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            Biographical Notes

         

         IAN NIALL (1916-2002) was the pen name of John McNeillie, author of over forty books on country matters. In 1990 he celebrated forty years as a columnist, at one point both for The Spectator and for Country Life where he was known and loved by a wide public for his weekly ‘Countryman’s Notes’. He was born in Scotland and he spent his formative years on his grandfather’s farm in Wigtownshire, recalled in A Galloway Childhood. He and his wife then lived in Wales and, later, the Chilterns. They had three children. His son Andrew McNeillie, Professor Emeritus at Exeter University, runs the Clutag Press and is the author of a biographical memoir of his father, Ian Niall: Part of his Life.

         
             

         

         CHARLES TUNNICLIFFE (1901-1979) was raised on a small farm in Cheshire. He was expected to take over his father’s smallholding, but his precocious talent as an artist set him apart and in 1920 he took a scholarship to the Royal College of Art. Tunnicliffe soon made his mark as an etcher and wood-engraver and in 1932 came his first major success with his illustrated edition of Tarka the Otter by Henry Williamson. He went on to illustrate dozens of books for well-known authors. He also produced several classic books of his own including his masterpiece Shorelands Summer Diary. Had Tunnicliffe done nothing other than illustrate books, his name would be remembered. But his achievement as a wildlife artist, and in particular a bird artist, is of major importance. Turning to the study of birds in the 1930s, he spent long hours observing and sketching his favourite species, first on the Cheshire meres and nearby moors, then in Anglesey, his home from 1947 until his death in 1979.

         
             

         

         BERNARD O’DONOGHUE was born in Cullen in the rural depths of North Cork in 1945. He moved to Manchester in 1962 and since 1965 has lived in Oxford where he is now an Emeritus Fellow of Wadham College. He has published several books of poetry including: Gunpowder (1995), a choice of the Poetry Society and winner of the Whitbread poetry prize, and most recently Farmers Cross. His wife Heather is a scholar of Old Norse; they have three children.
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            by Bernard O’ Donoghue

         

         In his poem ‘A Daylight Art’ dedicated to the lucid Scottish poet Norman MacCaig, Seamus Heaney reaches a Horatian conclusion about art:

         
            Happy the man, therefore, with a natural gift for practising the right one from the start – poetry, say, or fishing.

         

         Ian Niall can claim this happiness. Although his feel for poetic expression is evident in every line of his writing, it is fowling that vies with fishing as his instinctively right art. And instinct is the essential faculty of the countryman in Niall’s book, an instinct shared with the animals with which the world is shared.

         The temper of the book is a rare blend of epigrammatic classicism with a controlled romantic nostalgia. From the opening chapter’s eloquent threnody for the corncrake to the days cutting turf (as we would term it in Ireland) on Clanty Moss, to the severe closing insistence on ethical responsibility in the exercise of the hunter’s art, this is a grown-up’s nature book, with all the pleasures remembered from the childhood books that introduced us to nature writing.

         Ian Niall is full of wonderful epigrams to express the mystery of his countryman’s instinct for nature: ‘his eye was better than his eyesight’, for example. With modest reluctance the writer claims this extra-sensory perception for himself in his fishing chapter, ‘About With a Rod’. To the layperson it is familiar in a lesser form as the lateral thinking with which all practitioners of sport are familiar: ‘on a good day I have fished for hours without success convinced that I would come to the moment when I would begin to do well. On a bad day I have known that I was doomed to fish without success until I put the rod away again.’

