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Introduction


The basic principle of the shotgun has remained unaltered since the very first ‘handgonne’ was held, doubtless with some trepidation, by a fourteenth-century soldier who, from the primitive character of the weapon in use, tended to expose himself to rather more danger than the enemy he somewhat optimistically hoped to slay. In those early days hand cannon, in various guises, were largely employed as weapons of war to fire a ball or bullets, and as one might anticipate, these weapons were highly inaccurate. They were, however, calculated to cause dismay amongst an enemy still armed with longbows and crossbows. It was not until the invention of the wheel-lock that guns were used for sporting purposes, and then it was largely on the Continent, for whilst firearms were being used for sport in the fifteenth century in Germany, Spain, Italy, and to some extent in France, it was not until the latter part of the seventeenth century that firearms were employed in Britain for the chase, and then they were mostly of foreign manufacture.


The development of the sporting firearm over the centuries has been related many times. Nevertheless, despite the many variations on a theme, the principle remained the same, namely a projectile to be fired at the quarry, though it was not until the use of ‘hayle’ shot, or lead pellets, that sporting shooting as we know it today really took off. Two hundred or so pellets, though they might be driven by slow-burning, coarse black powder along the length of a crudely drawn and finished barrel, could still perform remarkable execution when fired at duck, geese or other birds resting on the ground or water or feeding in flocks.


In those early days it was soon appreciated that whilst barrels could be made to ever finer, carefully regulated specifications, igniting the charge was the main problem. The sportsman wandering about with a matchlock, consisting of a loaded gun to be ignited and discharged by a slow-burning fuse, was at a distinct disadvantage as it would have been virtually impossible to stalk deer or other quarry with a glowing match, not to mention the time lag involved in actual ignition. It was not until the invention of rifling in the fifteenth century at Nuremburg, in conjunction with the wheel-lock, that sporting shooting really took off.


The principle of the wheel-lock was simple. A spring revolved against a flint to produce a shower of sparks which ignited fine black powder in a pan, and this in turn activated the main charge in the breech. This early sixteenth-century principle, now established, was refined into the flintlock system: this simply involved a shaped flint held in hammer jaws which, when released against spring pressure by the trigger, struck a steel plate to create a shower of sparks.


The principle remained in use through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and it was only the experiments of an obscure Scottish minister, the Rev. Alexander John Forsyth that resulted in the practical application of the percussion muzzle-loading gun in 1805. The Forsyth lock system involved the use of fulminate of mercury as a detonating agent, and the advantages were at once apparent: it was faster in use than the flintlock system, and eliminated the requirement for fine powder in the pan. From this modest beginning was to develop the percussion cap, which was employed by the muzzle-loader until the invention by the French of the breech-loading system in 1851: this system completely transformed the use of firearms in all their guises.


The development of the shotgun in the nineteenth century was to result in a series of dramatic changes in the shooting field. In the eighteenth century, game, notably partridges, was ‘walked up’, because the concept of the driven shoot, or ‘battue’, had not yet crossed the Channel. Pheasants were still relatively scarce, and only the grey partridge, and in parts of East Anglia the French or red-legged partridge, were relatively common. The sportsman, armed with a muzzle-loading flintlock and draped with powder and shot flasks, with a servant to carry the bag and accompanied by a brace of pointers or spaniels, would spend his days walking the long-stemmed stubble fields in search of coveys. There was a leisured calm about the day as the sportsman, perhaps with one or two like-minded companions, wandered the peaceful countryside, pausing between each shot, as blue-grey smoke rolled away, to reload his long-barrelled flintlock. Not every shot was guaranteed, for there might be the occasional misfire due to a ‘flash in the pan’.


