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This book is dedicated to my Mum, Mary Anne Mawn, who always believed that I would one day write a book – though I don’t think she anticipated waiting 40 years for it to happen!
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Foreword





There are many books available that tell the air-rifle hunter the where-with-alls of identifying and shooting quarry. They will tell you which guns to use, the best kit to acquire, how to zero, the different hunting techniques, ammunition types, gun maintenance et al. Fine books they are, too, and I have every single one on my bookshelf. In nearly all of them, though, there is something missing for me as a reader. The missing link isn’t combining the simple mechanics of air rifle hunting with the tricks, tips and field-craft of the skilled hunter. Some of the books do that. The absent factor for me, an avid country sports reader, is the countryside itself. Anyone who has read the passionate, descriptive works of the old country writers will grasp what I mean. The late ‘BB’ on wildfowling, Richard Jeffries on rural matters in a bygone time, Brian Plummer on lurchers and terriers, Ian Niall, Jones & Woodward… the list is long. Standing behind a gun and knowing how to shoot it is one thing. Understanding the natural world in front of the muzzle is another.


I need to make one thing clear. I am not an expert on airguns. I am not a technician. I am a hunter and it just so happens that the air rifle is my preferred tool. Those that I own, I know how to use well: the proof is in here for you to see.


Yet in a way this is also a ‘how-to’ book, just like those others, but you’ll have to search the narrative a little deeper for all those dark secrets gleaned in a lifetime of hunting. They’re in there, I promise. It’s primarily about how one old airgunning hack enjoys the countryside around him and processes the fruits of his expeditions. It attempts to impart my own knowledge of vermin species and how to attend to them. It is mostly for the hunter, very rarely for the technician, but also for anyone who enjoys country sports.


Knowing the ways of bird and beast, knowing the habitat in which you hunt and understanding how factors such as weather and crop cycles affect both are key to success in the field. Set across a typical British year, with a few historical anecdotes thrown in, I hope my effort relays the drive to hunt which runs through my blood. If guns were banned tomorrow I would hunt with bow, spear, catapult or any means at my disposal. Take them all away and I would simply walk the fields with a stick and a camera. It’s not the end result of the hunt that matters to me. It’s the ‘being out there’, challenging both vermin and weather. It’s the ambience of a day (or night) in that wonderful amphitheatre that is our birthright: the countryside.


This book is about such days and nights. If I can take you there, into that ambience, and you learn a little bit along the way, then I have done what I set out to do. To entertain and to share a little knowledge along the way.



















Curriculum Vitae





I grew up on a council estate in Hertfordshire during the 1960s. I was a street urchin with a difference: I had a passion for nature. Those were times when parents let their kids roam with no fear of something menacing happening to them. All the scrapes I got into were of my own making. Living a mile from open countryside (which has long since disappeared under sprawling housing development) the woods, undulating crop fields, orchards and ponds were heaven for a ten-year-old. I spent every available moment with a troop of similarly-minded lads scrumping apples, fishing for minnows or newts and (I will confess) bird nesting. The latter was my preamble into ‘hunting’. The rivalry to have the best egg collection in the gang was fierce. I always read ardently on all things countryside – and still do.


By the age of eleven I could classify almost every native British bird at a glance and knew what its egg looked like. I knew where they’d be likely to breed and had a penchant for finding their nests. Boys being boys, we soon had penknives (hidden from our parents) and whittled catapults or bows & arrows as hunting weapons.


My father, bless him, saw one of my first shabby attempts at a ‘cattie’ and laughed at it. He’d been brought up on the deprived back-streets of Cardiff in the 1930s and knew a little about self-survival. He stripped the feeble knicker elastic off the catapult, then cut and fitted some strips of old bicycle inner tube.


Unbeknown to him, my father had just furnished me with a tool that would inspire a life-long obsession with hunting. It came with a warning. No killing anything (somewhat confusing from a man who bragged about his ability to hit a cat at 50 yards at my age) and no broken windows. It was confiscated and destroyed in front of me within weeks, when the window rule was breached during an over-enthusiastic practice session! It was too late though, as he’d now shown me how to make one!