         The mystical impulse is best represented in this lyrical book by its animal legends and narratives: the folk-belief in the woodcock’s ability to splint its own leg; the poetic view of the farmer on Ty Newydd (haunting for the declining number of us who were kept awake by the craking in hot childhood summers) that the corncrake ‘had simply gone silent; it was a secret bird; it had always been of that habit’; or the village riot provoked by the fox which recalls Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale: ‘the fox has a natural bent for mischief, a sort of recklessness that suddenly puts him out in the open in the middle of the day with the whole village gasping and pointing and scrambling for weapons, releasing penned dogs, plundering for an old gun and a cartridge.’ The most haunting passage in the book describes the pathos of ‘geese conversations’ when the fat domestic geese call out in reply to the migratory wild geese fleeing south before the threats of the coming winter. With a twinkling sideswipe, Niall reflects that these poor fattened creatures are ‘no more equipped to join the flight than a portly stockbroker is equipped to hunt the mountain for his food’. But what Niall calls the ‘primitive and primeval instincts’ with which that scene is witnessed take the reader back to the rich harshness of the Old English elegies.

         It is hard to stop comparing Ian Niall to the major landmarks of the literature. Maybe the most apt comparison is with the comment by the American critic Edmund Wilson who complained of John Steinbeck that he did not appreciate the difference between human beings and animals. This is a criticism, I suspect, that Niall would take as a compliment. In his world, man’s instinct is a poor relation to that of animals; but he must go on trying. And he must attempt to emulate nature according to the rules. The two great passions of this book are aesthetic and ethical: things must be done right, and they must be done justly. In the book’s powerful nostalgic conclusion ‘Looking Both Ways’ the moral is stated firmly: ‘it befits the serious shooting man to see that what is best in sporting ethics is passed on and what is reprehensible is put away.’ The ‘shooting man’ is as serious as anyone else in the pursuit of his art, and no less subject to ethical rule. Niall never patronises his subject. He doesn’t even patronise his gun, as he stares at it with an unwavering craftsman’s eye: ‘the chasing on sidelocks, the rampant hammers as graceful in shape as anything in nature’.

         This appreciative eye is wonderfully served by the illustrations by C.F. Tunnicliffe. These illustrations are the sealing distinction of a perfectly executed book. Tunnicliffe is, I suppose, the greatest English representational nature artist of his time. The clean precision of Niall’s writing is precisely matched by Tunnicliffe’s perfectionism: witness his lurking pike, his snipe banking, the unctuous innocence of his partridge. There is a perfect matching of skills here; both artists achieve a wistful celebration of their world through a classical fidelity which is proof against sentimentality. If this book really is an elegy for a world which is past or passing, it offers the consolation of an unforgettable panegyric.

         
             

         

         Bernard O’Donoghue
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         THE recollections of a man whose greatest delight has been in the things he found in the open air are always dotted with small, almost insignificant things that were the mortar of his experience. With every countryman, sportsman, naturalist, these things are different. My own recollections are never significant in that I can speak of the day when I landed a specimen trout, twice performed the feat of a left and right at woodcock or witnessed the mating of eagles. These things never came my way, although I yet have hopes of the trout. Yesterday, it seems, I watched and listened to the corncrake. Not so long ago I took my best trout from a wild mountain lake, but there was also the day when I couldn’t stop catching pike, when I slipped and damaged my old Damascus barrelled gun (it had been given me by my grandfather) and removed the dent with the cleaning gear and some tow, when I unearthed the hedgehog’s litter and took two home to make pets of them.

         I was born with the hunter’s instinct. Nothing has fascinated me more than guns, the smell of powder, the half-cock and cocking click of an old fowling piece, the chasing on sidelocks, the rampant hammers as graceful in shape as anything in nature, the beauty of a walnut stock inset with silver, or the utilitarian solidness of guns designed for youthful scarecrows and pothunters. To handle old guns stimulated me as a boy. I looked ahead to days in the bog fields, the water meadows, the woods and stubbles. I had great dreams not of slaughter, but a hunter’s dreams. Now when I handle these same old guns my mind conjures things I shall never see – the bustard on the plains, Colonel Hawker trying the percussion-cap muzzle-loaders that were new in his day, remote and secret marshes where the fowlers took their birds with ancient guns and devices no one today would know how to use.

