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            Pawel, the hare and other matters

         

         DURING THE EARLY 1960s we were living and working near a small village in Buckinghamshire. I was billeted in a house at the very edge of the village and Martin was renting a cottage in the grounds of what might loosely be described as a small mansion. The owner was a remarkable Polish gentleman named Pawel. He was one of that heroic band of cavalrymen who, in 1939, had tried to defend their homeland in the face of the German blitzkrieg. In the course of that brief engagement Pawel had been severely wounded. Having recovered from his wounds he continued to live in Poland until it was ‘liberated’ by the Red Army. At this juncture he had, like so many of his colleagues, made his way to England. When we got to know him he was living in semi-retirement exercising his not inconsiderable literary skills.

         In that part of Buckinghamshire there was not a lot of shooting available. The broad tracts of beech woodland were gloomy and inhospitable places and the surrounding fields, largely given over to cereal growing, were in the hands of syndicates. A reasonable scattering of wild pheasants was to be found along the woodland fringes and these were augmented each autumn by moderate release programmes. The grey partridge was still quite plentiful in the area and its unique ‘keevit’ call was a familiar sound in the gathering dusk. But wild ducks were a very scarce commodity indeed. This was quite high and well-drained land. Ponds were few and far between and the river, some ten miles away, was the nearest source of mallard.

         By great good fortune we had been befriended by a local farmer who allowed us to shoot over his lands. Some years previously a syndicate had the shooting of the farm but had succeeded in blotting its copy book. We never discovered what had gone wrong but, as the saying goes, one man’s loss is another man’s gain. In terms of the general area it was a smallish farm, little over one hundred acres. However it incorporated a small overgrown copse near its centre which held a reasonable number of pheasants and the odd woodcock when the weather turned harsh. Then, less than a mile away, was Three Corner Wood, a conifer plantation owned by our employees. As its name indicated, it was roughly triangular. It was bounded on two sides by quiet country lanes and on the third by a relatively busy road. The wood was bisected by a broad grassy ride from which a number of smaller rides extended at right angles. The great beauty of Three Corner Wood, at least from our point of view, was that pheasants from the surrounding shoots clearly regarded it in the five star category when it came to the matter of roosting quarter. Alas the wood is now no more. Paying a nostalgic visit to the place a few years ago I was saddened to see that a dual carriageway had been driven through it, leaving no more than a few isolated stands of spruce and pine at its extremities. Such, we are told, is the price of that ephemeral commodity called progress.

         One evening in late autumn we were sitting by a roaring fire in the local hostelry enjoying a pre-prandial drink with Pawel and his wife. He was in a reflective frame of mind and was reminiscing about the old days in his native Poland. The conversation turned to the subject of food and Pawel confided that one of the dishes he missed most from his childhood days was jugged hare. This surprised me somewhat as hares were quite plentiful in the area and there could have been little difficulty in getting one from a game dealer. However he did not explain why he had not followed this apparently logical course of action. As so often happens with pub conversation, a combination of the demon drink and the warmth of a good fire can trigger a change in the direction of a conversation with quite remarkable rapidity.

         Anyway, some days later we were shooting in Three Corner Wood. It was one of those wild wet days when pheasants are not inclined to stir far from their roosts. This suited us just fine as once they departed the wood they quickly entered forbidden territory. We had three or four in the bag and were thinking of calling it a day when a hare broke from a clearing adjoining the central ride. This was not a particularly uncommon event and it was our custom to grant safe passage. I grew up in a place where coursing, both open and park, were afforded the same degree of veneration which rugby football enjoys in the Welsh valleys. In consequence we never regarded hares as fair game. They were another man’s sport and that was the end of the matter. Indeed it would have been considered little short of sacrilege to turn a gun on one.

         But, as the hare accelerated away, the conversation with Pawel a few days earlier came to mind. Before the report of my gun had died away – woods are great places for echoes – the hare had completed a double somersault and lay dead at the edge of the ride. I had never carried a hare before and this seemed to me to be a substantial beast. I was quite convinced that it would tip the scales at somewhere around the one stone mark though, realistically, it probably weighed little more than seven or eight pounds.