The black market in weapons at playground level was indicative of the times: air pistols, knives, catapults – and I went to a Catholic school! Many of my schoolmates were the children of the Irish labourers who built the New Town in which we lived. Greyhounds, whippets, lurchers, ferrets, a little bit of poaching (‘Jest fur der pot, moind yer’) were par for the course. One day I traded a transistor radio for an old Gat air pistol and a pocketful of pellets. About 12 years old and my first air gun! I couldn’t wait to take it out to kill something. Anything. Thankfully it was totally ineffectual so nothing suffered as a result. I’d had better success with the cattie. It spent most of its life wrapped in a plastic bag and buried in a wood so that my Dad didn’t know I had it and I could use it when I wanted.


A year on and I swapped it (plus a pair of binoculars) for an old Diana break-barrel spring gun in .177 calibre. My first air-rifle! Too valuable (for a 13-year-old) to bury in a copse, this was hidden in my bedroom.
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One day, when I was alone in the house, the lure of the starlings on a neighbour’s roof overcame me.


I bagged five from the bedroom window during an afternoon and laid back on my bed to read. Later, I heard our neighbour calling for my Dad across the small picket fence when he’d got home from work. I peeped out of the window and they were both looking up at me. Tony, our neighbour, held a handful of dead starlings by their feet. The old man reached the bottom of the stairs before me, hands on hips. My bedroom was searched, the gun found and destroyed in front of my eyes. My father’s anger and disappointment in me reduced him to tears, but now as a father myself I know he took the right course of action. Mind you, five starlings at 20 yards with an old springer was quite a feat!


Like many lads, my later teens were more focussed on girls, music and alcohol: different hunting but no less challenging. In my early twenties I fell for the romance of the lurcher and its versatility. The hunting desire had kicked in again big-time and I spent a couple of years mooching around the farms and estates near me, poaching rabbits and hares.


The Knebworth grounds (more famous for pop concerts now) were heaven to me. The recollection of a game-keeper following me around a perimeter footpath in a Land Rover, waving a shotgun and challenging me to let Megan (my cross-collie lurcher) dare to cross his fence line shames me now. I can’t believe I was so reckless. The only excuse I can offer is that I was young. Yet, I learned so much about hunting in those days: lamping, snaring, stalking, tracking, etc.


Then, life changed considerably. A sequence of personal events made me mature faster than I really wanted to and I went into ‘career mode’, worked hard for qualifications, stepped into a serious profession and inherited all the stress that goes with that.


During that period, I still spent every available moment ‘in country’, walking and studying wildlife, though rarely shooting. Twelve years ago I moved to Norfolk, to a new life and with a new wife. She knew my history and recognised that I needed more than just ‘work’ and that golf or a similar hobby just isn’t my ‘thing’. We sought out a lurcher pup and the hunting desire was revitalised yet again. Cheryl bought me a BSA Lightning as a birthday present and for the first time in my life I realised I had a partner who understood my psyche. I was 41 then. Now, at 53 years old, I’m a legitimate and responsible airgun hunter and photographer. So I’ve been shooting air guns on and off for 40 years, I suppose, but it’s only in the last 12 that I’ve appreciated their real value as a hunting tool.


Since then, I’ve always kept a photo-journal of my hunting. As I’d always read a number of shooting periodicals I sent a piece to James Marchington at Sporting Shooter about shooting a family of magpies off a cow’s back. The story is featured in this book.


Subsequently, I got a call from Nigel Allen, then Publishing Editor of Airgunner magazine, who persuaded me that readers would enjoy regular features of this type and my ‘Hunting Scrapbook’ started. Over the ensuing years I wrote for Shooting Times, The Countryman’s Weekly and Sporting Rifle too and still write for most today. I learnt a lot about wildlife and hunting through reading. If I can pass on a little bit more to my fellow enthusiasts, then I will have left a legacy.


I would advise anyone, young or old, to read anything they can get their hands on. Study your quarry intimately, know its habits, habitat, breeding cycles, kill-zones, tracks and spoor. If the fruit of a successful hunt is edible, know how to dress it and cook it.