Drastic change is always painful, and even the redoubtable Colonel Peter Hawker, the ‘father of wildfowling’, was initially reluctant to acknowledge that the percussion or detonating system had made the flintlock redundant. Eventually, however, he was forced to concede that ‘for neat shooting in the field, or covert, and also for killing single shots at wild-fowl rapidly flying, and particularly at night . . . its trifle inferiority to the flint is tenfold repaid by the wonderful accuracy it gives in so readily obeying the eye’.


That the pheasant was still relatively scarce on the ground is shown by the fact that Hawker’s bag in a season might be no more than half-a-dozen birds, and that he would muster a small army of men to scour the countryside on hearing the report of a vagrant wandering pheasant. On the Continent, however, vast bags of game, small and large, had long been the fashion since the seventeenth century. In 1753, for instance, during the space of twenty days shooting in Bohemia, some twenty-three Guns killed a total of 47,317 head of game, consisting of 19,545 partridges, 18,273 hares and 9,499 pheasants. One might have supposed that by the end of this three-week slaughter the participants would have been sickened, deafened and bored beyond measure.


The Driven Shoot


The battue, or driven shoot, when it did arrive on these shores in the early nineteenth century, was by no means received with open arms. An older generation of sportsmen regarded this form of sport as both degenerate and symptomatic of an effeminate age when men could no longer pursue game on foot, but instead stood to have it driven towards them. R. S. Surtees, writing in the 1850s, is bitter in his satire when, writing in Plain or Ringlets, he condemns the battue as not being ‘the thing for able-bodied men; and the fact of their being of foreign extraction does not commend them to our notice’. Nevertheless, whether it was approved of or not, driven shooting was here to stay, and with the invention of the breech-loader, the new mode of shooting quickly became established: now the sportsman could swiftly reload, initially using pin-fire cartridges until these were replaced by central- fire cartridges.


Gun Development


However, the transition from muzzle-loaders to breech-loaders did not happen overnight! Many sportsmen who had been brought up with flintlocks and who had eventually accepted the percussion system, were not prepared to forego a lifetime’s experience for what they considered might well prove to be yet another gimcrack gunmaker’s notion – and for a brief period their suspicions appeared to be justified. The early pin-fire shotguns suffered from several defects, notably an escape of gas from the weak breech closure, whilst the cartridges themselves, with their protruding pins, proved to be singularly dangerous when being carried or handled. The arguments raged back and forth, culminating in breech-loader versus muzzle-loader trials, held by The Field magazine in 1858 at Ashburnham Park, Chelsea. The results proved the superiority of the muzzle-loaders, which was not surprising considering the rudimentary condition of those embryonic early breech-loaders, apart from the slowness in loading and the fouling of barrels.


The initial developments of the hammerless breech-loader, the game gun par excellence be it side-by-side or over-and-under, were subject to constant experiment and controversy. Not all users of hammer guns were convinced by the appearance of the first hammerless guns in the 1880s, and one well known shot likened the hammerless gun to a spaniel without ears! Sir Ralph Payne-Gallwey, in his book Letters to Young Shooters, noted that even in 1890 the two best shots in England, Earl de Grey and Lord Walsingham, were still using hammer guns. However, the merits of the hammerless system were soon evident, and enhanced by steel as opposed to damascus barrels, the ejector system and smokeless powder, the hammerless ejector side-by-side was to dominate the game-shooting scene into the latter years of the twentieth century, and is still regarded as the game-shooting gun par excellence.


That Golden Age of driven shooting was indeed brief, and its like will never be seen again – which is perhaps a good thing! Two world wars, and the resultant social and economic upheavals which followed, spelled the end, or restructuring, of many of the large private shoots. Estates changed hands or were broken up piecemeal to pay death duties, game coverts degenerated into bramble-choked wildernesses or were felled, and once bustling keepers’ cottages, now deserted, crumbled into ruin. A few private shoots survived on a small scale, but the scene was set for a dramatic change of direction.
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The development of the hammerless breech-loader was subject to constant experiment.





