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               ‘The wonder of the world, the beauty and the power, the shapes of things, their colours, lights and shades; these I saw. Look ye also while life lasts.’
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               Mallard in Winter
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            Duff Hart-Davis

         

         SOMETIMES I wonder if I have spent too much of my life with shotgun or rifle in my hands. I fear it may have been irresponsible of me to devote so much time to working hedgerows, stealing through woods, sitting up high seats, lurking on marshes and climbing hills. Yet whenever doubts assail me, I reassure myself with the same thought: that shooting has taught me far more about nature and the country than I should ever have learned if I had stayed indoors.

         This, to me, is the main point of shooting - that it puts you in the closest possible touch with the environment - and I am sure it was the same for ‘B.B.’, compiler of this memorable anthology. A countryman through and through, he cared little for formal days and big bags: more to his taste were solitary expeditions, with only his dog for company. Not for him the ceremony of elaborate drives at high noon, with as much standing-about as standing in line. Rather, he was a man of dawn and dusk: he liked to head for rough country, and above all for the shore, where the cry of wild geese bewitched him.

         I first came across The Shooting Man’s Bedside Book at the age of sixteen, when a schoolmaster, seeing how easily my attention drifted out of the classroom and into the surrounding fields, gave me a copy as a prize. I was immediately gripped, especially by the illustrations, which have haunted me ever since. Not for years did I discover that Denys Watkins-Pitchford, the artist who created those dark and powerful pictures, was one and the same as the pseudonymous editor of the book.

         Yet it was the accounts of lone forays which fascinated me most. How I sweated alongside Richard Jefferies, out with his first gun, as he lay in wait for a rabbit in the bottom of a hedge! Never mind that he had lived and died (aged only thirty-eight) in another century: when I read, ‘There is a delicious smell in growing grass, and a sweetness comes out of the earth,’ I saw that his experience had been precisely the same as mine. When he downed a distant woodpigeon with only ‘a trifle of powder’, I rejoiced. 

         Only after repeated re-readings did I begin to realise how the pieces written or chosen by ‘BB’ draw the reader into the very heart of the country. Nothing could be more evocative than J. C. Tregarthen’s account of chasing woodcock in Cornwall when the West Country lay buried under snow. Nothing could conjure up the feel of the Scottish Highlands more vividly than Charles St. John’s week-long pursuit of the Muckle Hart of Benmore, with its glimpse of Sandy Ross ‘fiddling with all his might’ in a whisky still packed with roistering smugglers.

         It is nearly fifty years since the book was first published. In how many other boys, over the past half-century, has it awakened a sense of urgency and excitement? How many other shooting men has it helped to create? Now that it is back in print, with the original illustrations so handsomely reproduced, it will surely fire the imagination of another generation, and fan into flames the hunter’s instinct which smoulders in many an urban heart.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            FOREWORD

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         I HAVE for many years felt the need of a Shooting Man’s Bedside Book which contained, not technical instructions ‘how to shoot’ or ‘how to breed’ pheasants and manage a shoot, but which was largely composed of the best descriptive writing on the sport.

         What interests me (and I think I am an average person) are the actual experiences of shooting men in the field, as long as those accounts are realistic and couched in good English. There are books without number on the technical side of shooting, and some of them are of a high order.

         Yet after a day on the moors, stubbles, or a ‘woodland’ day, I like to take up a book beside my fire and read of other good days long past and gone. Such have I tried to make this volume.

         But we are not all dreamers; some are practical fellows as well, and so I have included a certain amount of useful information, shooting records, etc., which are necessary and would be demanded if they were omitted. In any case they serve as pastry to what I hope will prove an interesting and palatable pie.

         One thing I unblushingly own. I have devoted more than my allotted span of pages to wildfowling. This is a luxury I have allowed myself, because of all forms of shooting this is, to my own tastes, the finest. It is the last real ‘wild’ hunting that is left to us with the exception perhaps of deer stalking. It is also the most unpopular form of shooting, and I never cease to give thanks for this fact.

         Wildfowling is no game for old men; it calls for the best physical condition, a sense of woodcraft, or I should say ‘marshcraft’, a clear eye, sound wind, and a disregard of cold and wet. Above all, it requires patience, the unexhaustible patience of the coarse fisherman, who, like the wildfowler, more often than not returns empty-handed.

         
             

         

         ‘BB’

Northamptonshire, 1946

      

   


   
      

          

         Lend me not to another and I will be a quiet companion in all your wanderings. Wherever thou goest, there go I, through the eagle’s air and over the wide seas; through heat and cold, calm and tempest, and the changing years.

         When thou layest thyself down upon thy bed when the weary day is over read of me a little and thy dreams shall be sweet; of the high moors in August and the talk of hidden burns; of serene afternoons when the stubbles glisten and hedgerows are stained with rose and gold; of the hush of woodlands; the whisper of wings at twilight; the faint stutter of flighting duck.

         And so shall your sleep be tranquil, for I will ever be beside thee and none shall take me away.
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         The First Gun

         THE happiest shooting days of one’s life are in boyhood. Of this I have not the slightest doubt. I am by no means an old man, indeed I have barely reached the dignity and dullness of middle age, but I know that that wonderful sense of inner happiness and relish which the young experience after a good day, when they have been shooting well, has lost just a little ‘something’. That inner happiness is perhaps replaced by a vague satisfaction and contentment.

         In my own case, as I should imagine it is with others, the days with the gun which stand out most vividly are those which we enjoyed as a boy and youth, usually winter rambles round a rough shoot, accompanied only by a half-trained spaniel which would not retrieve but which would turn out any rabbit from the toughest and thickest of cover, and which barked hoarsely and without ceasing whenever he smelt game of any sort.

         I began my shooting days with a little Belgian .22 rifle, a horribly inaccurate weapon which eventually blew up and injured my eye. From that I graduated to another even more doubtful fowling-piece, a .410 cum .22. I shot my first rabbit with that (a sitting shot of course!). And it was with this gun that I learnt the art of stalking and the terrible after-effects of stomach cramps which long crawls through the summer meadows invariably produced.

         There was, I remember, a very handsome pied wild rabbit, which dwelt in a certain hedge in Northamptonshire. It was an astonishingly beautiful beast to my young eyes, infinitely desirable, and more wary than the most experienced stag.

         For the whole of one long hot summer I crawled and squirmed to encompass his end. Once or twice I was within an ace of having his skin, but he always hopped into cover at the crucial moment. And then one hot August evening, after waiting within twenty yards of this pied rabbit’s hole, I lifted my aching eyes to see it sitting almost on the muzzle of my gun! Inch by inch I raised that dreadful little weapon to my shoulder, hardly daring to breathe, expecting any split second he would dodge back into the grass. He was so close to me I could see his eye whiskers and his moving nose, his lovely cream ‘body belt’, all the glory of him… I pressed the trigger, there was a loud report, and the rabbit whisked back into the hedge apparently unscathed. To this day I don’t know how I missed him, but miss him I did, and I never saw him again.

         Speaking of this unaccountable ‘miss’ brings to my mind another incident of my boyhood which happened a year afterwards in Scotland. My brother and I were camping up a glen which belonged to a friend of the family and where we had the right to shoot. There was a hare, a very large hare, which nightly appeared beside a stone wall on the hill-side behind our camp and mocked all our efforts to convey him to the pot.

         One late evening, however, I stalked him with a twelve-bore, from behind the wall and managed to get within thirty yards or less. On peeping between a chink in the stones I saw him sitting in the way hares will - ears flat, nose up, and back pads hunched under him - enjoying the evening air.

         I took careful aim and fired. The hare remained in exactly the same position. Hardly believing my eyes I hastily pressed the back trigger and again the same thing occurred, the hare took not the slightest notice.

         I now withdrew my smoking gun from the loophole and with trembling fingers inserted two more cartridges. The hare meanwhile remained motionless and in exactly the same position.

         Again I took aim, and again fired, first one barrel and then the other. At the fourth shot he seemed to rouse himself. He lifted one ear, raised a front pad, and began to lick it. And then, deciding it was time that he began to hunt for his supper, he hopped leisurely away, and I watched him go with a slight dew upon my youthful forehead. Surely that was a ‘Kelpie’ hare and not of this earth!