Listen to all the advice you’re given but ignore braggarts. Learn to get in close to your quarry, really close, for that is true hunting.


Despite all that reading, I have learnt far, far more about the art of air rifle hunting out there in the field. Now might that tempt many readers to close this book before they start it and pick up their gun? I would say ‘do it!’ Come back when the rain is driving down or the fog has descended. Open a bottle of wine or pour a large whisky or boil the kettle. And join me then, for a year in the countryside with an air rifle.
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Hunger




Hunger


Through wood and field and ditch, a fierce wind blows


Ridden, in celebration, by the crows.


The magpies flock and mock the Hunter’s form


As he trudges, wrapped in fleece against the storm.


He checks the empty traps and checks the snare


The food he yearns, he’ll find he knows not where


He loads his gun and to Diana pleads


For the single coney for the pot, he needs.





Sanctuary and symphony


It may seem a little odd to open a book about air rifle hunting with a piece about shooting indoors. This winter has been unpredictable again and deprived of harsh rime and carpets of virgin snow we have been beset by squalls and hailstorms. How I’ve longed for an enduring cold snap and prolonged snowfall, the type of winter we used to enjoy, where icicles cling to the eaves and Mother Nature’s deep freeze wipes the countryside clean, killing off disease, culling the weak of every species and setting out her stall for spring.


Instead, the farmland is a cloying, sticky mire. The winter crops have been beaten down by the torrent from above and lashed by gales. There is a miserable, grey dampness exuding from the landscape and the sun has been in hibernation for weeks. I yearn for a cold, clear sky above a hoar-hardened ground, twinkling beneath the full moon and waiting to be thawed gently by the morning sun. Until then, I shall try to look for vermin control in more comfortable surroundings than the dripping copse or fog-bound meadow, though I will still venture there from time to time.


The farmyard is always a fruitful hunting ground. Here there will always, through every season, be rich pickings for unwelcome vermin and more so in the depths of winter when spilled animal feed, stored grain and heaped root vegetables offer a vast dining table, to be plundered if unguarded. Even the warmth of the infrastructure will be welcomed by the chilled bird or beast. In most cases, while the theft of expensive livestock fodder is frustrating to the farmer, it is the threat of spoilage and disease which demands your presence as a pest controller. 


Cattleshed rat and pigeon shooting


The brown rat, who quite happily spent its summer in its holiday home beneath a hedge or along the water course, has now dug in under the stacked hay bales and below the cattle pens. From here, it will not only enjoy shelter from the elements but it is within yards of its own local supermarket: and the food is remarkably cheap! When the rat goes shopping, it will mark its trail back and forth with a potentially lethal spray of urine, pleasant little chap that he is. The leptospires in this invisible deposit can transfer easily to livestock, dog or human causing infertility in the former but can be fatal to the two latter hosts.


Weil’s Disease (in man or dog) is a dreadful, debilitating illness and rarely survived. The feral pigeon will have arrived to roost on the girders and eaves. It, too, enjoys the easy access to the grain silo. It, too, will contaminate the pile as it feeds. In one end and out of the other. Pigeon guano can contain E. coli, salmonella and other horrors. These, if fed to young livestock via the spoiled grain, can kill. If you know the value of a bullock, you will appreciate why the farmer doesn’t welcome the risk the small pigeon or the rat poses to his herd. Of course, there are other vermin visiting the farmyard too but they are mainly just chancers and thieves.


Today I’ve called the farmer and asked if I can spend some time around the cattle pens. It’s a wet, windy Sunday and I’m desperate to be out with the gun for a while. Yesterday was written-off, the gales too bad to consider shooting such a feeble missile as an airgun pellet with any expectation of accuracy. For the uninitiated, we air rifle hunters don’t shoot at live quarry unless almost certain of a clean kill. Respect for quarry is paramount and shooting in a gale is pointless and unethical. The blow has receded but it’s still not ideal.