The Syndicate Shoot


At the end of World War II, as the country slowly recovered from five years of conflict, those who had fought and survived looked to some form of normality, some reminder of the brief years of peace between the two dreadful wars – and it was now that the syndicate shoot began to emerge. Wealth was more widely distributed, allowing men who in a former life would never have been a part of the private shooting scene, to purchase their way into the sport and social life of the countryside. Syndicates of Guns, in a position to rent shooting at various levels countrywide, began to dominate the shooting scene. Keepers were re-engaged, and a new type of sportsman, perhaps lacking the background or rigorous training, which formerly was considered an essential part of every shooting man’s background, began to dominate the scene – and with him them came a welcome breath of fresh air to blow away the musty cobwebs of the past.


Within a few years the syndicate became the mainstay of formal driven game shooting, and for an annual subscription a member was able to buy eight or nine days shooting in a season, the cost varying according to the number of pheasants or partridges released, the status of the keepering staff – whether a single keeper or a headkeeper with beat keepers – and the number of birds anticipated to be shot in a day’s sport. There was an enormous variation in the composition of syndicates countrywide, a variation that inevitably encompassed an extensive variation in subscription fees.
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The syndicate was to become the mainstay of driven shooting.





The 1980s and 1990s saw a new phenomenon: the development of the commercial shoot catering for a class of new would-be shooters, many freshly moneyed from commercial and banking outlets and only too eager to take advantage of their newly acquired wealth. It was not a happy period however, and reports of ignorant, even dangerous behaviour in the shooting field became all too common, resulting in the framing of sporting guidelines for shoots, issued by the organizations defending and promoting the sport. Nevertheless, the commercial shoot was soon to become a respected and viable part of the shooting scene, offering a range of sport to meet most requirements, and today these shoots are an integral part of the shooting scene. The majority tend to offer driven days of around 150 to 250 birds, though a small number can provide much higher bags. In addition, a number of syndicate and private shoots are also prepared to sell several days shooting to assist with running costs.


The wide variety of shooting available has also led to the introduction of the roving syndicate, a group of Guns who prefer variety in their sport as opposed to the predictability of the established shoot. They can, of course, choose and budget for the number of days they can afford, in terms of time and money, while enjoying fresh parts of the countryside and novel sporting situations.


DIY Shoot


The syndicate shoot, in conjunction with both commercial and private shoots, formed the background to the game-shooting scene until recently, when, driven by economic considerations, a fresh approach to the sport appeared in the guise of the DIY shoot. The concept is simple: a group of sportsmen combine to rent either an existing shoot or completely new ground, with a view to undertaking all the rearing and keepering duties themselves; then in the shooting season they operate on an alternate stand and drive basis. No beaters are employed, though family friends are often co-opted to assist on a shooting day. Work parties to build release pens, clear rides and undertake all the tasks of a full-time keeper are required, and this can sometimes prove the shoot’s Achilles heel, for too often the workload devolves on to the shoulders of a small but willing group who undertake all the work.
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The DIY shoot is expanding countrywide.





This type of DIY shoot is rapidly expanding countrywide, and if one or two members living close to the shoot are willing, and have the time, to take on keepering duties, including feeding, it can prove very successful. Often the shoot will comprise around twenty members, each paying a reasonable subscription to cover the cost of rent, birds and feed, while the farmer on whose land the shoot is operating may himself take a Gun at no cost in return for preparing and sowing game strips.


This type of shoot is flexible, varying from perhaps no more than 200 acres up to a thousand or so, while daily bags may diverge from twenty or so birds to over a hundred. Much depends on the available land, the financial input and how many Guns are involved – but whatever its size and substance, the DIY shoot is expanding, and provides a range of folk with the opportunity to be involved in the sport, folk who might hitherto have baulked at the expense of the syndicate or commercial shoot.


With every DIY shoot, if driven birds are on the agenda, there is an initial cost for the installation of a release pen, or even pens, and then for its continuing maintainance. The next major shoot cost is then the purchase of poults, unless the shoot has the facilities to hatch their own eggs and all that is involved in terms of equipment and feed. If poults are bought in, then growing pellets will be required until the birds are weaned on to wheat.