         Then came the time when I saved and scraped to buy myself a twelve-bore of my own (all the others had been borrowed). It took me over a year to do it, to amass the staggering sum of eight pounds ten shillings. I robbed my library of Boys’ Own Papers, Chums, and the Lion City of Africa and other books which I had come to love. I took them all to a Mr. Mutton, who kept a second-hand bookshop in the local county town. Mr. Mutton was bearded like the pard and regarded me with a rheumy eye when I timidly exposed my wares for sale. But he bought them, every one, and paid me the sum of fifteen shillings for them.
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               The March Hare

            

         

         Visiting relations bestowed tips, Christmas and birthdays swelled the hoard of gold, and at last I had the sum all together in a little japanned tin money-box which was locked (ineffectually) with a squat, bright key.

         I then enclosed all this wealth in an envelope, in notes, and sent it off from the village post office. On the third morning I arose early and watched for Bob Dickens the postman. He always came in by the side door under the lilac-trees and took the post to the kitchen. On that third morning Bob arrived - without the long and heavy parcel I had hoped for and dreamt about. I could have died with disappointment. The morning after, the same thing happened and the morning after that. No gun! All my weeks of saving, all the scraping and self-denial had been in vain, the money must have been stolen in the post!

         I had not said anything to my parents of this intended purchase. Fire-arms were frowned upon; my father was not a shooting man, though he liked the country and country things.

         But at last I had to unburden myself; I was becoming really ill with worry and suspense. A telegram was sent to Birmingham asking for news. Back came the answer. ‘Gun dispatched by post to-day.’ In a moment that black despair which had filled my soul vanished, and next morning Bob came through the side door carrying the long coffin-shaped parcel which I knew was my gun.

         I ran down in my pyjamas to the kitchen, seized the parcel from the astonished cook, and fled upstairs to bed with it. How heavy it was - that parcel! Even the paper and string seemed of value, to be part of my treasure, even the stamps seemed a more cheerful red than other stamps.

         Then came the exquisite joy of undoing the string, knot by knot, of unwrapping the layers of paper, the corrugated cardboard, until, like some Egyptian treasure, I saw within the many wrappings the brown cardboard box which contained the gun.

         The lid was lifted and there among sharp new shavings it lay in all its blued glory, a ‘Keepers’ hammer-gun, devoid of any engraving and with no fine graining in the butt. A more lovely weapon was never made, a Purdey was nothing compared to this, my first twelve-bore gun!

         Nor were its lethal powers to be underrated. For I made with that gun the most murderous and most unsporting shot I have ever made with a twelve-bore. That very evening I stalked a rabbit warren and there beheld, over the top of a briar bush, a forest of inquiring pink ears as a knot of rabbits gathered about the mouth of a hole.

         I fired and rushed to gather the slain. I beheld a shambles. Seven full-grown rabbits lay strewn about the sandy soil. Truly this was a gun above all other guns! 

         Then came the astonishment and unbelievable amazement at killing my first running rabbit… then followed my first flying bird, a pigeon. It was a stock dove flying from right to left and rather high. Though cartridges were expensive, and flying and running shots were limited because of this, something made me try a shot at that flying bird. It fell, and I stood dumbfounded. Then came the day when I set off on my motor-cycle one winter morning for a little village on the Wash. I had looked out the place on the map and had written to the postmaster for rooms.

         I knew nothing of wildfowling, still less of wild geese. But that first morning, a blowy warm January morning, I lay out among the crab grass, hearing, for the first time, the music which thrilled me to my inmost core, the calling of the wild geese out on the sandbanks of the Wash.

         As it grew light I saw the lines of big birds rise in bundles and scattered arrow-heads, all beating in low over the black marshes for the land. And soon there came my way a skein of some dozen birds. I crouched low in my gulley, my heart beating so hard my eyes were jumping, and saw them come flogging past me to the left. I rose up and fired both barrels, and the second bird in line seemed to stagger. He righted himself, wavered, then turned over and fell. I can hear the thump of him now as he hit the mud.

         I do not think that any shot I have ever made has matched that first wild goose. I flung down my gun and capered with joy, my dearest wish had been fulfilled.

         It was the first of many goose hunts, hunts which have provided big bags of geese and which have taken me to wilder and more romantic lands than the levels of the Wash. But that first shot will ever remain in my mind, and I shall look back upon it with the greatest relish.

         
             

         

         ‘BB’
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         The First Gun 

         This is our first meeting with Richard Jefferies here and it is, suitably, I think, the account of his first gun. It is strong, vivid prose, entirely devoid of affectation. He is living again his boyhood days at Cote Farm in Wiltshire, and how true it all is! 

         Richard Jefferies was the son of a Wiltshire farmer. He died when he was thirty-eight, and much of that short life was a misery to him through inherited ill-health. 

         One can clearly sense in his later writings the savage burning spirit rebelling against its bodily prison. That bright spirit does indeed at times break free, and we may feel, with poor Jefferies, the splendour of the world and the hopes which mankind must always cherish and strive for. He wanted no Heavenly Paradise; it was here, on the green earth, where he found unimaginable beauty. All he asked for was eternal health and life. So exquisite was this beauty, he wanted more, and yet more of the sunshine and the winds, and the uncountable grass blades and living things. 

         Yet with all this sense of the loveliness of the world, he was, in his early days, possessed very strongly of the hunting instinct. 

         Some seem devoid of this instinct, even though they profess to like shooting. But the true sportsman is he who can relish the weather and the seasons as some men relish rare wine. The coming of autumn, the approach of winter, is a joy to the true hunter, and the knowledge that he can appreciate the fruits of his own hunting adds much to his enjoyment, it is all part and parcel of the genuine shooting man’s make-up.

         
             

         

         THEY burned the old gun that used to stand in the dark corner up in the garret, close to the stuffed fox that always grinned so fiercely. Perhaps the reason why he seemed in such a ghastly rage was that he did not come by his death fairly. Otherwise his pelt would not have been so perfect. And why else was he put away up there out of sight? - and so magnificent a brush as he had too. But there he stood, and mounted guard over the old flintlock that was so powerful a magnet to us in those days. Though to go up there alone was no slight trial of moral courage after listening to the horrible tales of the carters in the stable, or the old women who used to sit under the hedge in the shade, on an armful of hay, munching their crusts at luncheon-time.

         The great cavernous place was full of shadows on the brightest summer day; for the light came only through the chinks in the shutters. These were flush with the floor and bolted firmly. The silence was intense, it being so near the roof and so far away from the inhabited parts of the house. Yet there were sometimes strange acoustical effects - as when there came a low tapping at the shutters, enough to make your heart stand still. There was then nothing for it but to dash through the doorway into the empty cheese-room adjoining, which was better lighted. No doubt it was nothing but the labourers knocking the stakes in for the railing round the rickyard, but why did it sound just exactly outside the shutters? When that ceased the staircase creaked, or the pear-tree boughs rustled against the window. The staircase always waited till you had forgotten all about it before the loose worm-eaten planks sprang back to their place.

         Had it not been for the merry whistling of the starlings on the thatch above, it would not have been possible to face the gloom and the teeth of Reynard, ever in the act to snap, and the mystic noises, and the sense of guilt - for the gun was forbidden. Besides which there was the black mouth of the open trapdoor overhead yawning fearfully - a standing terror and temptation; for there was a legend of a pair of pistols thrown up there out of the way - a treasure-trove tempting enough to make us face anything. But Orion must have the credit of the courage; I call him Orion because he was a hunter and had a famous dog. The last I heard of him he had just ridden through a prairie fire, and says the people out there think nothing of it.

         We dragged an ancient linen-press under the trapdoor, and put some boxes on that, and finally a straight-backed oaken chair. One or two of those chairs were split up and helped to do the roasting on the kitchen hearth. So, climbing the pile, we emerged under the rafters, and could see daylight faintly in several places coming through the starlings’ holes. One or two bats fluttered to and fro as we groped among the lumber, but no pistols could be discovered; nothing but a cannon-ball, rusty enough and about as big as an orange, which they say was found in the wood, where there was a brush in Oliver’s time.

