a platoon of twenty-eight. Now another three of us lay badly wounded, while the remaining four desperately returned fire over our prostrate bodies. The enemy advanced, yelling, to within fifty yards, would they get close enough to finish us off with grenades? I felt naked without my rifle. Every time I moved, a hail of bullets slapped into the snow-covered peat around me.


An hour later, other parts of our battalion had driven the remaining enemy off the mountain and the last pitched battle of the Falklands War was over. I was lying on a stretcher being carried down the steep mountainside.


However, it wasn’t over yet. The enemy fired mortars at the column of stretcher-bearers. The Geneva Convention couldn’t save us. After just a couple of ranging shots, before we really knew what was happening, they landed one smack on target.


When I came to, everything was eerily quiet. As I had been in a horizontal position, I escaped with just a few more shards of hot metal to add to my collection. Those caught standing weren’t so lucky. The poor lad at the head of my stretcher caught most of the blast. He was in pieces. Literally. Chunks of flesh were steaming in the snow.


Guardsman Findlay, who was still able to walk, helped me as we made our painful way back down to the aid post, half a mile away. At times I was reduced to slithering on my stomach across patches of numbing snow, like a seal. Isolated pockets of enemy sniped at us throughout our nightmare journey. We got there in the end.


A week later, I lay on a hospital ship, totally immobile, waiting for skin grafts to take. The post arrived from home. One of the packets I received contained a brief note from a good friend, together with a magazine. There I was, riddled with bullet and mortar wounds, feeling sorry for myself, and can you guess what bit of light reading had been sent to cheer me up? Would you believe it, the good old Shooting Times?


The nurse was a bit doubtful, but I was delighted. I opened the pages and plunged into the cherished imagery of rural Britain. The photographs of tranquil early summer fields were so evocative that I could almost hear the murmuring of the bees and smell the rain-washed grass.


There were partridges, hares and pheasants; feeders, pens and flight ponds; gundogs, country fairs and roe deer. It was another planet, eight thousand miles away. That night, I slept properly for the first time in months.


You see, for me there is no similarity between the brutal business of war and the sort of shooting that you and I enjoy. One is a grim duty, or perhaps failure, of society, while the other is a peaceful country pursuit, woven into the very fabric of rural life. The only connection between the two is an inert piece of metal called a gun, and even here the link is tenuous, the starkly utilitarian design of a modern rapid-fire combat weapon betrays an ethos that is entirely alien to the graceful lines of a sporting shotgun or rifle.


I didn’t exactly enjoy being on the wrong end of a gun, but it would be quite wrong to equate my experiences in the war with that of a wounded animal. My suffering was overwhelmingly human, the consequence of an ability to think, imagine, anticipate and fear, based on understanding. I knew people were trying to kill me. I knew they were closing in. I knew that I had no means of defending myself. I knew that, even if I did escape, I might never be able to walk again. The direct physical pain was relatively insignificant. As an officer, I was carrying lots of morphine, but I didn’t give myself an injection because I wanted to keep my wits about me.


I don’t go shooting just to kill animals, any more than I go fishing to kill or capture fish. I go shooting because of the complete experience. I enjoy being in wild places at dawn and dusk, feeling the wind and the rain on my face, and participating in nature as opposed to merely observing it from afar.


I enjoy the exercise of skills such as fieldcraft and marksmanship. I enjoy harvesting truly free-range food through my own effort and knowledge, as opposed to the chore of buying factory-farmed products wrapped in cellophane. I enjoy the banter at the shoot lunch. I enjoy planting game-cover and watching it grow. I enjoy sitting in the duck hide with my young son, warming our hands on the dog, and waiting for the magical whicker of wings from the darkening sky.


Yet, to those who know little but speak much, a gun, any gun, is a convenient symbol of evil. They don’t wish to let the facts get in the way of a good witch-hunt. The annual probability of being killed with a legally held gun in Britain is virtually the same as that of being killed by lightning. Any unlawful death is a tragedy, but if there is a gun involved, then journalists can exploit populist bigotry in the cause of selling more newspapers.