         Later that evening I delivered the hare chez Pawel. Happily for me, as subsequent events would prove, he and his good lady wife were not at home. This left me with something of a dilemma as Pawel’s home usually had a few cats in residence. Quite clearly the hare could not be parked just anywhere. Fortunately a bracket designed to support a hanging basket during the summer months was strategically situated by the back door well above cat range.

         Next day Pawel phoned to thank me for the hare. For a man who rarely displayed much in the way of emotion he was clearly very touched by my gift. Maybe it was because it brought back memories of his home place of long ago. Martin and I, he insisted, together with our lady friends, must join them for dinner the following Saturday evening.

         Entering Pawel’s house at the appointed hour it was immediately apparent, even to the most uneducated of nostrils, that hare was on the menu. The air positively reeked with the smell of the simmering beast. A pre-dinner drink, or more accurately multiple drinks, was first on the agenda. Vodka was the prescribed medicine. Sitting at the fire the assembled company imbibed freely of the colourless spirit. Indeed, my legs were rather less than steady when we eventually made for the dining room.

         At this juncture, I must confess, memory is rather less than perfect. There was a large mahogany table, a lot of fine silverware and quite a lot of bottles of vodka. Of such I am sure. Of subsequent matters pertaining to that evening I am far from certain. Of consuming the hare, for example, I have no memory whatsoever. Of getting home I have a vague recollection of using the white line along the centre of the road for navigational purposes. Martin of course was rather more lucky. He had merely to cross the lawn to get to his cottage.

         The evening was not without its repercussions. We never saw the two lady friends again. Not surprising, some may think, given the circumstances. As to vodka, the evil liquid has never since passed my lips. Nor ever will it. And, as for hare, I have never shot one since. Nor ever will I.
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        The white-front that wouldn’t go away
      

         

         TOM HAD BEEN a member of the syndicate for a long number of years. He was a quiet and affable man who was passionate about his sport and a firm favourite with the other members. His knowledge of the creatures of the wild and their ways was little short of encyclopaedic. And, it must be added, he was no mean performer with the gun. Accompanied by his black Labrador, Teal, Tom was nearly always the first to put in an appearance on the morning of a shoot. Teal figures prominently in this narrative so it is only right and proper that he too be afforded a formal introduction. Four years old, big as Labradors go and strong as the proverbial ox, he had already earned for himself something of a reputation in the retrieving department. Persistence was his essential trademark. On many occasions much to the chagrin of their masters, he had arrived back with the goods after lesser hounds had given up the search.

         The syndicate in question was a wildfowling one which, like a number of others, operated in the vicinity of Wexford Harbour. This area of low-lying land in the south-east corner of Ireland has long been a Mecca for wildfowlers. Ducks of many species are to be found in the harbour and on the adjacent Sloblands, two polders reclaimed from the sea in the 1800s. Waders too are very plentiful and their swirling flocks do much to entertain wildfowlers during lulls in the shooting. But this is a story about geese, or more correctly, one particular wild goose. Greylags, once very numerous, had all but deserted the harbour when Tom joined the syndicate in the 1960s. The majority opinion was that they had moved their wintering grounds to the east of Scotland where the big attraction was an ever-increasing acreage of barley stubbles. As far as I am aware Tom never shot one there. They had, however, been replaced by White-fronts and over the years he had certainly taken his toll of these wild and wary visitors from Greenland.

         1982 was a sad year for Irish wildfowlers. As a result of what would prove to be the most unreliable of population figures a ban on the shooting of Greenland White-fronts was introduced. The syndicate had thus to content itself with the pursuit of ducks and a rather different shooting regime. Before the ban was brought in, Tom and his colleagues would be suitably concealed in hides or reed beds well before dawn. From these points of ambush they would then concentrate on duck such as wigeon and mallard with the coming of the new day. Then, an hour or so after dawn, the White-fronts would lift from the sand bars on which they had roosted and head for stubbles or grassy fields. Duck shooting, not surprisingly, would now quickly cease. Grossly unfair to teal and their ilk no doubt, considering the variety of challenges they can provide, but what wildfowler in his right mind would open up on them when the immediate future promised a better-than-evens chance of a right and left at White-fronts? Now, however, the geese were assured of safe passage and the morning was devoted solely to duck.