         Among my recollections are accounts handed down to me by my grandfather, whose first enterprise in life was to persuade two farmers to engage him to kill birds on their adjoining barley fields, one providing the shot and the other the powder, leaving their youthful bird-scarer to sell what he could shoot. How I wished that I could have stepped back with him to perch in the tree, prime the gun and take the fabulous shots he took to bag more pigeons than a small cart could carry. My father, too, was a man born with a love of the field such as every man that walks once had, even if most townsmen have been conditioned to their environment. I walked with both my grandfather and my father learning the ways of the wood and of nature and if I stood at the gate again I would walk no other way, nor would I want to.
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         IN the spring, when I was a child, the increasing brightness of the cold days of February and March meant that soon the horses would be unhitched from the ploughs and set to pulling the harrows on the land to be seeded with oats. The peewit nests in March and April, but in those days the progress of agriculture was such that not every field was harrowed and rolled before the sea pie and plover brought off her young. The chicks of ground birds, which the oyster-catcher can hardly be called since its proper place is the shore, were able to save themselves, for, like the young of the waterhen, nature has equipped them for the emergency. They can run almost from the time their down is dry, just as the waterhen’s chicks are able to swim when the water rises to flood their nest. 

         We regularly had the eggs of the peewit for breakfast. Sometimes the curlew’s eggs were taken and the nest of the waterhen was milked of one or two. Country folk had as much appreciation of a delicacy as any gourmet. On Sundays, while their masters went off to church in their gigs, with harness shining and brass all burnished, the ploughman, and most farm boys, wandered the brown fields searching for the nests of the peewit. In the first week of April there was something wrong if an hour or two of wandering didn’t produce at least two or three dozen eggs. Not every collector’s gathering went to the kitchen, of course. Some wrapped the eggs in fragments of newspaper and packed them in a stout box to send them off to London where they were sold at extortionate prices to people who had never seen the bird, or breathed the cold spring air on a ploughed field in April.

         Egg-collectors of other sorts there were, but most harvested the peewit’s eggs knowing that in any case the harrows would rip through every nest before the field was ready for rolling. They could tell the fresh egg from the one that was incubated without going to the ditch to see whether it floated or not. The texture of the shell was different; the shine was identification enough, but the feel confirmed it all. It was inevitable that these egg-gatherers should meet now and then and that their rivalry result in sabotage on occasions. Many of them carried their eggs in their caps, which they wore on their heads, and the less agile ploughboy often found himself with shell and yolk trickling through his hair after he had been jostled and ordered to find some new place to search. When the partridges began to haunt the banks and the grass rose to give shelter to the corncrake, all this activity ceased. No one robbed the partridge. Few could find the ’crake’s nest and to trample the hay was something no farmer would permit, even if he thought nothing of birds. Looking back and considering the rarity of the ’crake at the present time, I am inclined to think that although it was common – I have heard five or six birds calling from adjoining fields in one evening – it was already doomed when I was a boy. A hundred years before it must have been common almost everywhere. My grandmother had been known to complain that the sound of the ’crake was tiresome and she, good solid countrywoman that she was, didn’t suffer from nerves.

         We lived in a part of the country to which the latest inventions permeated slowly. Farming methods were old-fashioned by standards elsewhere. There were still as many tilting reapers in the corn as there were binders and although most farmers had hay reapers it was not unknown for two or three mowers to be given a five-acre field of ryegrass to cut. Bog hay was always scythed. The ’crakes had time to incubate and lead their young away while the mowers swung and lurched their way into the long grass. Even the hay reaper would bog down and choke its knives in some fields. The corncrakes stalked through the forest of fine grass without great alarm. They brought off their broods and led them to safety and they came again, summer after summer, until the reaping machines were improved and men who could mow with scythes went to their long rest.