I have to bite my tongue when sanctimonious people lecture me about the ‘terrible things guns can do’. Most of these finger-waggers don’t know one end of a gun from the other, but then they’ve never had to. They buy boil-in-the-bag opinions from the junk media. They say they’re in favour of gun control, as if I’m not. The difference is that I want fair and effective regulations, whereas they simply want to sweep guns under the carpet and pretend that this somehow solves the deeper problem of violence in society. Thus, we have ‘feel-good’ legislation that barely inconveniences the mad and the bad, while scapegoating the innocent.


Yet at least the ‘ban everything’ people, misguided and self-righteous as they are, have a genuine concern for humanity. The same cannot be said of the extreme animal-rights brigade, some of whose chief exponents are more anti-human than pro-animal.


The doctrine of animal rights states that all creatures are equal and one species should not discriminate against another. Therefore, to the animal-rights fanatic, the life of a woodlouse is worth the same as that of a child. This should be good for the woodlouse, but in reality, it is bad for the child. It is no accident that the Nazi regime was such an exponent of animal rights.


I find it truly sickening that animal-rights activists try to exploit human tragedies to further their own narrow causes. My revulsion from these people is shared in some unlikely places. After the tragedy at Dunblane, one of the organisers of the anti-handgun petition told me that she was fed up with being pestered by wheedling animal rights activists trying to gain some form of collaboration.


Let nobody underestimate the real issue. I saw it very clearly at last year’s Hyde Park rally. As we passed through the gates, someone tootled on a hunting horn. A Welshman turned to the youngster at his side. ‘You hear that, son?’ he said. ‘That’s the sound of freedom.’
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An uphill flight (1999)



It seemed like a desperate tactic. We huddled on the windward side of the stone wall, the gale buffeting our backs, and watched the geese on a distant field.


They must have been nearly a mile from us, as well as a good three hundred feet lower. The light was fading fast, the sky was cloudless, steely blue and the gale had redoubled its efforts when we saw a twisting, smoke-like mass lift from the sodden field and tear into scarf-like shreds of flying dots.


They seemed to take ages to arrive. It was an odd sensation, peering down at the geese as they rowed directly into the gale towards us, looking like monstrous driven grouse. The great birds were engaged in a desperate struggle, flying uphill and into the teeth of the fierce westerly wind, clawing along with such effort that it seemed as though none could be spared for calling. In reality, of course, the direction of the wind meant that the calling was inaudible from our position.


When the plans for this evening flight had first been explained to me, I was rather doubtful. Why on earth should the geese fly directly over the biggest hill for miles around, let alone do so into the face of a strength-sapping gale? But Alan Myers, our goose guide, had watched them do just that the night before. Within a locality, geese seem to navigate by visual landmarks. This particular hill, with its stunted ash tree and telephone network mast, was almost directly between the distant field and a major goose roost several miles away.


What had changed since the previous night, however, was the wind. It had gone around to the west from southwest and had intensified. Would the geese really breast such a gale? Wouldn’t it blow them off course? After all, it must be easier to slide round the flanks of the hill. We had our answer in the straggling legions of black dots that rose and fell in successive waves to our front, sometime seeming to be driven towards the ground during a particularly fierce gust, but determined to stay on course.


The first skein loomed over the ash tree and the left-hand Gun. The geese couldn’t have been more than twenty-five yards up. Now we could hear snatches of muffled goose music, reaching us in fits and starts as if broadcast from a defective tape. The labouring geese seemed to slide sideways across our front. I saw a black gun barrel lift from the wall thirty yards to my right. I wanted to yell ‘Leave them, let them come right over the wall,’ but I knew I wouldn’t be heard. Fortunately, no shot was fired. The geese appeared not to notice anything unusual and slogged on, eventually crossing the wall near the very top of the hill. Now we knew the exact flight line and, by leaving the first skein, we had set a drag for the others to follow.


More geese appeared over the ash tree. They seemed to be in range for an agonisingly long time. I doubt if their speed over the ground was much more than five mph. Seen head-on, with wings beating and flickering furiously, they appeared to hang in the night sky like huge bats. They seemed unmissable.