Sunday is a great day to be around the farmyard. The farmhands, who work seven days a week during spring and summer, will be at home. The farmer will hopefully slip down to the local for a pint or two and take a well-deserved siesta on his return. I will have the run of the farm, with no disturbance and no safety risks, for a couple of hours. One of my hosts, knowing that I will be around for a few hours, takes the opportunity to bundle the family into the 4x4 and to go shopping, grab a Mac, catch a movie, whatever, without going through all the rigmarole of blocking or locking gates, securing machinery etc. Rural crime is a constant worry for farmers. Machinery and stock are valuable assets. When you next lock the front door of your home, imagine how difficult it is to secure a farm and abandon it, worry free, for a day?


So when I drive into the yard, all is quiet. I leave the Jeep up by the farmhouse. This serves two purposes. When he gets back, my farmer will know that I’m either still there, or gone! A simple safety warning. It also lets any prospective visitor, welcome or unwelcome, know that someone’s here. 


Indoor shooting kit


I need little kit today. In my bag I’ve got ammo, a tripod seat, gloves, hat, snood, bean-bag, a few secrets and a camera – always the camera. Though I often have an outing where I don’t shoot anything, I never have an outing where I don’t photograph something. With a light, freezing rain falling, I take the gun from its slip (for it will never travel undressed) load a magazine of pellets, cock it ready to fire, snap on the safety catch, lock the Jeep and set off down the hill to the pens. Within the first 20 steps – and I’m still 200 yards from them, out of sight – a horde of woodpigeons flee the muster yard where they have been picking at spilt grain.


In the trees beyond the huge cattle shed, the rooks are watching me, holding fast to the swaying ash boughs, flapping to discharge the raindrops from their wings and already cackling like gossiping fishwives. They will take to the air before I reach the sheds, screeching ‘Gun, gun, gun!’ Or so it sounds. Just inside the nearby wood, I can hear the chatter of that most elusive enemy, the magpie. Will he fall for my tricks today? We will see. It’s all quite amusing, really. I can’t creep into position so I must walk brazenly to the sheds. They seem to know what I’m about, but I know their foibles too. It’s going to be an interesting afternoon.


I slip quietly into the gloom of the huge shed, the size of a hockey pitch, keeping to the shadows. At one end, the huge machines that work this farm are parked and I steal behind their cover.
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The huge cattle shed – sanctuary on a windy day








Preparing to shoot


For a few minutes I stop to let my eyes adjust. I know full well that some of my quarry are watching me already. Not a particular problem, as they are used to human presence. They won’t associate me with malice just yet, but soon they will. Those that escape will remember. So, like some rural Ninja warrior, I’m darkly dressed and the snood is pulled up above my cheeks and nose. The peak of a baseball cap hides my eyes. I have warm shooting mittens on, which will prove to be crucial later. My weapon of choice is a legal limit (sub 12ft/lb) silenced, pre-charged, multi-shot air rifle. Sounds a mouthful doesn’t it? A standard gun for an air rifle hunter. The pellet will hit its quarry with an impact of around 8ft/lb at 30 yards. The victim will probably have not heard it being discharged at that range. The power, though low compared to a rim-fire rifle or shotgun, is enough to crash through a rabbit’s skull at 60 yards. Terminal power. These squatting targets, at the moment indifferent to my presence, will topple easily to an accurately placed shot. I’m not here to practice. I’ve done that, over many years, on thousands of inert objects and if I hadn’t, I would have no right to be here. These little guys are in trouble.


The huddled forms on the girders in the roof range from about 15 to 35 yards away. Those sitting at 25 yards are ideal and through the scope I can distinguish head from body. I’m cautious of the backstops. The perspex skylights are fragile and must be avoided. The weather, unexpectedly, comes to my aid. The heavens open and the drumming on the aluminium roof resonates around this large auditorium like a class of kids sprinting along a gymnasium floor.


The first shot goes almost un-noticed but as the feral pigeon drops from its beam, its neighbours flutter off to the opposite end of the building, above the stock pens. Taking advantage of the noise, I pick off a couple more. A fourth expires, but remains on the beam. Damn! I’ll deal with that later. All the time, the birds are playing musical chairs but some have wised-up and flashed off into the rain outside. Time for a break. I move down the shed and take cover near the pens, where most of the herd are in residence.