         My grandfather had been the only man in his part of the world who fully understood the mechanism of the corn binder. The binder had been in use elsewhere, but in our undulating, stony ground with its protruding rocks people had been reluctant to change. When the new-fangled machines broke down someone with an understanding of the parts of a twine-knotter had to be on hand; someone who could straighten a shaft or see why the sheaves bundled up and were not ejected. As soon as the knowledge of these things became general a revolution began to take place both in the cornfield and the hayfield. The merits of one sort of harvesting machine against those of another were critically judged. The blacksmiths and farmers were keen to take the heartbreak out of harvest. They were also banishing the ’crakes from the meadow. Not everywhere did the new green or red painted monsters appear at once. Not every farmer had the capital to invest. Here and there a smallholder, a crofter, worked his stony ground with ancient tools and out-of-date methods because he hadn’t a penny with which to bless himself.

         The corncrake still called from the fringe of the arable country, from little, hidden-away paddocks where the rising hay was dotted with yellow-flowered weeds and seeding thistles. In such places a man would still wade into his meagre crop of hay with a scythe in his hands and a sharpening stone in his hip pocket. The sound of the stone on the blade while the sun rode the summer sky kept the ’crakes silent, but at evening they called again. Only in such places did they survive. In a decade people who had been unconscious of the sounds of summer pricked up their ears and said: ‘Do you know, I hear a corncrake.’ Once the corncrake had been as much a part of the summer’s day as the buzzing of the bee in the clover, the purring of turtle doves among the trees at the wood’s edge. When I was quite small the magic in finding a peewit’s nest was something I can’t even yet describe. There is surely nothing more beautiful than the sight of four pointed, delicately coloured, marled and blotched eggs that blend so well with their surroundings that if you look away for an instant you must look carefully a second time to spot them from any appreciable distance. The peewits would run and then sail into the air crying, the whole business being designed to mislead a watcher. The partridge and the corncrake relied more on furtive, unobtrusive movement to make their get-away. The nests of both could be hard to find until the exact area could be marked with certainty. I began to search for the nests of both birds when I was barely big enough to be allowed to wander abroad in the fields alone. Having seen a pan basket taken to gather peewit eggs I took a great basket to bring back the eggs of the partridges and corncrakes I might find!

         There was no chance that I might come home with a basket of corncrake’s eggs, of course. The corncrake nested in the long grass on the shoulder of a hill leading down to the stream, or away out in a feathery patch of ryegrass, an island in the bog field of round rushes, and to find the nest required skill I hadn’t yet developed. The art of finding the nest of a bird is something that is cultivated in childhood when the eyesight is keen and every sense alert, but ground birds, too, have their own ways of misleading the searcher, and the corncrake, like the water rail, is a master of tactics, of moving and making a short, misleading flight and subtly leading its enemy astray. The corncrake, I have sometimes thought, has the power of the expert ventriloquist. The partridge is less secretive, but it, too, knows the way to lure a searcher on and trails a wing, stands on a knoll and makes a short flight until it judges it may safely make a longer one.

         I had discovered, however, that a certain track up the side of a hill had a great attraction for the nesting partridges. Along one stretch of drystone wall and gorse and blackberry hedge three or four birds might be seen at different times on a spring day and, sooner or later, there would be those little runs and rushes that mating birds make and it was plain that they were nesting in the cover of the gorse and bramble. How many eggs does a partridge lay? It depends, but at least a dozen may be found, and often many more. I carried the basket and came back with more than forty eggs. I was very happy to think that there would be a fine feast as a result of my egg-gathering, but how bitter was my disillusionment! What horror was shown when I came into the steading, and back I was marched to replace the eggs in the nests I had robbed! Never, never again was I to think of such a thing. It was a crime. It was wicked. I was to think on the fact that already I had probably caused four partridges to desert their nests. Everyone loved the little birds. They were game, but they were loved and I would see them taking a dust bath on the turnip field or running through the rows when the potatoes were lifted or leading their broods across the paddock to pick insects under the beehives. Not only was I forbidden to take their eggs, I was forbidden to go near the hedge in which they nested. It was hard to understand why the partridge was sacred and the plover plundered of her eggs.
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         It is no use pretending that I didn’t look for the nest of both the partridge and the corncrake, for I did, trampling down much young grass and standing hay before I found the ’crake’s eggs. When I found them I was as delighted as I had been when in an earlier summer I had found the eggs of the night jar. By the time I had grown and been taught how to use a gun the ’crake wasn’t heard nearly so often. We no longer had men who could mow and might be left to cut hay in one field while some other work was undertaken elsewhere. In the neighbouring fields, beyond our marches, the rolling acres of hay and corn were harvested by the use of two and sometimes three machines one behind the other, with as many as nine horses plodding along the sward.

