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FOREWORD


I first met Charles Smith-Jones when I measured one of his roe heads on behalf of the Game Conservancy in the very early 1980s (it was a beautiful, lyre-shaped Salisbury Plain head), a time when deer stalking was still very much in its infancy compared to the large following that it has today. Since then I have followed his developing stalking career through articles in Shooting Times and Deer magazines with great interest and enjoyment. His pioneering book on muntjac was a milestone in our understanding of this species, which has been his special interest.


Charles has never lost sight of his enthusiasm for deer and their deep fascination for him is reflected among the pages of this book. I am delighted that in this volume he has found a wider outlet for the mass of experiences, facts and trivia that he has accumulated over the years.


Writing about actual stalking occurrences and observations, creating sporting stories and researching bits of stalking lore from a mass of sporting literature to make an anthology both interesting and informative needs all-out enthusiasm for the deer themselves and some considerable practical experience of stalking. In presenting this Bedside Book, Charles Smith-Jones has done a masterly job. Reaching from your pillow you have the choice of answers to many frequently asked questions or lively stalking reminiscences and stories, short or less so.


I wish I had written it myself!


 


Richard Prior




INTRODUCTION


Deer were, and still are, few and far between where I grew up on the North Wales coast but I distinctly remember seeing my first wild ones (they were a group of fallow does) when out beating on my father’s shoot aged about eight. It was not until much later on that I became actively involved in stalking but from the moment I grassed my first roebuck my interest in them grew rapidly. I suspect that it is true of any hunter that the more you get to know your quarry, the more you learn to respect it and want to know more of its ways, and paradoxically this tends to make you more successful in your pursuit.


In addition to actual stalking and management, I quickly found that I became hooked on deer as an interest in their own right. They grow on you; the more you think you know, the more you come to realise that there is so much still to learn. I count myself truly privileged that my second career after more than thirty years in uniform finds me sharing this love of all things deer, along with the issues that surround them, with a new generation of countrymen and women at Sparsholt College in Hampshire.


It has been tremendous fun assembling this collection of stories, advice, facts and trivia. Although the book is primarily concerned with stalking here in the UK, I have occasionally strayed off track, but do hope that you’ll forgive me. I very much doubt, for instance, that any deer was ever shot with the improbable (but very real) Puckle Gun, but I couldn’t resist sharing a description of it anyway.


Before you read on, you ought to be aware that I have included one outrageously untrue deer ‘fact’ which is hidden somewhere within the text. If you would rather be forewarned you can turn to the back page now to find out what it is; if not, I’m sure that you’ll enjoy the challenge of looking out for it.


Whatever your interest in deer, I do hope that you find this book interesting, entertaining and maybe even instructive. Finally, may I close with a suggestion: if you, too, appreciate deer and care for their welfare, why not consider joining the British Deer Society and getting involved? Deer have provided me with a huge amount of pleasure over the years, and I’ve found that it is a great way of giving something back.




[image: Illustration]





 


AGEING MUNTJAC


Whilst the stages of tooth eruption in younger animals and tooth wear are useful guides to ageing a muntjac, there are a number of other pointers that can help you reach a judgement.


A muntjac fawn’s spots fade at around two months of age (coincidentally, the age at which the fawn is weaned). Thereafter the face is a guide: as with all deer, a short ‘Bambi’ face indicates a young animal whose adult teeth have not grown through and caused the jaw to elongate. By around a year old, the animal’s muzzle will have lost its short juvenile shape, appearing longer and more tapered.


Muntjac reach adult body weights very quickly and appear fully grown by the time they are about ten months old. After that it is not so easy to make an estimate of age from body shape as it can be with other deer, but look for a slight dip in the line of the back, a more muscular rump and a deeper belly in the older animal (but do not be confused by pregnant females, which might be seen at any time of the year). Age also brings caution – an older muntjac acts in a more alert and suspicious manner than a younger one.