A major outlay borne by the syndicate and commercial shoot is on beaters and pickers-up, but in the case of the DIY shoot the usual practice is to beat one, stand one: in other words the team of, say, sixteen Guns divides into eight Guns standing and eight beating for the morning, then they swop round for the afternoon. The Guns will only enjoy half the day’s sport, but will save the considerable outlay of having to employ a paid beating team. In addition, work parties will be held throughout the spring and summer.


The Rough Shoot


In many ways the DIY shoot has replaced the rough shoot which, half-a-century ago, was the alternative to formal driven shooting. Today the rough shoot, offering modest but mixed bags for two or three Guns, has become increasingly difficult to find as more and more ground has been turned over to driven game shooting in one guise or another. Good old-fashioned rough shooting, offering a wide variety in the bag, can still be found in parts of Wales and Scotland, and occasional corners of England, but it is becoming increasingly uncommon, even though much sought after. I rented one such shoot in West Sussex many years ago, holding 300 acres of rough ground, thick hedgerows, a marsh, dykes and a flight pond. One never knew what might turn up, but a typical bag might have comprised two or three snipe, a woodcock, a hare, the odd pigeon or partridge and perhaps a handful of mallard, wigeon and teal. This was sport of an outstanding nature and today seldom found on that sort of scale.


Inland duck shooting can offer superb sport or prove embarrassingly dreadful. Reared duck have, sadly, acquired a reputation, by no means always justified, of flying low while circling the Guns, or in some extreme cases, refusing even to lift from the water. However, where they are managed correctly they can provide outstanding sport and are well worth considering. Best of all, though, are wild duck attracted to fed-in flight ponds or decoyed on flooded meadows.


For a select band of shooters the finest sport of all is to be found below the sea wall. Today wildfowling, once the pursuit of lone individuals, is now highly organized, with numerous clubs throughout the country affiliated to the British Association of Shooting & Conservation (BASC), the association that started life in 1908 as the Wildfowlers’ Association of Great Britain and Ireland (WAGBI).


But just as wildfowling attracts the solitary shooter who prefers his own company on empty shores and mudflats in places little known to many, so too does the pigeon shooter choose to pursue a sport which, in the eyes of many, offers incomparable sport. Woodpigeon shooting, mainly over decoys, has long been a sport in its own right, and although a change in farming practices, including the expansion of rape, has resulted in advanced expertise and methods to outwit the birds, including the use of pigeon magnets, substantial bags can still be made. The woodpigeon population continues to expand, despite the inroads made by shooting, and demands a genuine need to protect farmers’ crops.


The Finest Field Sport of All


Much has changed in the world of shooting and conservation over the past forty years, so much so, in fact, that the demand for an update has never been more urgent. An ever-increasing influx of newcomers to the sport is helping to ensure its future, but as I know all too well from correspondence and conversations, many newcomers find entry into shooting daunting – and it is undoubtedly a complex world. Any seasoned shooting man will tell you that he is learning on every outing, for shooting is not just about killing birds and ground game, but involves so much more, and with experience comes an understanding of wildlife in all its forms and how shooting can play a vital role in the management of the countryside.
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Today’s pigeon shooter has to be more sophisticated than his predecessor.





In this book I hope to be able to explain the various aspects that surround sporting shooting in all its guises, and if you are a newcomer, to explain the background and fundamentals of what is still, despite our crowded island, perhaps the finest field sport of all.




1


Finding Shooting


Few in the shooting world would argue with my claim that the sporting shooting available in Great Britain today is the envy of the world. Our shooting seasons are of reasonable length, bag limits for wildfowling do not exist and are considered unnecessary, and as far as game is concerned, pheasants and red-legged partridges meet all the requirements demanded for driven shooting, while the red grouse, a bird that is totally wild, is more than holding its own. Sadly, several species are in the doldrums, notably blackgame, capercaillie and, of course, the grey partridge, that delightful gamebird which, until the 1950s and early 1960s, was considered by the connoisseur of driven game to provide the finest sport of all.