That perception, it turned out, was false. I saw gun barrels pointing and then heard a few pops as the denotations of the heavy loads were blown away by the wind. The geese flared, seemed to lose their grip and were instantly dashed back down the torrent of turbulent air. Birds that had been thirty-five yards away when the Guns decided to fire were seventy yards away before anyone had time to think of the second barrel. Not a single goose fell.


We hurriedly conferred behind the wall. ‘Let them get right over the wall, so they’re fully committed,’ we agreed. ‘Then they’ll be well in range for everybody and they’re less likely to see us raise guns, because they’ll be looking ahead, not directly down.’


We ran, crouching, back to our positions, as fresh customers came into our airspace. This time, the Guns near the ash tree did indeed let the struggling birds come right over. At times, it seemed the geese would sweep off to one side, but they always came back onto the same heading, like kites being reeled in on a string. They were determined to cross the wall. Several times I started to raise the barrels of my 8-bore, only to relax again as it seemed the birds were not yet at the optimum point for the four of us. Them somebody shouted ‘Go!’ and seventeen pounds of steel and walnut felt no heavier than a toothpick as I flung the great gun up, blotted out the nearest goose and touched her off.


One of the problems of firing a black-powder big-bore is the smoke it produces. On a morning flight on a cold, still day I steel myself to fire the right barrel and then wait to see what, if anything, emerges from the pillar of smoke and fluttering debris before carrying on the good work with the left barrel. This time, however, the gale did an efficient job. Barely had I loosed off than the cloud of smoke was whipped away from the muzzle, giving me a clear view of my chosen goose tumbling down in a welter of wings, feet, neck and feathers. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw two other geese falling. By the time I remembered my second barrel, it was too late. The birds had flicked back downwind and were well out of range.


As we watched them depart, one bird was lagging. Its wings seemed to winnow the air to little effect. Suddenly it came twirling down in an untidy jumble of wings to land, stone dead, on some stubble about 400 yards away. We later retrieved it.


Two or three more skeins came over us that night and we managed to bag a few more geese. It wasn’t a slaughter by any definition, and I, for one, wasn’t shooting at my best. But it was magnificent sport.


Flighting geese like this somehow seems more fulfilling than merely decoying them and shooting them with their pants down. This isn’t to decry decoying, by any means. Good decoying is a blend of tactics, concealment and planning that causes a warm glow in the heart of the organiser when it ‘all comes together’. Yet I can’t help feeling that one flighted goose, shot in a howling gale from a hill in the dramatic countryside, is more memorable than three decoyed birds. I know many people who feel the same.


[image: illustration]





It’s different over there (2001)



When you get to the airport at Windhoek, the capital of Namibia, you take your big-game rifle over to a policeman at a special booth, I am told.


He quickly checks your rifle’s serial number against your certificate. Providing all is in order, he then stands smartly to attention, salutes, and wishes you good hunting. I also understand that Air Namibia gives hunters an extra luggage allowance, free of charge.


Namibia isn’t the only country that appreciates visiting hunters. On a recent trip to Canada, a friend and I approached the customs officials at St John’s, Newfoundland, with a degree of trepidation. Our transatlantic journey took place just a few days after 9/11. We were both carrying 30-06 calibre rifles and ammunition.


The customs official turned out to be an enthusiastic hunter himself. The paperwork was completed amid cheerful banter about the relative merits of various bullet weights for moose.


Our connecting flight had been cancelled, so we decided to hire a car and drive the rest of the way. My negotiations with the car-hire firm were overheard by a middle-aged Canadian woman who had also been due to catch the same regional flight. She asked if she could share the car.


‘That’s fine, but we ought to tell you that we’re travelling with firearms,’ my colleague advised her.


‘Oh, that’s alright. My father and both my brothers hunt,’ she replied.


The next morning, as we checked out of the hotel, the petite uniformed receptionist eyed our rifle cases. ‘Are those guns in there?’ she asked. I confirmed her suspicion, bracing myself for the response.


‘Hey, good hunting! I got my first moose last year.’


How many British hotel receptionists, I wonder, could say that?


When the taxi arrived, the driver looked at our pile of luggage. ‘I’ll put your rifles in first, they’re the most important items,’ were the first words he said.