         In the middle of our expedition there came the well-known whistle, echoing about the chimneys, with which it was the custom to recall us to dinner. How else could you make people hear who might be cutting a knobbed stick in the copse half a mile away or bathing in the lake? We had to jump down with a run; and then came the difficulty; for black dusty cobwebs, the growth of fifty years, clothed us from head to foot. There was no brushing or picking them off, with that loud whistle repeated every two minutes.

         The fact where we had been was patent to all; and so the chairs got burned - but one, which was rickety. After which a story crept out, of a disjointed skeleton lying in a corner under the thatch. Though just a little suspicious that this might be a ruse to frighten us from a second attempt, we yet could not deny the possibility of its being true. Sometimes in the dusk, when I sat poring over Koenigsmark, the Robber, by the little window in the cheese-room, a skull seemed to peer down the trapdoor. But then I had the flintlock by me for protection.

         There were giants in the days when that gun was made; for surely no modern mortal could have held that mass of metal steady to his shoulder. The linen-press and a chest on the top of it formed, however, a very good gun-carriage; and, thus mounted, aim could be taken out of the window at the old mare feeding in the meadow below by the brook, and a ‘bead’ could be drawn upon Molly, the dairymaid, kissing the fogger behind the hedge, little dreaming that the deadly tube was levelled at them. At least this practice and drill had one useful effect - the eye got accustomed to the flash from the pan, instead of blinking the discharge, which ruins the shooting. Almost everybody and everything on the place got shot dead in this way without knowing it.

         It was not so easy as might be supposed to find proper flints. The best time to look for them was after a heavy storm of rain had washed a shallow channel beside the road, when you might select some hardy splinters which had lain hidden under the dust. How we were found out is not quite clear; perhaps the powder left a smell of sulphur for anyone who chanced to go up in the garret.

         But, however that may be, one day, as we came in unexpectedly from a voyage in the punt, something was discovered burning among the logs on the kitchen hearth; and, though a desperate rescue was attempted, nothing was left but the barrel of our precious gun and some crooked iron representing the remains of the lock. There are things that are never entirely forgotten, though the impression may become fainter as years go by. The sense of the cruel injustice of that act will never quite depart.

         But they could not burn the barrel, and we almost succeeded in fitting it to a stock of elder. Elder has a thick pith running down the centre: by removing that the gouge and chisel had not much work to do to make a groove for the old bell-mouthed barrel to lie in. The matchlock, for as such it was intended, was nearly finished when our hopes were dashed to the ground by a piece of unnatural cunning. One morning the breech-piece that screwed in was missing. This was fatal. A barrel without a breechpiece is like a cup without a bottom. It was all over.

         There are days in spring when the white clouds go swiftly past, with occasional breaks of bright sunshine lighting up a spot in the landscape. That is like the memory of one’s youth. There is a long dull blank, and then a brilliant streak of recollection. Doubtless it was a year or two afterwards when, seeing that the natural instinct could not be suppressed but had better be recognised, they produced a real gun (single-barrel) for me from the clock-case.

         It stood on the landing just at the bottom of the dark flight that led to the garret. An oaken case six feet high or more, and a vast dial, with a mysterious picture of a full moon and a ship in full sail that somehow indicated the quarters of the year, if you had been imitating Rip Van Winkle and after a sleep of six months wanted to know whether it was spring or autumn. But only to think that all the while we were puzzling over the moon and the ship and the queer signs on the dial a gun was hidden inside! The case was locked, it is true; but there are ways of opening locks, and we were always handy with tools.

         This gun was almost, but not quite, as long as the other. That dated from the time between Stuart and Hanover; this might not have been more than seventy years old. And a beautiful piece of workmanship it was: my new double breech-loader is a coarse common thing to compare with it. Long and slender and light as a feather, it came to the shoulder with wonderful ease. Then there was a groove on the barrel at the breech and for some inches up which caught the eye and guided the glance like a trough to the sight at the muzzle and thence to the bird. The stock was shod with brass, and the trigger-guard was of brass, with a kind of flange stretching half-way down to the butt and inserted in the wood. After a few minutes’ polishing it shone like gold, and to see the sunlight flash on it was a joy.

         You might note the grain of the barrel, for it had not been browned; and it took a good deal of sand to get the rust off. By aid of a little oil and careful wiping after a shower it was easy to keep it bright. Those browned barrels only encourage idleness. The lock was a trifle dull at first, simply from lack of use. A small screwdriver soon had it to pieces, and it speedily clicked again, sweet as a flute. If the hammer came back rather far when at full-cock, that was because the lock had been converted from a flint, and you could not expect it to be absolutely perfect. Besides which, as the fall was longer the blow was heavier, and the cap was sure to explode.

         By old farmhouses, mostly in exposed places (for which there is a reason), one or more huge walnut-trees may be found. The provident folk of those days planted them with the purpose of having their own gunstocks cut out of the wood when the tree was thrown. They could then be sure it was really walnut, and a choice piece of timber thoroughly well seasoned. I like to think of those times, when men settled themselves down, and planted and planned and laid out their gardens and orchards and woods, as if they and their sons and sons’ sons, to the twentieth generation, were sure to enjoy the fruit of their labour.

         The reason why the walnuts are put in exposed places, on the slope of the rise, with open aspect to the east and north, is because the walnut is a foolish tree that will not learn by experience. If it feels the warmth of a few genial days in early spring it immediately protrudes its buds; and the next morning a bitter frost cuts down every hope of fruit for that year, leaving the leaf as black as may be. Wherefore the east wind is desirable to keep it as backward as possible.

         There was a story that the stock of this gun had been cut out of a walnut-tree that was thrown on the place by my great-grandfather, who saw it well seasoned, being a connoisseur of timber, which is, indeed, a sort of instinct in all his descendants. And a vast store of philosophy there is in timber if you study it aright.

         After cleaning the gun and trying it at a mark, the next thing was to get a good shot with it. Now there was an elm that stood out from the hedge a little, almost at the top of the meadow, not above five-and-twenty yards from the other hedge that bounded the field. Two mounds could therefore be commanded by anyone in ambush behind the elm, and all the angular corner of the mead was within range.

         It was not far from the house; but the ground sank into a depression there, and the ridge of it behind shut out everything except just the roof of the tallest hayrick. As one sat on the sward behind the elm, with the back turned on the rick and nothing in front but the tall elms and the oaks in the other hedge, it was quite easy to fancy it the verge of the prairie with the backwoods close by.

         The rabbits had scratched the yellow sand right out into the grass - it is always very much brighter in colour where they have just been at work - and the fern, already almost yellow too, shaded the mouths of their buries. Thick bramble bushes grew out from the mound and filled the space between it and the elm: there were a few late flowers on them still, but the rest were hardening into red sour berries. Westwards, the afternoon sun, with all his autumn heat, shone full against the hedge and into the recess, and there was not the shadow of a leaf for shelter on that side.

         The gun was on the turf, and the little hoppers kept jumping out of the grass on to the stock: once their king, a grasshopper, alighted on it and rested, his green limbs tipped with red rising above his back. About the distant wood and the hills there was a soft faint haze, which is what Nature finishes her pictures with. Something in the atmosphere which made it almost visible: all the trees seemed to stand in a liquid light - the sunbeams were suspended in the air instead of passing through. The butterflies even were very idle in the slumberous warmth; and the great green dragon-fly rested on a leaf, his tail arched a little downwards, just as he puts it when he wishes to stop suddenly in his flight.

         The broad glittering trigger-guard got quite hot in the sun, and the stock was warm when I felt it every now and then. The grain of the walnut-wood showed plainly through the light polish: it was not varnished like the stock of the double-barrel they kept padlocked to the rack over the high mantelpiece indoors. Still you could see the varnish. It was of a rich dark horse-chestnut colour, and yet so bright and clear that if held close you could see your face in it. Behind it the grain of the wood was just perceptible; especially at the grip, where hard hands had worn it away somewhat. The secret of that varnish is lost - like that of the varnish on the priceless old violins.