Migratory and home-bred wildfowl are, on the whole, holding their own; however, whilst woodcock appear to be maintaining their numbers both in home-bred populations and as winter migrants, snipe have shown a slight decline over the past twenty-five years, both in migratory birds and those which are home-based. One bird that is regarded as a pest by farmers and a sporting delight by shooters is the woodpigeon, and this bird has been responsible for establishing a sport in its own right. Decoyed pigeon shooting was really launched as a sport demanding fieldcraft, dedication and a knowledge of the countryside and its seasons by the late and great Major Archie Coats. Not only was Archie a brilliant shot, he was also responsible for developing the use of decoys, hides and all the cunning that is essential if one is to bring home reasonable bags. As a professional pigeon shooter Archie would average around 16,000 birds a year, often killing two or three hundred in a day, and at one time held the record bag of 550 pigeons, shot on 10 January 1962.


In those far-off days, when pigeon decoying, Archie simply wore tweeds and a floppy hat, shooting from a hide cut out of a hedge with a billhook or from a pile of straw bales – a far cry from today’s pigeon shooter who feels it essential to be clad from head to toe in camouflage gear and to shoot from an elaborate hide over a magnet decoy . . . but then pigeon are today far more sophisticated and wily than their 1960s ancestors, and there is also far more rape than was the case in the 1960s and 1970s. Rape is a plant much loved by pigeon, and it also provides the grey hordes with ample choice of dining area: this means that the pigeon decoyer can all too often find himself chasing flocks from field to field and to little purpose.


Today, visitors from overseas – notably Americans, French, Germans, Danes and Italians – swarm to this country to sample the wide range of superb shooting we can offer, whether driven or walked-up game, or pigeon shooting over decoys. Driven shooting for pheasants and red-legged partridges, with substantial bags and high, testing birds, is not cheap, but those who buy such a day know that, of its type, it is the best in the world; while at the top of the table, the red grouse offers a unique, if highly expensive shooting experience, whether driven or walked up over dogs.


Options Available Today


Nevertheless, entrance to the sport today, in whatever guise, is far more accessible than it was some forty or fifty years ago. There was, indeed, a period between the world wars when rough shooting could be picked up for a modest fee or even for a bottle or two of whisky at Christmas – but times and attitudes soon changed after World War II when the demand for shooting in the 1950s and 1960s began to outstrip the supply. In those years the classified columns of the weekly Shooting Times magazine were filled with requests for rough and pigeon shooting, interspersed with the occasional offer of guns on syndicated shoots. Commercial and DIY shoots were still a thing of the future.


Indeed, for many years the rough shoot provided an outlet for anyone seeking sport at a reasonable cost, while at the same time often offering a wide variety of sport. But how do you define a rough shoot? In broad terms, it is any shooting where game is not reared and which lacks a keeper. The game, winged and ground, is totally wild, and the acreage, while it may be relatively small, can often produce outstanding sport. The late Noel ‘Tim’ Sedgwick, a former and renowned editor of Shooting Times, before the last war paid the princely sum of £2 for the shooting rights over forty-eight acres of water-meadow beside a river, and in one season shot twenty-one brace of partridges, thirty-one pheasants and over 300 snipe, not to mention numerous duck, hares, rabbits and pigeons. That is rough shooting at its very best!


Such sport is as rare as duck’s teeth, and anyone who has access to a rough marshland with drains and some cover has a pearl beyond price. Today, rough shooting is still to be found in the more remote parts of Wales and Scotland, but in much of England the rough shoot of the past has now evolved into the DIY game shoot – of which more later. Occasionally, though, one can still discover a small acreage holding a few wild pheasants, some rabbits and, if one is fortunate, a duck-friendly pond that can be cared for, fed and shot in moderation. The rent, however, will be rather more than £2!