It’s not a pleasant place but at least it’s dry. If the beating of the rain on the roof was the percussion for today’s strange concert then the cattle are the wind section. The next hour was spent listening to a symphony of belching, farting, squitting and urination. The rank odours of methane and ammonia pervaded, but above the rising fog of frozen breath, my targets were still sitting and the work continued. More caution was needed now.


Livestock: extra precautions called for


A deflected pellet would bounce harmlessly off thick hide but a ricochet in the eye of an £800 beast would be intolerable to a farmer. So each shot is carefully measured and mostly taken at birds above the centre aisle. I had no desire to recover dead birds from among these hulks, and clearing up after yourself is another ‘must-do’ for the shooter. The session ended with a fair score – eleven birds – and when the farmer arrived to feed the cattle, I departed gracefully.
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Potting feral pigeons – useful winter work











Greed and consequence


A week later and with little improvement in the weather, I’m back at the barn. Not after ferals, particularly, but to use some tricks against a much more worthy opponent. The muster yard at the end of the building has been attracting a pirate crew – a magpie flock. I’ve had my beady eyes on this audacious gang, about 15 strong, for some weeks now. They dance and cackle around the roof (rarely venturing inside the shed) and they gather on the ash trees overlooking the yard. A few will play look-out while others dip down to steal grain and spilled oats. Previous approaches to the barn, on my own, have seen them screech off, alarmed. Sitting up at the wood’s edge one morning, I noted that the activity of the farmhands didn’t seem to worry them at all. How can these birds distinguish between one man’s indifference and another’s murderous design? It amazes me.


Baited magpies


Today I was in shed early, while the farm was active. I set out my box of tricks – a flock magpie decoy and a gutted rabbit – beneath the gate to the muster yard. I backed off and sat to wait for an hour, deep inside the building. Eventually the guys finished their work and headed off, leaving me alone in the shed. This is not a new ruse, by any means, and the old adage that ‘crows can’t count’ is used often. It applies to pigeons too.


Before long, the magpie tribe, undoubtedly watching from afar for an opportunity and duped by the exit of the farmhands, rattled and chattered along the blackthorn hedges and into the elms. They were screaming alarm calls and threats at my decoy.
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Deep in the shed… scoping baited magpies








Gun and camera at the ready


Back in the shadows, I readied both gun and camera. Now, I reckon I’m quite adept with the gun. I’ve also got a reputation for a fairly good photo. But I’ve never mastered the art of operating both at the same time! When the magpies started to flash across the open end of the shed, mobbing my decoy, I opted for the camera. Murphy’s Law applied and while I had the viewfinder at my eye, one of the pies landed on the gate and another on the floor, harassing the fake bird. I switched to the rifle but too late. They’d flown again. Back to the camera – in they came again. This frustrating sketch was repeated a few times and I finally set down the camera to concentrate on shooting the little beggars.


Placing decoys at a useful distance


Now, there was a bit of science in my placement of the decoy and rabbit. Beneath the gate, visible from the elms and exactly forty paces from my hideout, the length of the cattle pens. When one of the tribe hit the floor again to threaten my flock decoy, I knew it was just short of forty yards from my muzzle when it died.


Outside, all hell broke loose. The others buzzed and dived around the yard, distraught at the killing of a fellow bandit. The second victim was foolish enough to land on top of the gate. The same forty yards, sweetly placed for my zeroed scope and its graded mil-dots. The shot knocked it into the mud in the yard.


This time, instead of pandemonium, there was a stunned, almost spooky, silence. Then, a couple of harsh chatters and through the slats above the entrance I saw a black and white evacuation. One of them had called the retreat. I retrieved the dead birds but waited on for a while and the decoy scene attracted a passing crow, eager for the rabbit innards. This time, knowing the fickleness of the crow I let it sit on the gate, though it was a tempting target.


Only when it was confident enough to flap down to peck at the bait did I release the shot.