         But you could feel the wood more in my gun: so that it was difficult to keep the hand off it, though the rabbits would not come out; and the shadowless recess grew like a furnace, for it focused the rays of the sun. The heat on the sunny side of a thick hedge between three and four in the afternoon is almost tropical if you remain still, because the air is motionless: the only relief is to hold your hat loose; or tilt it against your head, the other edge of the brim on the ground. Then the grass-blades rise up level with the forehead. There is a delicious smell in growing grass, and a sweetness comes up from the earth.

         Still it got hotter and hotter; and it was not possible to move in the least degree, lest a brown creature sitting on the sand at the mouth of his hole, and hidden himself by the fern, should immediately note it. And Orion was waiting in the rickyard for the sound of the report, and very likely the shepherd too. We knew that men in Africa, watched by lions, had kept still in the sunshine till, reflected from the rock, it literally scorched them, not daring to move; and we knew all about the stoicism of the Red Indians. But Ulysses was ever my pattern and model: that man of infinite patience and resource.

         So, though the sun might burn and the air become suffocating in that close corner, and the quivering line of heat across the meadow make the eyes dizzy to watch, yet not a limb must be moved. The black flies came in crowds; but they are not so tormenting if you plunge your face in the grass, though they titillate the back of the hand as they run over it. Under the bramble bush was a bury that did not look much used; and once or twice a great blue fly came out of it, the buzz at first sounding hollow and afar off and becoming clearer as it approached the mouth of the hole. There was the carcass of a dead rabbit inside no doubt.

         A humble-bee wandering along - they are restless things - buzzed right under my hat, and became entangled in the grass by my ear. Now we knew by experience in taking their honey that they could sting sharply if irritated, though good-tempered by nature. How he ‘burred’ and buzzed and droned! - till by and by, crawling up the back of my head, he found an open space and sailed away. Then, looking out again, there was a pair of ears in the grass not ten yards distant: a rabbit had come out at last. But the first delight was quickly over: the ears were short and sharply pointed, and almost pinkly transparent.

         What would the shepherd say if I brought home one of his hated enemies no bigger than a rat? The young rabbit made waiting still more painful, being far enough from the hedge to get a clear view into the recess if anything attracted his notice. Why the shepherd hated rabbits was because the sheep would not feed where they had worn their runs in the grass. Not the least movement was possible now – not even that little shifting which makes a position just endurable: the heat seemed to increase; the thought of Ulysses could hardly restrain the almost irresistible desire to stir.

         When, suddenly, there was a slight rustling among the boughs of an oak in the other hedge, as of wings against twigs: it was a wood pigeon, better game than a rabbit. He would, I knew, first look round before he settled himself to preen his feathers on the branch, and, if everything was still while that keen inspection lasted, would never notice me. This is their habit - and the closer you are underneath them the less chance of their perceiving you: for a pigeon perched rarely looks straight downwards. If flying, it is just the reverse; for then they seem to see under them quicker than in any other direction.

         Slowly lifting the long barrel of the gun - it was fortunate the sunlight glancing on the bright barrel was not reflected towards the oak - I got it to bear upon the bird; but then came a doubt. It was all eight-and-twenty yards across the angle of the meadow to the oak - a tremendous long shot under the circumstances. For they would not trust us with the large copper powder-flask, but only with a little pistol-flask (it had belonged to the pair of pistols we tried to find), and we were ordered not to use more than a charge and a half at a time. That was quite enough to kill blackbirds. (The noise of the report was always a check in this way; such a trifle of powder only made a slight puff.)

         Shot there was in plenty – a whole tobacco-pipe bowl full, carefully measured out of the old yellow canvas money-bag that did for a shot belt. A starling could be knocked off the chimney with this charge easily, and so could a blackbird roosting in a bush at night. But a wood pigeon nearly thirty yards distant was another matter; for the old folk (and the bird-keepers too) said that their quills were so hard the shot would glance aside unless it came with great force. Very likely the pigeon would escape, and all the rabbits in the buries would be too frightened to come out at all.
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               Kestrel Watching Stackyard

            

         

         A beautiful bird he was on the bough, perched well in view and clearly defined against the sky behind; and my eye travelled along the groove on the breech and up the barrel, and so to the sight and across to him; and the finger, which always would keep time with the eye, pulled at the trigger.

         A mere puff of a report, and then a desperate fluttering in the tree and a cloud of white feathers floating above the hedge, and a heavy fall among the bushes. He was down, and Orion’s spaniel (that came racing like mad from the rickyard the instant he heard the discharge) had him in a moment. Orion followed quickly. Then the shepherd came up, rather stiff on his legs from rheumatism, and stepped the distance, declaring it was thirty yards good; after which we all walked home in triumph.

         Molly the dairymaid came a little way from the rickyard, and said she would pluck the pigeon that very night after work. She was always ready to do anything for us boys; and we could never quite make out why they scolded her so for an idle hussy indoors. It seemed so unjust. Looking back, I recollect she had very beautiful brown eyes.

         ‘You mind you chaws the shot well, measter,’ said the shepherd, ‘afore you loads th’gun. The more you chaws it the better it sticks thegither, an’ the furder it kills um,’ a theory of gunnery which was devoutly believed in his time and long anticipated the wire cartridges. And the old soldiers that used to come round to haymaking, glad of a job to supplement their pensions, were very positive that if you bit the bullet and indented it with your teeth it was perfectly fatal, no matter to what part of the body its billet took it.

         In the midst of this talk as we moved on, I carrying the gun at the trail with the muzzle downwards, the old ramrod, long disused and shrunken, slipped half out; the end caught the ground, and it snapped short off in a second. A terrible disaster this, turning everything to bitterness: Orion was especially wroth, for it was his right next to shoot. However, we went down to the smithy at the inn, to take counsel of the blacksmith, a man of knowledge and a trusty friend. ‘Aha!’ said he. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve made a ramrod. There’s a piece of lancewood in the store overhead which I keep on purpose; it’s as tough as a bow - they make carriage-shafts of it; you shall have a better rod than was ever fitted to a Joe Manton.’ So we took him down some pippins, and he set to work on it that evening.

         
             

         

         RICHARD JEFFERIES, The Amateur Poacher

         Wildfowling Adventures 

         We do not associate the name of W. H. Hudson with the sport of shooting yet, in his most wonderful book Far Away and Long Ago, he describes his first gun and his efforts to bring to bag some of the varied wildfowl on the pampas of South America. 

         It is interesting to compare Hudson’s style with that of Jefferies. It is larger and more mature, but throughout most of his nature-writing there runs a mysterious thread of ineffable sadness which is peculiarly haunting. 

         This quality is entirely lacking in the early writing of Jefferies, who is bubbling over with enjoyment and sets down with gusto what he sees and knows. 

         W. H. Hudson paints a broader, more noble canvas, and the particular book from which the following is quoted is perhaps my favourite, standing above those of all other nature writers. His word pictures are low in tone but astonishingly powerful, possibly because he writes with absolute sincerity and uses only the simplest language, always choosing the exact word to convey his meaning. 

         Like Jefferies his work was unrecognised for many years; indeed, it was not until the present century that his genius was acclaimed.

         
             

         

         I HAVE said I was not allowed to shoot before the age of ten, but the desire had come long before that; I was no more than seven when I used to wish to be a big, or at all events a bigger, boy, so that, like my brother, I too might carry a gun and shoot big wild birds. But he said ‘No’ very emphatically, and there was an end of it.

         He had virtually made himself the owner of all the guns and weapons generally in the house. These included three fowling-pieces, a rifle, an ancient Tower musket with a flint-lock - doubtless dropped from the dead hands of a slain British soldier in one of the fights in Buenos Ayres in 1807 or 1808 - a pair of heavy horse-pistols, and a ponderous, formidable-looking old blunderbuss, wide at the mouth as a teacup saucer. His, too, were the swords. To our native neighbours this appeared an astonishingly large collection of weapons, for in those days they possessed no fire-arm except, in some rare instances, a carbine, brought home by a runaway soldier and kept concealed lest the authorities should get wind of it.