The skull of the muntjac buck provides more clues. Male fawns start to develop pedicles at about five or six months old, and their first antlers start to develop from about three months after that. These will be rudimentary affairs with no coronet, appearing almost as mere extensions to the bone. Subsequent antlers will be rather more complex, but as with all deer cannot be used as a definitive guide to age. However, with successive antler casting the pedicles will shorten and thicken; a very old buck will not have the distinctive long pedicles of the younger animal. The antlers of old muntjac can vary between the impressive and mere stubs. Look, too, at the opening at the base of the canine tusk – that of a young buck is completely open and fully exposes the dentine within; with age, the top of the tusk will gradually close over.


AMMUNITION SIZES


Most ammunition types are designated by the size of the projectile, although the unit of measurement may vary. The 7x57 indicates a 7mm bullet, whereas the .308 refers to size as a fraction of an inch, as does the ‘30’ in 30-06.


The suffixes can mean different things: .308 Win means simply that Winchester was the manufacturer who developed the cartridge. The ‘06’ in 30-06 means that the cartridge originated in 1906, but the second ‘30’ in 30-30 indicates that the cartridge was originally designed for loading with 30 grains of black powder (even though the advent of modern smokeless powder has changed this, the old designation has been retained). In yet another system, such as 7x57, the case length is 57mm. In some older cartridges, the suffix can denote the case type – for example, R for rimmed or RGS for rimless.


The shotgun bore sizes are more archaic, relating to fractions of an Imperial pound in weight – thus a 1 bore would be the width of barrel required to accommodate a spherical ball of lead weighing 1 pound, a 12 bore a lead ball weighing 1/12th of a pound, and so on. The .410 is an exception to this rule and describes the width of the barrel as a fraction of an inch.


It is vitally important to understand exactly what ammunition is suitable for use with your particular firearm, as cartridges are not interchangeable. To try to use the wrong size, even if it seems to load easily, is courting disaster.




Any time a boy is ready to learn about guns is the time he’s ready, no matter how young he is, and you can’t start too young to learn how to be careful. Robert Ruark, The Old Man and the Boy






ANTLERED FEMALES


The females of any of the deer species – with one notable exception – do not normally grow antlers. However, some occasionally do so, even though this is quite rare. The condition is caused by a hormonal imbalance resulting in the production of abnormal levels of the male hormone testosterone, which stimulates the antler cycle in male deer. Female deer have been known to develop fully formed, if stunted or abnormal, antlers, which are cleaned of velvet (the furry layer that covers, protects and nourishes the delicate antler as it develops), cast and regrown in the same way that those of male deer are. More usually, however, when females grow antlers they tend to remain perpetually in velvet. Reproduction does not seem to be affected, and these animals can breed normally.


Antlered female deer have been recorded mostly amongst roe deer in the UK, although they have also been noted in sika, whitetail deer, mule deer, moose, red deer and the closely related wapiti or American elk. Very occasionally, true hermaphrodite deer with both male and female characteristics occur. These produce antlers in the usual way, but are almost invariably infertile. More often, some older female deer can develop enlarged pedicles (the bony growths on top of the skull from which antlers usually grow) but nothing more. Again, this occurrence is most commonly noted among roe deer in the UK.


The exception to the rule of females not carrying antlers is the reindeer or caribou. In this species, antlers are produced by both males and females; the two genders even have separate cycles for antler casting and regrowth. It has been suggested that this is to give the caribou cow an advantage in the leaner winter months as only they have antlers at that time, which helps them to compete for limited food supplies and to defend themselves against predators. However, the antlers of the caribou cow are relatively small compared to those of the more impressive headgear seen on the male, or bull.


ANTLERS AND HORNS


Deer are unique in being the only animals to have antlers. Normally cast and regrown annually as paired structures, antlers are produced by the males of most species with the exception of the musk and the Chinese water deer. Female reindeer also produce antlers.