Some tolerance for the jackdaw


Later, a jackdaw did the same and I stole its soul with my camera lens rather than a pellet. I will shoot jackdaws when they are caught in the act, stealing grain, but unlike its cousins, this amusing and aerobatic corvid rarely attacks songbird nests or chicks so I will tolerate it up to a point. My mind was on the magpies. Two down, thirteen to go, in this gathering. The problem being the thirteen left, now with an education. Every one of them would be harder to get near next time.
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Magpies often come to inspect a dead comrade








That’s why old ‘pica pica’ is such a natural survivor, such a worthy adversary and why we have seen such an explosion in their numbers over recent years. 


The magpies and the cow


A few winters ago, after posting out some of my ‘free vermin control’ cards to local farmers, I received a very strange phone call. The farmer, William, explained that he had an old cow, a favourite of his, with a worrying problem. She had developed an abscess on the base of her tail earlier in the year: an open wound. The vet had been applying lotions in an attempt to dry out and disinfect the wound but the treatment was being negated by the attentions of a particular pest which was keeping the abscess open and, worse still, aggravating it. William explained that a female magpie was gorging on the infected flesh.


Baby magpies learn quickly


Since the spring, she had introduced two of her youngsters to the feast. The tribe were eating the cow alive, attracted by the blood of the open wound. William and his kin had tried to catch the maggies using Larsen traps with no success. They avoided the shotgun and were very wary of human approach. I asked William how he thought I could help? He posed a very challenging question. Could I shoot the birds off the cow’s back, as this was when they were most vulnerable? With a deep gulp of breath, I said yes, I could, if I could get near enough? I agreed to drive over and take a look on Saturday.


When I arrived, William identified the old cow. She was with her herd, gorging on kale in a nearby field. It was bitterly cold and threatening snow. As we watched through binoculars, the magpies floated in. The mother bird landed on her back, the younger birds perched in nearby bushes. She hopped down to the tail of the cow and started to feed. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Shortly after, the two youngsters joined her. As they pecked, the old cow kept browsing and flicked her tail feebly trying to dislodge the birds, with no success. I asked William how often they were feeding. He looked glum and answered ‘twenty, maybe thirty times a day!’


Agreed risk with the farmer


I noted a thin strip of copse close to the field and the fact that William was sectioning the kale fodder with electric wire. He agreed to contain the herd close to the copse, on the kale, using the wires on Sunday morning. We agreed a disclaimer: I would attempt the cull but wouldn’t be held responsible for injury to the cow. We both agreed that the effect of a .22 pellet on the hide of an old cow was preferable to the ignominy she was enduring now.


At home that night, I wrestled with gun choice. A PCP would be silent and accurate but what if I missed and it took me all day? I could run out of air. Prior to that, the depleting air could cause power loss and I might hit the cow. PCP’s are also temperature sensitive, and it was going to be cold out there tomorrow. I settled on my old BSA Lightning, a spring gun. consistent power, no air-source required.





[image: ]

The magpie was feasting on the raw abscess








On Sunday morning I loaded a pop-up hide and my rifle into the motor in a snow squall. By the time I set up in the copse, we had heavy snowfall. Marvellous! True to his word, William had driven the herd into a wired-off section of the kale. Through the snowflakes I had trouble identifying the problem cow among the thirty-strong herd. Then I saw a flash of black and white. A magpie landed on one of the beasts. It was her. I lined up and took a shot, missing over the top. The bird fled. Damn!


I waited for an hour for the bird to return. I was frozen stiff. The weather was worsening and we now had a blizzard. The cattle, who I thought were contained, abandoned the kale and moved back behind me to take shelter in the field on the lee side of the copse.


I kept watching the old cow for another hour from within the hide, my fingers numb and the cold creeping up through my boots. I was about to pack up when I caught that flash of wings again. This time I had a camera with me and photographed the spectacle. Soon after the mother landed, one of the youngsters joined her as she fed. What I witnessed was fascinating: the older bird pecking at the flesh and feeding the younger bird, which was at least six to nine months old by now.