         As the next best thing to doing the shooting myself, I attended my brother in his expeditions, to hold his horse or to pick up and carry the birds, and was deeply grateful to him for allowing me to serve him in this humble capacity. We had some exciting adventures together. One summer day he came rushing home to get his gun, having just seen an immense flock of golden plover come down at a spot a mile or so from home. With his gun and a sack to put the birds in, he mounted his pony, I with him, as our ponies were accustomed to carry two and even three at a pinch. We found the flock where he had seen it alight - thousands of birds evenly scattered, running about busily feeding on the wet level ground.

         The bird I speak of is the Charadrius dominicana, which breeds in Arctic America and migrates in August and September to the plains of La Plata and Patagonia, so that it travels about sixteen thousand miles every year. In appearance it is so like our golden plover, Charadrius pluvialis, as to be hardly distinguishable from it. The birds were quite tame: all our wild birds were if anything too tame, although not shockingly so as Alexander Selkirk found them on his island - the poet’s, not the real Selkirk. The birds being so scattered, all he could do was to lie flat down and fire with the barrel of his fowling-piece level with the flock, and the result was that the shot cut through the loose flock to a distance of thirty or forty yards, dropping thirty-nine birds, which we put into the sack, and remounting our pony set off home at a fast gallop. We were riding bare-backed, and as our pony’s back had a forward slope we slipped further and further forward until we were almost on his neck, and I, sitting behind my brother, shouted for him to stop. But he had his gun in one hand and the sack in the other, and had lost the reins; the pony, however, appeared to have understood, as he came to a dead stop of his own accord on the edge of a rain-pool, into which we were pitched headlong. When I raised my head I saw the bag of birds at my side, and the gun lying under water at a little distance; about three yards further on my brother was just sitting up, with the water streaming from his long hair, and a look of astonishment on his face. But the pool was quite clean, with the soft grass for bottom, and we were not hurt.

         However, we did sometimes get into serious trouble. On one occasion he persuaded me and the little brother to accompany him on a secret shooting expedition he had planned. We were to start on horseback before daybreak, ride to one of the marshes about two miles from home, shoot a lot of duck, and get back about breakfast-time. The main thing was to keep the plan secret, then it would be all right, since the sight of the number of wild duck we should have to show on our return would cause our escapade to be overlooked.

         In the evening, instead of liberating our ponies as usual, we took and tethered them in the plantation, and next morning about three o’clock we crept cautiously out of the house and set off on our adventure. It was a winter morning, misty and cold when the light came, and the birds were excessively wild at that hour. In vain we followed the flocks, my brother stalking them through the sedges, above his knees in the water; not a bird could he get, and at last we were obliged to go back empty-handed to face the music. At half-past ten we rode to the door, wet and hungry and miserable, to find the whole house in a state of commotion at our disappearance. When we were first missed in the morning, one of the workmen reported that he had seen us taking our horses to conceal them in the plantation at a little after dark, and it was assumed that we had run away - that we had gone south where the country was more thinly settled and wild animals more abundant - in quest of new and more stirring adventures. They were greatly relieved to see us back, but as we had no ducks to placate them we could not be forgiven, and as a punishment we had to go breakfastless that day, and our leader was in addition sternly lectured and forbidden to use a gun for the future.

         We thought this a very hard thing, and for the following days were inclined to look at life as a rather tame, insipid business; but soon, to our joy, the ban was removed. In forbidding us the use of the guns my father had punished himself as well as us, since he never thoroughly enjoyed a meal - breakfast, dinner, or supper - unless he had a bird on the table, wild duck, plover, or snipe. A cold roast duck was his favourite breakfast dish, and he was never quite happy when he didn’t get it.

         Still, I was not happy, and could not be so long as I was not allowed to shoot. It was a privilege to be allowed to attend, but it seemed to me that at the age of ten I was quite old enough to have a gun. I had been a rider on horseback since the age of six, and in some exercises I was not much behind my brother, although when we practised with the foils or with the gloves he punished me in rather a barbarous manner. He was my guide and philosopher, and had also been a better friend ever since our fight with knives and the cow-bird episode; nevertheless he still managed to dissemble his love, and when I revolted against his tyranny I generally got well punished for it.

         About that time an old friend of the family, who took an interest in me and wished to do something to encourage me in my natural history tastes, made me a present of a set of pen-and-ink drawings. There was, however, nothing in these pictures to help me in the line I had taken: they were mostly architectural drawings made by himself of buildings - houses, churches, castles, and so on - but my brother fell in love with them and began to try to get them from me. He could not rest without them, and was continually offering me something of his own in exchange for them; but though I soon grew tired of looking at them I refused to part with them, either because his anxiety to have them gave them a fictitious value in my sight, or because it was pleasing to be able to inflict a little pain on him in return for the many smarts I had suffered at his hands. At length one day, finding me still unmoved, he all at once offered to teach me to shoot and to allow me the use of one of the guns in exchange for the pictures. I could hardly believe my good fortune: it would have surprised me less if he had offered to give me his horse with ‘saddle and bridle also’.

         As soon as the drawings were in his hand he took me to our gun-room and gave me a quite unneeded lesson in the art of loading a gun - first so much powder, then a wad well rammed down with the old obsolete ramrod; then so much shot and a second wad and ramming down; then a percussion cap on the nipple. He then led the way to the plantation, and finding two wild pigeons sitting together in a tree he ordered me to fire. I fired, and one fell, quite dead, and that completed my education, for now he declared he was not going to waste any more time on my instruction.

         The gun he had told me to use was a single-barrel fowling-piece, an ancient converted flint-lock, the stock made of an iron-hard black wood with silver mountings. When I stood it up and measured myself by it I found it was nearly two inches taller than I was, but it was light to carry and served me well: I became as much attached to it as to any living thing, and it was like a living being to me, and I had great faith in its intelligence.

         My chief ambition was to shoot wild duck. My brother shot them in preference to anything else: they were so much esteemed and he was so much commended when he came in with a few in his bag that I looked on duck-shooting as the greatest thing I could go in for. Ducks were common enough with us and in great variety; I know not in what country more kinds are to be found. There were no fewer than five species of teal, the commonest a dark brown bird with black mottlings; another, very common, was pale grey, the plumage beautifully barred and pencilled with brown and black; then we had the blue-winged teal, a maroon-red duck which ranges from Patagonia to California; the ringed teal, with salmon-coloured breast and velvet-black collar; the Brazilian teal, a lovely olive-brown and velvet-black duck, with crimson beak and legs. There were two pintails, one of which was the most abundant species in the country; also a wigeon, a lake duck, a shoveller duck, with red plumage, grey head and neck, and blue wings; and two species of the long-legged whistling or tree duck. Another common species was the rosy-billed  duck, now to be seen on ornamental waters in England; and occasionally we saw the wild Muscovy duck, called Royal duck by the natives, but it was a rare visitor so far south. We also had geese and swans: the upland geese from the Magellanic Straits that came to us in winter - that is to say, our winter from May to August. And there were two swans, the black-necked, which has black flesh and is unfit to eat, and the white or Coscoroba swan, as good a table bird as there is in the world. And oddly enough this bird has been known to the natives as a ‘goose’ since the discovery of America, and now after three centuries our scientific ornithologists have made the discovery that it is a link between the geese and swans, but is more goose than swan. It is a beautiful white bird, with bright red bill and legs, the wings tipped with black, and has a loud musical cry of three notes, the last prolonged note with a falling inflection.

         These were the birds we sought after in winter; but we could shoot for the table all the year round, for no sooner was it the ducks’ pairing and breeding season than another bird-population from their breeding-grounds in the arctic and sub-arctic regions came on the scene - plover, sandpiper, godwit, curlew, whimbrel - a host of northern species that made the summer-dried pampas their winter abode.

         My first attempt at duck-shooting was made at a pond not many minutes’ walk from the house, where I found a pair of shoveller ducks, feeding in their usual way in the shallow water with head and neck immersed. Anxious not to fail in this first trial, I got down flat on the ground and crawled snake-fashion for a distance of fifty or sixty yards, until I was less than twenty yards from the birds, when I fired and killed one.