         The ban had only been in operation for a couple of months when, on a wild and wet December morning, Tom and his friends assembled as usual in that blackness that precedes the dawn. The wind, not far short of gale force, was almost due east, a direction which greatly favoured his hide. Effectively the duck would be forced to follow the line of the reed beds that concealed his hide and pass almost directly over his head.

         On very wet mornings duck can be slow to take to the wing and the dawn is often well advanced before shooting can begin. This particular morning, however, was one of the exceptions. Whilst it was still too dark to pick up the familiar silhouettes, the familiar sound of wings overhead during lulls in the gale indicated that substantial numbers were already on the move. On one occasion Tom thought that he heard the laughing cackle of a White-front but as it was so blustery he concluded that his ears had deceived him. Little did he realise at that moment just how well-tuned his ears really were.

         Minutes later the action began in earnest. The crackle of gunfire a hundred yards or so upwind alerted Tom to coming events. Within a few seconds, three duck appeared out of the glooming. They were large, almost certainly mallard, and travelling at knots with the wind in their tails. Little more than sixty feet above the water, the trio had passed the hide before he was able to line up the leading bird. At the shot, it duly crumpled and Teal was already off to make the retrieve: he had spotted the duck well before his master. There was no time for a second barrel. The wind had already whipped the two survivors away into the security of the semi-darkness. As Tom was taking the mallard from Teal, he picked up movement out of the corner of his eye. An ever-vigilant duck was flying high and would have survived but for a fatal error. It turned and tried in vain to make good its escape into the wind. Once again Teal did the necessary.

         With black clouds scurrying across the eastern sky, dawn was making extremely slow progress. A small pack of teal appeared, only to disappear again before Tom’s gun had reached his shoulder. Almost immediately another single bird crossed high from behind providing him with a half chance. Tom’s gun was already mounted and it took only a minor adjustment to cover the latest arrival. Once again Teal was in the water before the echo of the shot had died away.

         What happened next was most certainly not on Tom’s agenda for the day. As Teal swam towards the hide, the duck secured in his mouth seemed to be, for lack of a better description, rather on the large side. And indeed it was. Mortified, Tom found himself presented with a White-front. A decent man who had made an honest mistake, he now found himself with something of a dilemma. Never before had he shot a bird out of season or, for that matter, a protected one. What was he to do? Taking it back to the car at the end of the morning did not, quite frankly, seem like a good idea. Secure and discrete disposal appeared to be his best option. Looking around he noticed a large clump of gorse and brambles not too far away. This clump would be his salvation. Shielding the goose beneath his jacket, he made for the piece of cover. Then, obscured from prying eyes by a large bush, he hurled the goose into the densest part of the cover. There, he hoped it would remain, safely concealed until some marauding fox or badger found it. Tom then returned to his hide. Still perturbed by this turn of events, he was scarcely back when two shots rang out from a neighbouring hide. Teal, undoubtedly confused by his master’s strange behaviour, was gone like a flash. He was soon to return with the White-front, now in less than pristine condition.

         Disposal was once again on the agenda. Returning to the cover, Tom located a recently excavated rabbit burrow. This, he thought, might be the answer to his problem. The goose was duly stuffed down the hole, a full arm’s length. He then sighed the obligatory sigh of relief and returned again to his hide. Unfortunately, Teal, now more than ever confused by his master’s errant behaviour, was not prepared to engage in such subterfuge. At the next volley of shots he was gone again. And this time rather slower to return. But when he finally did, it was all too apparent what he had been at. His snout and paws were liberally dusted with damp red clay and the object in his mouth was just about recognisable as being a creature of the feathered persuasion. At this juncture a lesser man would probably have shot the dog. But such was not in Tom’s nature. The goose was returned to its crypt which was then sealed with a large rock. This should have been the end of the matter.