         All at once the call of the corncrake became a novel sound. My grandmother, had she lived, wouldn’t have said her nerves were troubled by the incessant crying of the ’crakes. Far out, in the remote back country where the narrow, stony roads were tinged with the green of fine grass, the corncrake was still to be heard and the solitary workers in their quiet, tucked-away paddocks hardly knew that it was a bird that was becoming rare and dying out fast. Indeed, some old countrymen said that the corncrake had simply gone silent; it was a secret bird; it had always been of that habit. This, of course, was a fairy story.

         I remember one day walking the bog field and putting up a brown bird which I shot almost by instinctive reaction. It was a corncrake. In the old days people had considered them an excellent table bird. I was dismayed to find that I had killed one. I didn’t know what to do. To hide my guilt I tucked the bird into the pocket of my jacket. I went on walking the bog and shot a hare, which I took home for someone to make into soup. I hung my jacket behind the door and forgot it and in due course the dead bird advertised its presence and my crime was discovered.

         ‘This is a corncrake,’ said the old man sadly. ‘You’ve killed a corncrake. Now what have I told you about shooting a bird you couldn’t name?’

         I had confessed that I had shot without thought, without identifying the bird. Would I have shot a barn owl? I wouldn’t have been so foolish. I knew a barn owl. I knew every bird that took wing before me, if I gave myself time to think, to collect my wits. If I was to go on shooting I would have to learn to be cautious! There was no excuse for wanton shooting and that included the destruction not only of birds like the corncrake, but an excessive number of any kind. If I brought a brace of pheasants from the bracken along the woodside I had shot enough for one day, perhaps even for a week, and I must never walk after the partridges until I destroyed a covey.

         To be quite honest I never shot with any other outlook than the test of my skill, the provision of birds for the table, a thought that what I left undisturbed would be there to fly again and breed; and I had enough to train my eye in the shape of the crow, the magpie, the stoat, although for some reason the old man had a soft spot for stoats, which he said came closer to the farm when the first ricks were threshed out. Partridges always came under a more kindly regard than any other bird of the field, perhaps because they have no arrogance, because they are brave little birds and belong to the furrow the way a domestic fowl belongs to the farmyard.

         Not everywhere were they preserved so well in or out of the breeding season. They were netted – and trapped – by the poachers of the locality. When the estate was shot, large numbers were bagged on the root fields, although the heavy shooting may have balanced the preservation methods used by the keepers. The Euston system had great advantages so far as a large area of both arable and rough was concerned. The partridges that might have been left exposed to predators were harvested in the closer confines of the breeding pens. When at length they were fledged they had extensive root fields near the home farm in which to find shelter. Keepers laid sheltering branches and bushes for the little birds where shelter was scarce or lacking altogether, and feeding kept a good number of birds from straying to the less well-protected fringes. It was fortunate that this was done because the wild stocks fluctuated, even in those days. Partridges have always been prone to particular ailments. Time and circumstances were against them. As the equipment of harvesting improved and social changes took place, the partridge would face new hazards and, although they were by no means a rare bird, and one could put up large coveys in almost every sizeable field, we were to see a decline.