         That first duck was a great joy, and having succeeded so well with my careful tactics, I continued in the same way, confining my attention to pairs or small parties of three or four birds, when by patiently creeping a long distance through the grass I could get very close to them. In this way I shot teal, wigeon, pintail, shovellers, and finally the noble rosy-bill, which was esteemed for the table above all the others.

         My brother, ambitious of a big bag, invariably went a distance from home in quest of the large flocks, and despised my way of duck-shooting; but it sometimes vexed him to find on his return from a day’s expedition that I had succeeded in getting as many birds as himself without having gone much more than a mile from home.

         Some months after I had started shooting I began to have trouble with my beloved gun, owing to a weakness it had developed in its lock - one of the infirmities incidental to age which the gunsmiths of Buenos Ayres were never able to cure effectually. Whenever it got bad I was permitted to put it into the cart sent to town periodically, to have it repaired, and would then go gunless for a week or ten days. On one of these occasions I one day saw a party of shoveller duck dibbling in a small rain-pool at the side of the plantation, within a dozen yards of the old moat which surrounded it. Ducks always appeared to be exceptionally tame and bold when I was without a gun, but the boldness of those shovellers was more than I could stand, and running to the house I got out the old blunderbuss, which I had never been forbidden to use, since no one had ever thought it possible that I should want to use such a monster of a gun. But I was desperate, and loading it for the first (and last) time, I went after those shovellers.

         I had once been told that it would be impossible to shoot wild duck or anything with the blunderbuss unless one could get within a dozen yards of them, on account of its tremendous scattering power. Well, by going along the bottom of the moat, which was luckily without water just then, I could get as near the birds as I liked and kill the whole flock. When I arrived abreast of the pool I crept up the grassy, crumbling outside bank, and resting the ponderous barrel on the top of the bank, fired at the shovellers at a distance of about fifteen yards, and killed nothing, but received a kick which sent me flying to the bottom of the foss. It was several days before I got over that pain in my shoulder.

         Later on there was a period of trouble and scarcity in the land. There was war, and the city from which we obtained our supplies was besieged by an army from the ‘upper provinces’ which had come down to break the power and humble the pride of Buenos Ayres. Our elders missed their tea and coffee most, but our anxiety was that we should soon be without powder and shot. My brother constantly warned me not to be so wasteful, although he fired half a dozen shots to my one without getting more birds for the table. At length there came a day when there was little shot left - just about enough to fill one shot-pouch - and knowing it was his intention to have a day out, I sneaked into the gun-room and loaded my fowling-piece just to have one shot more. He was going to try for upland geese that day, and, as I had expected, carried off all the shot.

         After he had gone I took my gun, and being determined to make the most of my one shot, refused to be tempted by any of the small parties of duck I found in the pools near home, even when they appeared quite tame. At length I encountered a good-sized flock of rosy-bills by the side of a marshy stream about two miles from home. It was a still, warm day in mid-winter, and the ducks were dozing on the green bank in a beautiful crowd, and as the land near them was covered with long grass, I saw it would be possible to get quite close to them. Leaving my pony at a good distance, I got down flat on the ground and began my long laborious crawl, and got within twenty-five yards of the flock. Never had I had such a chance before! As I peeped through the grass and herbage I imagined all sorts of delightful things - my brother far away vainly firing long shots at the wary geese, and his return and disgust at the sight of my heap of noble rosy-bills, all obtained near home at one shot!

         Then I fired just as the birds, catching sight of my cap, raised their long necks in alarm. Bang! Up they rose with a noise of wings, leaving not one behind! Vainly I watched the flock, thinking that some of the birds I must have hit would soon be seen to waver in their course and then drop to earth. But none wavered or fell. I went home as much puzzled as disappointed. Late in the day my brother returned with one upland goose and three or four ducks, and inquired if I had had any luck. I told him my sad story, whereupon he burst out laughing and informed me that he had taken care to draw the shot from my gun before going out. He was up to my little tricks, he said; he had seen what I had done, and was not going to allow me to waste the little shot we had left!

         
             

         

         W. H. HUDSON, Far Away and Long Ago 
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         Memories of Boyhood

         SNOW had fallen heavily during the night, for at daybreak it lay to a depth of several inches on the grass under my window, and weighed down the laurel bushes that skirted it. It was an unusual sight for a Cornish boy; but more impressive was the hush that had fallen on the world - the noiseless footfall of man and horse and the muffled tones of St. Mary’s bells, scarcely audible though an east wind was blowing. This impression has never left me, nor have many of the scenes that met my eyes lost their vivid outlines. Despite the effacing influence of time, I can still see clearly against the white background the incidents of that Christmas-tide. One word about the frost. It was sudden as well as severe, so that even the men who watched the skies for change of weather were taken by surprise. The intense cold traversed the island as fast as the piercing wind that came with it, and between sundown and dawn had laid its icy fetters on the whole country. Thus Penwith for once suffered with the rest of England, and even more severely. Snowdrops had been already gathered in sunny corners, and a quarryman on his way home to Gulval had seen and picked a few primroses in Trevaylor woods, for his sick wife. This became known subsequently, when the gardeners sought excuses for not having bound up the stems of the palm-trees that had till then flourished in the semi-tropical climate. Perhaps it is not strictly correct to say that there was no warning of the frost.

         Two days before it set in, John Harris, the lighthouse-keeper, had found a woodcock with a broken bill lying dead on the stage outside the lantern, and near it a rare bird only seen so far west in rigorous winters; and those who took the side of the gardeners said that, had he not kept the secret to himself for fear of the game-laws, not only the palm-trees, but also the old aloe in Alverton Lane that had flowered the previous summer, might have been saved. Whether the woodcock found by the lighthouse-keeper was one of a big flight or whether the birds arrived a day or so later is uncertain; at all events it was generally known on Christmas Day that the furze-brakes were ‘alive with cock,’ tidings which raised a longing for the morrow in the breast of the sportsmen. Among these was an old friend whom I found busy in his sanctum filling a leather pouch with shot from a canister. A log was blazing on the hearth. As I talked to him I noticed that the ruddy blaze was tinged with green. I was puzzled to know the cause at the time, but I have thought since that the colour must have been due to a copper nail in the half-burnt piece of oak. The mention of this recalls how I used to enjoy sitting by that fireside, listening to the yarns of the three sportsmen who foregathered there. Who that ever heard them can forget the incidents of that famous night’s sea-fishing at the ‘back of the Island’; the capture with the walking-stick rod of the two-pound trout whose holt was the deep pool under the roots of the sycamore at the foot of the hilly field at Trewidden; the vigils in the hut at Trevider fowling-pool; the great take of peal in the trammel at Lamorna Cove, and the finding the same morning of the otter drowned in the crab-pot nearly half a mile seaward from the Bucks?

         The room had one window only; but it was a spacious bay which faced south, and through it you could see and hear the waves breaking on the beach below. More than once that afternoon, before he lit the lamp, my friend turned the spy-glass on some companies of wildfowl that dotted the rough water between the ‘Battery’ and Lareggan rocks.

         A double-barrelled muzzle-loader - a Joe Manton - was George Bevan’s favourite gun; and this, with powder-flasks, shot-pouches, caps and wads, were placed ready for the next morning. Only a boy who has been entered to sport and knows how the anticipation of it fevers the blood can understand how impatiently I looked forward to the morrow. That night I thought sleep would never come; and at what hour I fell off I do not know, for the frost had got into the workings of our eight-day clock, and as for the town clock, that could generally be heard the town over, it might have stopped for all the sound it made in striking.

         But I must have slept, for I was half awakened by some noise against my window. My first impression was that the snow had changed to hail, but as the rattle grew louder I sat up in bed. Then it was I heard, ‘Jack, get up!’ faint and far away, like the doctor’s voice when you’re coming to after chloroform; and almost immediately the memory of everything came back to me - my friend’s last assurance that he would call for me, the white world outside and, most stirring of all, the woodcock, awaiting us in the furze-brakes. I was up in a jiffy, struck a light, and dressed as hurriedly as a fourth-form boy whom the first stroke of the call-over bell finds in bed. The cold had not relented, for a film of ice lay on the water in the jug, and by the candlelight I saw that the window-panes were frosted over. This was joy to me, for in my troubled sleep I had dreamt that the common-place world was back again, and that every woodcock had flown away in the train of the retreating frost. Moreover, when we set out, the snow crunched under our feet, and a long icicle was hanging from the stone lip of the Alverton chute.