         Teal, however, was not a dog that could be accused of throwing in the towel. Once again he disappeared in response to nearby shooting and after a rather lengthy period of time had elapsed, duly delivered the bedraggled remains of the goose to Tom once more. Clearly a battle of wits had been joined in earnest. Back to the rabbit burrow once more. The bird was pushed in even deeper with a long stick and the hole was filled with sufficient stones to fill a small trailer. And Teal was the recipient of an extremely stern warning as to his future conduct.

         That was effectively the end of the matter as far as the goose was concerned but Tom still faced a final hurdle. His trips to the cover could not have gone unnoticed. Like many a good fighter before him, he reckoned that the best policy was to get his retaliation in first. Arriving back at the car later in the morning he confided to his colleagues that for the first time he could remember, Teal had failed to make a retrieve. ‘I think that it was a wigeon,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t be certain, it was still quite dark. I know that it fell near that patch of bushes behind the hide. I took Teal over a couple of times but there was no sign of it. Perhaps it got up again.’ 

      

   


   
      
         
            

            3

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

            Contrasting fortunes

         

         IT HAD BEEN some drive and they could certainly do without this. The trio had left Gloucester early on Saturday afternoon and driven through the night. Now, at 7.00am, they were left with no alternative but to sit and wait. Jim, who had wakened a couple of hours earlier to take his turn at the wheel, was decidedly groggy. All he wanted was to get to the hotel and go to bed. The fact that his 18-year-old son, Robbie, was curled up fast asleep on the back seat, clearly oblivious to everything, did little to improve his humour. His long-term shooting companion, Philip, was almost equally groggy. Initially delighted to be able to sit back and close his eyes after driving for three hours, he was literally too tired to go to sleep.

         The car ferry was the problem. Or, more specifically, the fact that it was tied up and had every appearance of remaining in that position for the foreseeable future. Ever since a mutual friend had recommended a small hotel on the Isle of Skye, every aspect of the trip had been the subject of meticulous planning. This was to be a grouse shooting trip with a difference. So they thought. Right now here they were at the Kyle of Lochalsh and here, it would seem, they were destined to stay. This, I must hasten to add, was before the Skye bridge had been built and travellers were reliant upon the good offices of the ferry company. It had simply not occurred to the three Sassenachs that the timetable operating for the Sabbath would be considerably more restricted than was the case for the rest of the week. Nothing for it so but to give Jim’s pointer, Flint, a run and admire the rugged scenery until they could resume their journey.

         Eventually the sea was crossed and nearly 24 hours after leaving home, the weary group reached its destination. Amazing though how thoughts of marsh, moor and mountain affect the psyche of the shooting man. The ardours of the long journey were quickly forgotten, aided, it has to be admitted, by a few shots of mountain dew. The focus was now firmly on the morrow and, hopefully, the great things it would bring. The hotel held a long lease over a considerable area of moor and mountain which was divided up into a number of beats. A rota system operated so that each group was allotted a different beat each day.

         Soon after nine the following morning, fortified by a mighty Highland breakfast in which large slices of Stornoway pudding figured prominently, Jim, Philip and Robbie were on their way to the hill. It was a typical August day for the Hebrides. Overnight rain that had literally hopped off the slates of the hotel roof was in the process of giving way to bright sunshine. Such is the weather in this part of the world. Atlantic depressions sweep in, do their worst, and quickly move on.

         Anti-climax is probably the best and most accurate description of the events of the next number of hours. To the educated eye, the heather could not be better suited to the needs of grouse. Rich swathes of young growth liberally topped with purple foliage were intermingled with patches of tall and ancient heather. Grouse would have to be mad to ignore habitat such as this. But this, it seemed, is exactly what they had decided to do. Try as he might, Flint could not locate a single one.