Options Available to the Complete Beginner


So what are the options available to the complete beginner, the man or woman who has an urge to enter the shooting field but is uncertain in which direction to set out, or how to go about it? My advice to the novice is always the same: don’t even think about buying a gun at this stage, but instead read! Borrow or buy books dealing with the history and background of shooting in this country, soak up the classics, read the works of renowned writers such as Sir Ralph Payne-Gallwey, Noel Sedgwick, ‘BB’ (Denys Watkins-Pitchford), Colin Willock, Gough Thomas, Fred J. Taylor, John Humphreys, Archie Coats and W. W. Greener, to name but a handful of the leading sportsmen of their time. 


Search out, discover and absorb the history and background to shooting in Britain and how it evolved through the nineteenth century, from the days of walked-up sport with muzzle-loading flintlocks in the early part of that century, to the last decade when driven shooting was at its zenith and the side-by-side breech-loading ejector dominated the field. A knowledge and understanding of the background and history of the sport, and how it has adapted in accordance with changing social circumstances, will serve not only to educate the beginner but also to enable him or her to understand something of the crucial role that shooting plays in the management of the countryside and its wildlife.


Armed with some background knowledge of the various branches of shooting available, the beginner has a variety of choices that will depend on personal inclinations, available budget and the influence of any friends or acquaintances who may already be involved in the sport. At this stage it would be wise not even to consider acquiring a gun until you have a reasonably clear concept in your mind in which direction you intend to go. The purchase of a shotgun can be fraught with hazards, as I know only too well, and it is all too easy to find yourself the proud possessor of an over-priced, ill-fitting and totally unsuitable shotgun.


Join the Beating Team


At this early stage contacts are essential! So much, of course, depends on where the beginner lives. If he or she is already established in the countryside, then the doors should readily open to provide a range of opportunities. Without question, one of the most fruitful and rewarding contacts will be a local driven shoot. An offer to join the beating team during the shooting season will seldom be refused, and will usually prove an invaluable source of contacts and advice.


A season’s beating, quite apart from providing exercise and a modest monetary reward, will bring into perspective the entire panorama of game shooting, and will invariably draw the sociable and inquisitive beginner along the paths that lead to experience and knowledge. The sport of shooting is not simply a question of handling and firing a gun at living quarry, an approach adopted by all too many so-called shooting men whose notion of sport is gauged by the number of cartridges they have fired in a day. They have little real interest in the countryside, in its moods, its rhythms and its wildlife, all of which are a reflection of the country scene and all it entails.


Take Shooting Lessons


If one is sufficiently well off it is, of course, simple enough to make contact with a well run clay shooting ground, and to take the advice of a professional shooting instructor. The novice will be offered the best possible guidance and be given a series of shooting lessons, during the course of which the instructor will swiftly discover his pupil’s ability or otherwise, will iron out any obvious handling faults, and using a try-gun (a gun, the stock of which can be altered to meet the physical demands of its user), will determine exactly the measurements required when purchasing a new gun.


Shooting lessons are not cheap but they are invaluable, and every newcomer to the sport should make it a matter of practice to visit a shooting ground before ever considering buying a gun. The initial outlay in lessons and the expertise of the instructor will be a mere drop in the ocean compared with the money that could be wasted in acquiring an ill-fitting gun and enduring the resultant poor shooting, frustration and acquired bad mounting habits. Time and again I have watched Guns in the driven shooting field who, season after season, spend a small fortune on their sport but appear to derive very little enjoyment as they shoot so badly. It never seems to occur to them to sort out the root cause of the problem at a shooting school, and so they continue, year after year, missing and wounding birds, killing the odd one, but never sure how or why, and deriving little real enjoyment or satisfaction from the day’s sport.
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