         Day was breaking when we reached the hilly field at Rosehill and followed the path under the beech-trees; and it is there, for some reason I cannot explain, that I best recall my old friend on that day. He was well above the middle height and strongly built. The gun was slung across his back by means of a leather strap. The coat of heather-mixture he wore had, besides big side-pockets, several subsidiary ones, and there were leather pieces on the shoulders. Two spaniels followed at his heels, and his henchman, an old man who had been in the employ of the family all his life, closed the procession. My friend’s hair was silvering, as you could see between the upturned collar and the brim of the dove-coloured hat; and for that reason he seemed, to my boyish eyes, an old man. Nevertheless I had some difficulty in keeping up with him, especially when, not having mittens on as he had, I put my hands in my pockets to protect them from the biting cold. Yet how slight must have been my discomfort compared to the distress of the birds - fieldfares, thrushes, whinnards, blackbirds, starlings, and missel-thrushes - which were flying hither and thither in the vain search for food. Though no doubt I thought how easily they might be trapped, I was sorry for the smaller birds, wrens and tomtits, that threaded the hedgerow near the farmhouse, and for the robin, puffed out with cold, perched on one leg on the sill of the dairy window.

         A little farther on, where the footpath crosses the brook near its junction with the Lezingey stream, a snipe rose from some bushes; and farther on again, near some furze-bushes, were tracks of at least one rabbit. But we left them all behind us. The shooting-ground we were making for lay on the southern edge of the ‘High Country’, and though our shortest way would have been along the ‘Watery Lane’, as it used to be called, and up Hendra Bottoms, we rose the steep hill leading to Boswednan. By this roundabout course, we should avoid the drifts through which a farm-hand, who had brought tidings of the woodcock, had been obliged to force his way.

         From the high ground above the hamlet, where we halted a moment to take breath, we overlooked a scene which resembled a rude cast in white of the familiar countryside. Many landmarks were disguised beyond recognition, and the waters of Mount’s Bay, generally like a liquid gem of the deepest blue, looked dull as lead. The newly risen sun loomed big through the frost-fog which its rays could not penetrate, and a man with weak eyes might have started at the dull crimson orb without blinking. In the hollow immediately below us an old labourer, with a big faggot of furze on his back, was staggering across a yard, his feet sinking at every step deeper and deeper into the snow, as he made for the closed door of the farmhouse against which it had drifted. It must be admitted that the snowfall, heavy as it was, could not be compared to the great blizzard of later years, which blocked the railway, isolated the dwellers in the country, and but for his knowledge of the position of a starveling tree on the edge of a quarry, would probably have cost the earthstopper his life. Nevertheless, wildfowl were quite as abundant; and as the Looe Pool, Marazion Marsh, and other resorts became frozen over, they had to shift their quarters, and ultimately to settle on the sea.

         More than one skein of duck had passed high overhead since daybreak, flying westward, but none so big as the great flock of wigeon which we saw, some four gunshots above us, as we were turning into the marshy moor near Tremayne plantation, where our sport was to begin. This piece of undrained ground was, maybe is, shaped like a triangle. Tussocks of rushes just showed above the snow, and a runnel, winding in and out among them, ran chattering between a double frill of ice. We had not advanced many steps before a snipe rose, to fall to the first barrel, and soon after a wisp got up out of range, and flew away in the direction of the Big Downs. Following the running water, we approached the corner, where rushes gave place to a brambly thicket, between which and the stone walls behind grew a few gnarled holly-bushes. The spaniels were hardly in this cover before they flushed a woodcock. Bang! Bang! and the bird fell on our side of the wall. The smoke had not cleared when another rose from the other side, where a few withes skirted the runnel. It afforded the easiest of shots; but, alas! both barrels were empty, and the reloading of a muzzle-loader takes time. We crouched, hoping the bird might settle in an adjoining marsh, but it kept on in the direction of Trannack Hill till it became a mere speck in the leaden sky, and at last was lost to view.

         Separated from the three-cornered moor by two or three rough fields is a stennack - an excavation made by the ‘old men’ in mining for tin - in length a good stone’s throw, and some thirty yards across. The bed of it lies from twelve to twenty feet below the level of the field that circles it, so that the biting wind swept over the white coverlet that concealed the close thicket of furze, blackthorn, and bramble that grew there. Standing on the edge of the bank, we could follow the movements of the dogs by the snow which fell here and there from the bushes. Presently a woodcock rose silently a few yards in front of them on the far side, and fell to the shot, dropping behind a thorn-bush on the opposite bank.

         Shortly after, another got up but was missed, and then for a time there was a lull in the sport. Not that the excitement flagged, for the spaniels were giving tongue, and as they drew near the zig-zagging bank on which we stood a rabbit bolted on our right; then, strange to say, a fox made off, stealing away with that lissom movement that only a wild creature is endowed with, his ruddy coat showing finely against the white background. Near the farther end of the stennack three teal were flushed. They were up and away in no time, affording a pretty right and left. Two dropped in the thicket, and it was some time before we succeeded in finding them. It may seem hard to understand that the stennack was a haunt for wildfowl, but so it was. There was no pool of water there, no spring, as far as I could see; and a small cave at the foot of the high bank was dry, for, boylike, I peeped in over the drift that half filled its mouth. 

         Leaving the field, we made for Trevean farmhouse. The snow in the unfrequented lane that we followed was unmarked by any footprint except the track of a hare. Soon we could smell the reek of burning furze, and as we came in sight of the high stone chimney we heard the mooing of the cattle that had been driven in from the wild moors around. Two colts, with rugged coats and steaming nostrils, whose heads projected over the half-door of the stable, welcomed us with a neigh, as we crossed the rickyard and entered the house.

         A fire blazed on the hearth; but of the interior I can recall clearly but one object, an old woman wearing a small red shawl, seated in a high-backed chair at the end of the table, with a big book open before her. It was the indescribable calm on her face that I shall never forget. That is what I see first as the scene passes before my eyes, then the muslin cap she wore, and last, though its hue was so bright, her red turnover. A sheep-dog was stretched at full length on the stone floor, his nose, that lay between his tan-coloured paws, nearly touching the little wooden footstool on which the aged woman’s feet rested; but this part of the picture is faded. My friend chatted with her so long about some great frost of years before that I thought he must have forgotten all about the woodcock. At length we left the farm kitchen and set out for the wild waste-land, the farmer going with us.

         My friend was pushing aside the snow-laden furze towards this vantage-ground, and I followed in his wake. When he had gained it, he raised the hammers of the gun, and then lifted his hand as a signal to the farmer to let loose the dogs. We knew there were at least three woodcock in the moor, for we had seen them drop there. Before you could count ten a woodcock rose with a great flapping noise. Bang! went the gun as the bird twisted above the withes. Bang! - down it dropped on the snow a good forty yards away, between the moor and a clump of gloomy pines for which it seemed to be making. As I ran round to fetch it I heard ‘mark cock’ twice in succession, but no report followed, and shortly after, ‘mark cock’ from the farmer, with the discharge of both barrels. The going was very rough, but at length I reached the brown bird lying in the snow beside the brook. What a beauty it was! To this day I cannot handle a woodcock without admiring its rich plumage, nor for that matter, though I have taken hundreds, take a trout off a hook without wondering at its lovely colouring.

         The moor having been shot over, we made our way to the house. It was now nearly three o’clock, and I felt tired, though not too tired to eat. The farmer’s daughter had laid our luncheon in the seldom-used parlour. There were sandwiches, mince-pies, a basin of clotted cream, some whortleberry jam, and a plate of sturmer pippins. These last were grown in my friend’s garden on espaliers, and he could generally produce one or two even when the next year’s fruit reddened the quarrenden-tree in the corner by the bee-skip. We stayed but a short time, as I thought, over our lunch, for we needed daylight to find our way down the bottoms, and snow had begun to fall again.