         Time passed and the spirits of the sporting trio began to droop. To make matters worse, it had become apparent at an early stage that stopping for the prescribed breather was not a good idea. That most vicious of creatures, the Highland midge, together with its extended family, was only waiting to pounce on hot humanity the moment that it threw itself into the heather. 

         Around four o’clock the by now thoroughly disgruntled group decided that enough was enough and headed for the car. Trudging back across the heather, Jim’s mind was far away when a shout from his son, Robbie, brought him quickly back to reality. Coming straight at him out of the sun and flying only feet above the ground was a big covey of grouse. Or so he thought. As his gun met his shoulder the ‘covey’ turned at maximum range, giving him little more than a half chance. His single shot found its mark but in the act of firing Jim knew that something was wrong. For a start there were several dozen birds in the ‘covey’. And they lacked that plump, rounded shape of your typical grouse. It did not take Flint long to provide Jim with his prize, an out-of-season golden plover.

         Back at the hotel the trio’s collective humour was not improved when they discovered that they were the only grouseless group. The other beats had not yielded particularly well, no more in fact than threes and fours. But if you hadn’t seen a grouse all day…

         Relaxing in the bar later that evening the conversation inevitably turned to the next day’s sport. Philip, who tended towards the stout side, was secretly dreading the thought of another long and fruitless hike across the heather. The forecast of a real scorcher was not helping matters either. Problem was, however, that he was not prepared to be seen to be wimping out. Jim would never let him live it down. But then, just when it seemed that there was no escape, the Gods decided to smile on him. ‘I’m very tired after all that,’ announced Robbie, ‘I think that I’ll settle for a lazy day fishing from the boat.’ There were two lochs within the hotel’s territory and a boat was available on the bigger one. Jim, meanwhile, was being more than a little bullish about prospects for the morrow. There had to be more grouse out there and he was determined to open his account. Philip saw his opportunity. Compassion personified, he committed himself to an act of true friendship. ‘Right,’ he said to Jim, ‘You bag a few birds and I’ll ghillie for Robbie for the day.’

         As the weather forecast had promised, Tuesday dawned under a cloudless sky. Jim’s allotted beat was the one nearest to the hotel so Philip was able to drop him and Flint off on the way to the loch. It was an easy beat to walk: a long, almost flat moor punctuated at intervals by a number of small hills. At little more than six hundred feet, the first of these was the highest. A well-worn sheep path led up a gentle slope to the top. Following this path, Jim’s spirits soared at the sight of a profusion of grouse droppings that littered the bare peat. Clearly there had been a lot of birds in residence in the not-too-distant past. Within minutes Flint provided confirmation. Sixty or so yards ahead, he froze in classical pose in front of a strip of high heather. A gentle nudge with the knee was usually sufficient to urge him forward. Not this time though. Flint was not for moving. The only option therefore was to walk round him and into the high heather.

         This simple strategy had the desired effect. With a whirr of wings, a big covey, at least ten strong, was in the air. The nearest bird was no more than ten yards away. Adrenaline inspiring stuff but Jim kept his cool and downed a straightforward right and left. As Flint was collecting the second grouse, Jim noticed that the survivors, which had followed the contour of the hill, were pitching into the heather on the immediate horizon no more than six or seven hundred yards away. These, clearly, were poorly-educated birds that had not been so rudely disturbed before. Resisting the urge to hurry, he made for their point of descent stopping only to whistle up the pointer who was still searching the patch of high heather with a quite extraordinary degree of enthusiasm. Not long afterwards Flint was once more on point. Once again Jim should have taken a pair but it was not to be. Maybe the excitement was too much. The first shot, a comparatively simple one, was well wide of the mark. Disappointment was almost immediately tempered with relief when, quite far out, a grouse collapsed into the heather in response to his second shot.