One down, one to go


I wasn’t here to play ‘David Attenborough’ though. The camera was set down and the gun raised. I waited for the mother bird to hop up onto the cow’s spine again, to feed her offspring. Thirty-five yards, through falling snow. One of the best shots I’ve ever taken in my life with a spring gun. The older bird flopped into the mud; the youngster fled. The cow jinked but was unharmed.
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The mother feeding its offspring
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The end of an unusual assignment








Next generation challenge


A month later, William called again. The young magpies had inherited the taste for raw meat. They were helping themselves now, just as we had feared. I returned and finished the job in one session. With fairer weather and a PCP rifle, I shot one bird, then its sibling made the fatal mistake of fussing around the corpse. The cow’s abscess repaired well but, sadly, old age caught up with her about a year ago. A strange story but one that reflects the versatility of the air rifle, I hope you agree.


The kitbag conundrum


You’ve got that gleaming new rifle, a pouch full of pellets and hours of target practise behind you. Now the prospect of hunting live quarry is tugging at you like a trawl net. You’ve got permission notes from landowners burning a hole in the pocket of your camouflage jacket and you’re about to set out for the first time when you suddenly pause and think: ‘What else will I need?’


Blooded shooters will tell you that in the early years, after every hunt, they developed and built upon a wish-list, usually the consequence of frustration when they’ve thought: ‘Damn, I wish I’d brought some nets!’ or ‘Hell, I need some decoys!’. It happens to all of us. Yet you just can’t carry everything, all the time.


Even when targeting a specific quarry, the pure diversity of airgun hunting usually offers opportunities to shoot other quarry species. What’s more, when you have planned to tackle a particular problem, Murphy’s Law often kicks in.


For example, you’ve gone out with a small shoulder bag, gun and pellets to deal with a pair of magpies you keep seeing in the corner of a field. Two hours later you’ve got half a dozen rabbits but the magpies didn’t show up. You didn’t bring a knife because you don’t paunch magpies, and nor did you bring a proper game-bag! You weren’t going to bring the dead magpies home, were you? The two-mile hike back to your motor with six un-paunched, un-hocked rabbits and a fairly heavy rifle will quickly teach you a lesson in simple logistics. Be prepared!


I learnt the hard way and now have a bare minimum of essentials that I carry, religiously, in my kitbag now. The kitbag itself is the result of years of searching for the right combination. The list of contents was gleaned through practical, and often painful, experience. Yes, it makes for a slightly heavier load when I’m out for a hunting session but there are ways around this. All will be explained! So here’s my inventory excluding my gun and ammo.
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Game-bag and roe-sack








Two hunting bags


I carry two bags when hunting. The main one is a roe-sack. The name gives it away. These huge ruck-sack style bags are capable of carrying a gralloched (gutted) deer and were designed for use by highland stalkers. Waterproof and with a washable inner liner, most also have a few pockets on the outside for ancillary kit.


Inside this I carry a smaller, more conventional game-bag. This has loads of compartments and pockets, plus outside net pouches. Inside this, too, are smaller bags for stowage and a fold-away bass bag which can carry up to about a dozen rabbits. The whole lot resembles one of those old Russian Dolls which some of you may recall – a doll within a doll within a doll. But why two main bags?


I like to have as much with me in the field as I can practically carry but remain stealthy. The roe-sack is carried into my hunting area and anything I think I might need as opposed to definitely need is held inside it, plus the smaller bag. I usually tuck this away under a hedge and withdraw the smaller bag, which carries everything I definitely need. So now, when I go walkabout, I’m carrying probably a third of the weight of the roe-sack but if I need anything from it, it’s not too far away. Overleaf are lists of what I carry in each bag and you will see that in the smaller one, I always have the most important items around my shoulder.


The items listed overleaf may seem a lot but they will fit comfortably into the game bag – and remember, I even carry two cameras and a tripod in mine! 
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The game-bag goes everywhere while hunting











Game-bag contents




Game-bag contents


My game-bag contents go everywhere on a hunt:


 


• A razor-sharp knife: an essential for paunching, hocking or trimming back light vegetation. Hunting without a knife is like fishing without a keep net. My Opinel No 7. is always close to hand.