         If the history of the fluctuations in the numbers of ground birds and ground-nesting birds could be traced to anything in particular, it would be possible to mark the dates of change, but the fluctuations had subtle causes – war, changes in the economy of the big estate, the revolution in machinery, in farming methods and cropping. To begin with a relatively simple line, the partridge was affected by the mechanisation of hay-making. It was subsequently robbed of cover by silage making, by the catch-cropping of rich aftergrowth in which young birds might shelter, by the grubbing out of hedges and the enlargement of cultivated fields, by the ploughing of headlands closer to the bank, the reclamation of scrub, the grubbing of bracken and gorse and the use of selective weed-killers and sprays.

         Had the old keepers remained at their posts, had they not faded away and died without heirs, had it not been profitable to sell timber or anything else that graced estates but could be turned to cash, the partridge would not have been under pressure serious enough to make it local and rare. Five or six years of war, in fact, almost reduced it to its natural status, a bird that could only survive as the ’crake had survived into my generation, on the fringe and far out on the wild hill where it took its chance without protection, decimated by the multitude of predators that a war had allowed to multiply.

         Are there as many partridges as there once were? The well-keepered estates in the southern parts of the country show good figures. There are places particularly suited to the partridge’s breeding and survival, despite all the things that might detract on the side of agricultural techniques, but one doesn’t need to have made a great study of the pattern of country life and rural occupations to know that keepers are fewer and far between. Men who know how to look after game are as rare as some of our rare birds. Intensive rearing is costly and almost a thing of the past, except in a few places. Few men want to take a situation that ties them to the field for almost twenty-four hours of the day in the breeding season, and boys to help in the task are not to be found. We must sigh and say that nature has restored the balance; and the situation is one that might only be preserved by moderation and restraint.

         This applies in every sphere of sport where the pressure has built up in a more affluent society. There are more people who would like to shoot and fish than ever before, but our resources are small. If every tyro filled his bag the outlook for the following season would be bleak. The wild partridge, as opposed to the bird that is sheltered and cared for within the confines of a few big estates of keepered syndicates, is, after all, a native British bird. It has been holding its own in the wilderness for a long, long time. It was never really plentiful, but it had its seasons and waves of increase and decline as most other native wild creatures have had.

         At times one hears it suggested that the little brown bird should be protected completely, the hope being that it might become numerous and common everywhere, but it seems pretty plain that the partridge has not merely to be protected in order to multiply. It needs to be fostered, fed, gathered in, cultivated – and who would undertake this fantastic task? Shooting the peregrine is one way to ensure that bird’s extinction, but to prohibit its destruction is not to guarantee its increase, for it lives on a territory and is predatory, requiring a certain fertile acreage to provide it with its prey. The partridge eats insects, grass, seed and grain. It does no great harm, but it remains an item of diet for predatory creatures and it is part of the balance. To give it protection all the year round, without destroying large numbers of stoats, weasels, rats and crows, would most likely result in better-fed vermin. No man who shoots even a small acreage of ground fails to realise that he competes with a host of other killers and even when the vermin are checked there are greater hazards in the shape of diseases.
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         There were more partridges in my youth, the old men still say. This is true. The acreage of farmland has diminished, the techniques of harvesting have improved and the keepers have gone, but the partridge will hold its own with the wild pheasant or any other bird that attracts predators because it is well adapted to the rough hill as well as to the meadow and the plough, and it will not be driven away because it couldn’t adapt itself to anywhere but the long grass. Its extinction is unlikely to be threatened and shooting interests will take a great deal of credit for the level of numbers from year to year, in spite of the interpretation some people chose to give the figures after great partridge drives in places such as East Anglia.

         I have never shot driven partridges. It was never my lot to shoot in places where partridges could be driven. I have walked the root field and put up partridges from the long tunnels of kale or the forest of rape. They are not always the hardest of birds to hit, but they are capable of turning and speeding away low over the ground, knowing, perhaps, what every trout fisherman should know, that background is the most important thing in concealment. Coveys have a habit of erupting all at once from a small patch of ground and putting the shooter’s nerves and co-ordination to the test. The man who isn’t able to control himself to pick his bird and give it time finds the startled partridge a difficult target, whether there is clear sky and plenty of room round it or not.