         From between the half-drawn curtains, where an ostrich egg hung, I had seen the big flakes. So bidding adieu to the dear old lady, we made our way down the hill, and at length reached the clump of firs in the bottoms, where my friend stayed to light his pipe. I should not have mentioned so trifling an incident had it not been that he used the tinder-box for the purpose. This was his almost invariable custom, except in summer: then he preferred a burning-glass, especially when deep-sea fishing. With a twinkle in his grey eyes the farmer remarked, ‘Like Mr. George, Edna?’ and shortly after, at a spot where, as the curve of a drift showed, was a gap, he left us and was soon lost to sight in the blinding snow.

         We had rather less than a mile to go before striking a road, but our progress was poor, owing partly to the drifts, partly to the rough ground that lay under the even surface of the snow. A candle was burning in a window of Hendra farmhouse as we passed the lower pond, and when we came in sight of Boswednan lane we saw the lights - the welcome lights - of a carriage that was awaiting us at the foot of the hill. Of the drive home I know nothing, as I slept soundly the whole way.

         
             

         

         J. C. TREGARTHEN, Wild Life at the Land’s End
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         A Plover and a Policeman

         I RARELY see green plover without calling to mind an episode that occurred at a certain public school. In this episode a green plover played a prominent part. A youth of about fifteen, whom we will call Young Lower Fifth, was wont to pass as much as possible of his summer and winter holidays with a gun, lying out at night on the seashore and spending every shilling of his pocket-money on cartridges. On each return to school his sporting desires had to be curbed and held firmly in check. But it happened that one wild February brought thousands of plover to the ploughs that lie between the school and the sea. Twice a week the run, with which football was varied, passed through those fields, and in a moment of temptation Young Lower Fifth made up his mind to try his luck with the plover. This determination entailed the smuggling in of a walking-stick gun, which, disguised as an umbrella - for by the unwritten laws that may not be broken, only the Sixth were privileged to carry sticks - he succeeded in bringing back after an ‘up town’ leave. For a moment he considered the bold course of leaving it in the umbrella-stand, but prudence led him to adopt a safer if less gallant course. Finally it reposed in a cunning excavation in the wall of his cubicle in the dormitory.

         A half-holiday was, of course, the only suitable occasion on which the plan so happily initiated could be carried out. After a week of waiting, a hard frost set in, football was off, and a run to the sea prescribed for the House. Here, then, was the sportsman’s chance! Complete secrecy was an absolute necessity - a whisper of his intention would have run like lightning through the school, and the hardihood and very unlikeliness of the deed would have provoked enough comment to wreck a far less risky scheme. Thus Young Lower Fifth could take counsel with himself alone. The plover fields were some two miles out on the road to the sea, and the first step was to get the gun to some handy place. At the earliest opportunity Young Lower Fifth, having the gun ready hidden under his clothes, dashed out and cached it in the plantation beyond the football fields that bordered the same road.

         The next problem was a question of time and speed. What with dinner and call-over, it was nearly two o’clock when he started. Usually a lazy youth, it was no surprise that he should bring up the tail-end of the run, and the prefect, cursing him for his slowness, hurried on to tick off the first arrivals. Meanwhile Young Lower Fifth, discouraging any companionship, by those methods that serve schoolboys so well, but which we forget in later life, lagged behind, and by 3.30, having recovered his gun, was hurrying at a very different pace on his back track. On his way home from the sea, he had noticed a fine flock of plover in a certain field beside the road, and towards this he set off with the highest hopes. When he reached it, the plover, glorious to relate, were still there, and he stalked them from behind one of the many stone dykes with which the country is seamed. He easily approached within forty yards of them and had a shot which, as his gun was a 410, somewhat naturally did not take effect! He crept on and during the best part of an hour had nine shots, all without result. He then realised that success depended on his achieving an approach within twenty yards, or even fifteen, and to this he set his mind. He had just spotted a flock in a good position, when a single plover suddenly flew over him from the west side of the road. It was quite close, and Lower Fifth threw up his gun and down came the bird. A moment later he had leaped over the wall and retrieved it, rejoicing.

         It was a fine specimen, and would look well in the school museum, and there he told himself he would go and contemplate it, and it would be a ‘good egg.’ As he scrambled back into the road his heart jumped horribly, for he heard a voice shouting ‘Hi! Hi! Hi!’ and was aware of a policeman coming over the hill at the double. He knew enough of the law to be conscious that no one was allowed to shoot within forty yards of the high road, and it was certain the policeman had seen the shot fired. Lower Fifth turned and fled. He could move fast enough when he wished to, and for the next quarter of a mile he made good time, but looking back over his shoulder he was disagreeably aware that the distance between him and his pursuer was not increasing. Rather the contrary. He tried to put on a spurt. The twilight was now failing, and through a clear frosty air he could hear the heavy footsteps behind perceptibly gaining. At the beginning of the chase he had noticed that his enemy was wearing high boots, and he realised that a man who could make such good time in high boots must inevitably run him down at the last.

         Lower Fifth’s next move stands, I think, to the credit of his craft. At this point the road dipped and turned for a hundred yards or so, and here Lower Fifth knew he would be below the policeman’s horizon. A little farther on the road crossed the railway by a bridge. As soon as the boy knew himself to be out of sight he flung himself through the hedge and down the embankment, and ran along the line until he was hidden under the bridge.

         As he crouched panting in the dark shadow he was acutely conscious of the possibilities of the situation, not, indeed, as concerned the law of the land - that of the School appeared a much more urgent matter. He had broken at least four School rules, and the face of the Head rose as a vision. At this moment a voice called out:

         ‘Come ye oot fra’ under the brig!’

         Lower Fifth did not budge, and the policeman plunged down to him, note-book in hand. To the demand for his name and address the boy made no answer, but a glance at his cuts and sweater told the man all he needed.

         ‘Ye’re frae the Collich. I’d better be taking ye back there!’

         Young Lower Fifth found his voice. ‘Why?’

         ‘Ye’ve broken the law.’

         ‘Yes, and what’s the penalty?’

         ‘That’s a ma’er for the magistrate.’

         ‘What’s the most they can fine me?’

         ‘Aboot forty shillings.’

         ‘Well, I’ll pay you that.’

         ‘Ye’d daur to offer me a bribe!’

         ‘There’s no bribe about it. You represent the law.’

         ‘I do!’ this grimly.

         ‘But you don’t represent the School. Look here -’ and then Lower Fifth explained the probable results.

         The policeman listened, but his face did not relax. He was a hard man, and his profession had not softened him.

         When the youth was finished, there was silence beneath the ‘brig’. At last the policeman took out a piece of paper and wrote upon it.

         ‘That’s where I live,’ said he. ‘Bring ten shillings there by next Sa’erday and ye’ll hear no more of yon shot. I’ll tak’ yon gun. Ye can have it when ye brings the ten shillings.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Lower Fifth with real gratitude.

         The hand that paid the money and redeemed the gun was a maternal one. The same hand on the same day took a carefully packed green plover to a bird-stuffer by request to act as agent on the strength of the following note:

         ‘Please take it to H-. He’ll do it for nothing, because he said he would when I gave him the third little auk I found dead on the beach last month. Tell him to get the eyes right, rather prominent and darker than he usually sticks in.’

         
             

         

         H. HESKETH PRICHARD, Sport in Wildest Britain

         A Human Retriever

         MY FIRST attempts at shooting were in pursuit at wildfowl when quite a boy, and I still consider it superior to any other sport. In these early days, however, I had no idea to what perfection a retriever might be trained; if the dog took the water well, and was close-mouthed, I expected no more. As I was always obliged to lead him by my side he often spoiled my best chance, either by showing himself, or hampering me when crawling over difficult ground. I was at last so disgusted with these incumbrances that I generally dispensed with their services, and trusted to my own resources for recovering the killed and wounded. The consequence was that the greater proportion of the latter always escaped and, unless the wind was favourable, not a few of the former drifted away.
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