         What happened next should only really happen in the dreams of sportsmen. Four of the covey, having travelled roughly the same distance as before, decided to alight again. This time Flint’s services were not required. The grouse, whose education had quite clearly advanced in a very short period, were up and away at Jim’s approach. There was only time for a single shot and to his great delight he added a fourth bird to the bag.

         By now it was a little after eleven and becoming seriously hot. A short stretch out in the heather would be very welcome but the dreaded midge ordained otherwise. So Jim kept going. ‘It can’t possibly get any better’, he thought to himself. But it did. An hour and a half later his game bag could take no more. Flint had performed with distinction, he had shot well and his bag had risen to nine.

         It was clearly time to call a halt to proceedings. The day had exceeded his wildest expectations. The hotel was little more than two miles away and the thought of a long cool drink and a leisurely lunch was becoming compelling.

         Around three Jim was dozing in a deck chair in the shade of the hotel’s ancient, white gable when a voice brought him back to consciousness. ‘You’re back early, was it as bad as yesterday?’ asked the voice. Opening his eyes, Jim could not help but smile. Standing beside him were his two partners in crime, faces redder than boiled lobsters. Disbelief quickly registered when he recounted the events of the morning. ‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ said the smaller of the two lobsters and set off for the hotel’s cold room to confirm his suspicions. Philip, meanwhile, provided Jim with a blow-by-blow account of a rather less than successful day. Literally everything had gone wrong. The boat leaked, a rowlock had broken off and the trout were in anything but an obliging frame of mind. Their efforts, which had been allegedly quite considerable, had been rewarded with a single fish. It was one of those long, extra lean trout of the hill lochs which, on another day, might well have been returned to the water. Worst of all though, because of the stiff breeze out on the loch, they had not realised just how powerful the sun’s rays were. Hence the boiled crustacean appearance.

         Jim smiled to himself. He would like to have repeated the time-honoured phrase, you win some you lose some. But he was a kind-hearted man and held his peace. 
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        One very frosty afternoon
      

         

         SPELLS OF SERIOUSLY cold weather are rare phenomena in Ireland. Or rather they should be. The Gulf Stream is supposed to see to that. But global warming, if the experts are to be believed, is in the course of changing matters. When the icy winds of winter howl down from the north, that mild lapping current seems to be developing an unfortunate habit of going AWOL. Take 2010 for example. During the latter part of November, and with precious little warning, the mercury suddenly plummeted. By night temperatures dropped to -10˚C or lower and by day struggled to get much above freezing. In County Cavan a new record was set in December. During one twenty four hour period the highest temperature recorded was -9.5˚C.

         Initially that cold snap did wonders for the shooting scene. Teal and woodcock in particular crossed the Irish Sea in droves expecting – poor creatures – to escape the savagery that had descended upon their normal wintering quarters. A clear case of frying pans and fires.

         On the third day of the freeze, my youngest son, Paul, rang around noon. He had been up well before dawn, all the tasks on the farm had been completed and he was focussed firmly upon woodcock. He would be over to pick me up, he said, around two.

         Bang on the appointed hour, Paul’s car pulled into the driveway. As usual, springers Dusty and Misty were yapping furiously in the dog box, impatient to get on with the business in hand. Our destination was Carey’s bog. At least that is what I am calling it for the purpose of this narrative. This wet and rushy few acres is surrounded by shallow drains liberally overhung with furze and hazels. On opposite sides it is joined by grassy fields, one narrow, the other large and undulating with damp patches in the hollows. Both fields on their far bounds are bordered by ancient and unkempt blackthorn hedges overhanging partially-blocked drains. These drains are supposed to carry surplus water away from the area but they make an exceptionally poor job of it. At intervals these apologies for drains widen into what may loosely be described as shallow, muddy ponds. If one set out to design winter quarters for woodcock, it would be hard to better Carey’s bog and its immediate surrounds.

         Then there are the snipe. Not enormous numbers but most days it would be unusual not to flush a dozen or two from the central rushy area. And, just once in a while, the springers are apt to send a cock pheasant hurtling into the air, complaining noisily about the impertinent intrusion into his patch.
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