• Permission notes and insurance details, carried in a BASC wallet. You may be challenged at any time and should be able to prove you are allowed where you are and that you are a responsible person. Not all your landowners staff will know you have a right to be present.


• Camo baseball cap and camo snood. I always wear a baseball cap to shield my eyes and hide my face from avian quarry. The lightweight snood keeps insects off my neck and covers my face when ambushing. In winter, these will be substituted for a fleece bob hat and fleece snood, plus gloves.


• Secateurs, for hides, trimming back twigs when shooting from cover and for game preparation in the field.


• Mini LED torch: summer, winter, night or day I carry one. Even a summer rabbit shot close to cover can flip (through nervous reaction) into the nearest hole. A quick check with the torch has added many rabbits to my bag when I first thought them lost.


• Lenspen: for the serious airgunner, your scope will be the second most expensive piece of kit you own (the first being the gun). Look after it.


Don’t wipe the condensation on a cold evening or the detritus falling from the canopy when you’re roost shooting with the corner of your coat! Use a proper cleaner like this.


• Mobile phone: an obvious essential but not just for emergencies. I always leave a card in my windscreen stating ‘On land with permission’ and showing my mobile number. Useful? I’ll say. Varying from a text message saying ‘Joint of beef in oil shed for you when you get back’, to a phone call ‘Can you get your arse back here and move your car. I can’t get the baler through the gate, you muppet!’ And all this from the same farmer! Ho hum!


• Antiseptic hand wipes and disposable gloves because I often dress out quarry in the field. The stench of rabbit paunch is a lingering one and is even worse if you mistakenly puncture the gut. Do yourself a favour and keep hygiene in mind, particularly if you are a smoker or you eat and drink on the session. The gloves? You probably use them when you diesel-up your vehicle. And that’s where I get them (wink, wink!)


• A bass-bag: a nylon net bag that rolls away and can be opened up to carry a bundle of rabbits or pigeons if I’ve been successful.


• Supermarket carrier bags: half a dozen, folded, take up no space and add no weight. Use them to wrap shot quarry and save yourself washing out the bass-bag. This will protect your other kit from bloodstains too. Fleas are a fact of life with rabbits and squirrels. Most will die in the bag instead of leaping all around your car on the trip home!


• Compact binoculars for long range observation, especially when pigeon decoying.


• Cameras and tripod – well they’re obviously on my critical list, though not necessarily yours.


• Vermin calls are useful at times. Though I find, more and more, that fieldcraft and knowledge of quarry habits are far more effective.


• Pathfinder targets, for quick zero checks and often handy (when ambush shooting) to mark out distance with a visual aid. If you’re bored, you can shoot them instead just to keep your eye in!


• Face net: camo, lightweight. Personally I hate wearing them but there are times when I tolerate it, such as crow or pigeon roost shooting. Mosquito territory being another.


• Hand-warmers in winter only. Most camping shops carry these little disposable powder packs. They are easily carried and can totally transform a hunting session on a freezing day. Warm fingers are more trigger sensitive and accurate. I wouldn’t be without them in a cold snap.


• Scope covers popped on in bad weather to keep raindrops off the lenses.


• A spare air-cylinder – that makes one in both bags. Running out of air in a PCP rifle is a disaster when a hunt is going well.
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The game-bag fits into the roe-sack










Roe-sack contents


The small game-bag.


• A roll-up rifle slip in case the weather turns foul.


• A tripod seat and small camo net in case I spot a good ambushing point.


• A drink bottle or hot flask (and sometimes food).


• A spare rifle air-cylinder (the Weihrauch ones are small).


• A tin of pellets.


• Some folded supermarket carrier bags to wrap bloody quarry.


• A micro fleece top, fleece bob-hat and gloves as cold weather protection.


• A spinner target in case I need to zero in the field. • A spare knife in case I lose the other.


• A fold up saw for hide building.


• Insect repellent in summer, a spray can save a lot of discomfort. Seasonally, perhaps some pigeon decoy shells or magpie decoys.


• My Ledray lamping kit, to extend the hunting day, is often there too.
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