         Like the snipe or the woodcock, the partridge sits tight to choose its moment. It not only hears the disturbance of the leaves of the root field, it feels the vibration of the ground. It moves forward as unobtrusively as the corncrake when it feels that it has a chance of eluding the approaching guns. It sits tight when it knows that pursuit is relentless and danger closer than the bank or the hedge.

         They are handsome little birds and tasty things to encounter under the protection of a silver cover, if one enjoys the flavour of game. They are rich and luscious and fit to make a supper for a king and I have fed on more than I now have hairs on my head. Matching my skill against the partridge has lost much of its attraction because I have come to see them more and more as small fowl, like diminutive chickens of the field, looking round from the top of a mound, gathering at nightfall to form some sort of mutual defence out in the grass of the pasture.

         If I must confess it, I have become a sentimentalist about the partridge. Perhaps the reason for this goes back to the days when I was a boy and the partridges were plentiful on the home paddocks. More often than not a venturesome hen would bring her growing covey right down to the territory of the free-range hens and encourage them to pick seeds and insects where the pullets were feeding or take shelter where the hens were dust-bathing. There was something so disarming about this behaviour that even when it happened after the harvest was in, and guns were beginning to visit the rootfields, no one would dream of shooting the birds that came close to the door. Oddly enough no one ever questioned this fact. It was understood and if half the partridges of the fields came close to home they would have been immune.

         Is the hill partridge a different sort of bird? Some people say that it is, just as there are some people who would describe the lake trout as a separate species or sub-species of the river trout. I am not sure about this. When I had nothing but my modest experience to guide me I used to think that there were two kinds of hare apart from the variable or mountain hare. The bog hares seemed bigger and their colouring was a shade darker I found. This was no doubt a local variation. Hares that frequented the open arable fields and ran the higher hills never seemed to be so big or heavy as the hares I shot in the lower meadows. Hill partridges are not only wilder, but here in Wales I often found a darker, more brown partridge, the partridge of the arable fields tending to be greyer. This, too, must be a matter of diet and adaption to background.

         If the egg of a plover that lays on a pasture is often shades darker and more green than that of the same species laying on the brown furrow, it is reasonable to suggest that generations of wild partridges confined to hill and scrubland show a variation in plumage. They may not be classified as a sub-species, but it hardly matters. A hill partridge is a hill partridge, feeding slightly less, perhaps, on one sort of food than another and even acquiring a particular flavour as a result. There is nothing wilder than a hill partridge covey that rises and sweeps away on the wind, contouring the ground, gliding for brief periods as they skim a drystone wall or top a thorn hedge. The way these wild birds alight always seems to indicate a greater alertness than is shown by the pasture breed. They drop, stand a moment or two and look about, run forward and take cover before they move on. They are hardly ever to be put up where they alight and they survive as a result of the pattern of their life, stalked by vermin from the wall and the hedge, waited upon by crow and hawk and hounded by people who mark their locality and favourite places for sun-bathing and dust-bathing at the noon hour.

         Walking up a hill covey requires a certain fieldcraft, for, like the grouse on the moor, the hill partridge, when it takes its ease on the rough ground, has already studied the lie of the land and although it may be stalked upwind it will turn as soon as it gets the chance and present that difficult curving, dropping target so easily missed. The man who gets his brace will often admit to having had luck. The man who misses will hesitate before he plods on to try to come up with the birds again. Not every hillside supports a covey and often the die is cast when the first opportunity is missed. Let those who have experienced every difficult shot there is say what they like about driven partridges induced to fly high and turn with the wind in their favour, the wild hill partridge has nothing to be ashamed of in the way it can keep close to its background and mislead all but the keenest eye!
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