It turned out that when he wasn’t driving taxis, he was guiding visiting hunters for woodland caribou.


I don’t think there are many animal rights activists in Newfoundland. I got the impression they would be in danger of being eaten by the locals. With an economy devastated by the collapse of the cod fishery and the only real alternative, sealing, having been severely curtailed by overseas antis, the average Newfoundlander has certain views about the parentage of most animal rights activists. Entire rural communities on the island see hunting, trapping and fishing as part of their way of life.


The same goes for huge swathes of the United States. In Wyoming and Montana, many roadside diners and motels offer special discounts to hunters.


In some eastern states, if the opening day of the deer season happens to coincide with a school day, guess what gets re-arranged? The school authorities have learned that there’s no point in even trying to keep seventeen-year-old boys in class when they’ve got a permit in their pocket and permission to use dad’s old 30-30. The same goes for the start of the turkey season in the South.


Makes you think the world isn’t such a bad place, doesn’t it?


[image: illustration]





A bit of a boar (2002)



I have a shoulder-mounted wild boar hanging over the fireplace.


In truth, it doesn’t so much hang as erupt from the wall, a huge, bristly manifestation of razor-tusked fury. The work was carried out for me by the redoubtable Colin Scott, of Border Taxidermy Studios. The mighty hog, he weighed 360lb on the hoof, has an extraordinary effect on unsuspecting visitors. Some gawp in silent, wide-eyed horror. A few laugh nervously, hand on mouth. At least two have run from the room.


Recently, my wife invited three of her old university friends to stay. All three of these delightful girls live in London. They are not normally exposed to hunting trophies. One of the girls is known to read the Guardian — quite openly, too — and I have reason to believe that the rest of them are regular users of tofu and/or yogurt.


Their initial reaction to the boar was a stunned silence. Then the shrieking started; it sounded as if somebody was trying to strangle a small flock of herring gulls.


My original plan was to hang the boar in the downstairs loo. The idea was that it would be hidden from view by the door, which opens inwards, so you would actually be sitting down before coming nose to snout with the great beast. I reckoned that, in addition to being a bit of a hoot, it would act as fast-acting laxative for anybody suffering from constipation.


But it turned out that the downstairs loo was simply not big enough. The boar takes up an inordinate amount of airspace. It was impossible to open the door properly, so losing the essential element of surprise.


Everybody wonders why my wife allows me to hang the mighty boar in the drawing room. I’ve seen visitors, reluctant to make eye contact with me, glance at her with pity. When I’m out of the room, they whisper: ‘Why do you let him get away with it?’


‘Well, each to their own,’ she replies, with an air of long-suffering resignation. Personally, I reckon she revels in the commiseration.


Recently, my friend Martin dropped by for a few days. Naturally, he was very impressed by the boar. I overheard him mentioning it on the phone to his wife. Before he went home, he handed me his camera and insisted that I take a photo of him standing beside the fireplace with the boar looming over him, its piggy eyes glinting in the firelight.


Later, as I helped him pack his car, Martin unwittingly revealed why he had been so keen to get that photo.


‘I want to show it to my wife and say: See how lucky you are with me? Just imagine being married to Alasdair! Now, I thought I’d just pop down to the pub, if that’s OK with you, dear…’
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PART TWO


2003 — 2007
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Let’s ban the can (2003)



Researchers from Nottingham University say that more than sixty thousand people a year require hospital treatment after trying to open difficult packaging.


Food tins are cited as the chief culprits.


Quite apart from the distress caused to the victims and their families, these injuries are said to cost the NHS twelve million pounds a year. Children playing barefooted are vulnerable to injuries caused by encounters with discarded cans. ‘Peel-top’ corned beef and sardine tins of the type that have removable keys are the worst offenders, according to the Nottingham study.


Now, let’s be honest: do any of us really need this type of tin? There are all sorts of alternative ways of packaging corned beef or sardines. Mere ‘tradition’ is not a good enough reason to own a potentially lethal object. And even if anybody does have a valid reason, why should tins be kept in the home?


A civilised society should do all in its power to keep people safe, so it is clear that we need to reduce the number of food tins in circulation.
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