Antler growth and casting is controlled by a number of hormones, the principal one being the male hormone testosterone, whose production is governed by the length of daylight hours. The growing antler is living bone: as it develops it is covered by a furry skin called velvet, which supplies it with oxygen and nutrients. At the end of the growth cycle the velvet is lost and the material within dies, rendering the antler hard and insensitive. After a few months the join between antler and skull weakens and the antlers fall off. The process of regrowth begins again almost immediately.


Horns, on the other hand, consist of a living bone projecting from the skull which never dies back and which is covered by a sheath of a tough protein called keratin, the same material found in human fingernails. Horns are grown by ruminant animals such as goats, sheep, cows and antelope. They are generally retained throughout an animal’s life, and continue to grow as it matures. There is only one exception to this rule – the pronghorn antelope of North America, which sheds and regrows its horn sheath every year. This interesting animal is really neither a deer nor an antelope, although it is related to both, belonging in a distinct family of its own.


AS OTHERS SEE US


O wad some Power the giftie gie us, To see oursels as ithers see us! Robert Burns, To A Louse – On seeing one on a lady’s bonnet at church


It doesn’t seem so long ago that the general public were quite used to the sight of sporting firearms, and every self-respecting schoolboy not only carried a penknife in his pocket but proudly sported a wicked-looking sheath knife on his belt when out hunting pirates or building a den at the weekend. Nowadays all that has changed. The country pub that invites a shooting party to bring its guns into the bar or restaurant is rare indeed, and we all know of the penalties that can apply to openly carrying a knife.


Changes in attitude in this country have been shaped by a number of factors over the past forty or fifty years. National Service once meant that a much larger proportion of the public were familiar with firearms, but the advent of domestic and international terrorism, a shift in political attitudes, deliberate misrepresentation and, let’s face it, some shockingly unbalanced media reporting, have changed all that. Today, even the pigeon shooter has to take care if he doesn’t want to find himself looking down the barrel of a Glock with a police helicopter hovering overhead simply because a passerby has reported a ‘man with a gun’.


It is all a question of image and how we present ourselves as sportsmen and wildlife managers. For example, it’s very common to hear people talking about their shotgun or rifle as a ‘weapon’. The word, however, has very negative connotations. A weapon is to most people associated with threatening or physically harming another human being. Everyday objects such as cars, bricks or bottles can very easily be misused as weapons, but of course that wasn’t what they were actually designed for so that is not how they are regarded. Sporting firearms are just the same, but try telling that to a member of the public with the wrong impression, or a reporter or politician on a mission. Ex-military types can be the worst offenders in this respect, but then during their time in the Forces they were not issued with firearms for show or to shoot pheasants.


A real bugbear of mine is the ‘imaginary shotgun’. I suspect that most of us have been guilty of this gesture at some time or another, most likely in our younger days: a pigeon passes overhead, and both arms are immediately raised in an almost involuntary reaction, as if to swing through it. I see this mime played out occasionally by one of my gamekeeping students, largely as an act of youthful exuberance. But I have to ask – what message does it send out to an onlooker? You are in effect saying ‘I want to kill that’. It’s far better, I suggest, to leave the imaginary shotgun in the imaginary cabinet where it belongs; sadly the fact that large sections of the public have been educated to regard shooters as dangerous, killing-obsessed monsters is not imaginary. I have no doubt that my students think I’m a bit of a fussy old maid, but they do get the point (and I bet they couldn’t show me their imaginary shotgun certificates anyway).


Is it by chance, I wonder, that the attitude of the general public towards sporting shooting tends to be much more tolerant on the Continent? One reason for this may be the respect that is shown towards the quarry once it is dead. At the end of a formal day, the bag is laid out in a strictly observed ritual and horn calls are sounded, often a particular one for each species. Large game hunters follow a similar convention; on a recent trip to the Baltic coast, after a successful shot my guide’s first act was to seek out a sprig of juniper to place in the animal’s mouth as a ‘last bite’ to take it into the afterlife. Compare this to the sight of pheasants piled up in the spare tyre on the Land Rover bonnet, or those ridiculous – and unsubstantiated – rumours of unwanted partridges being bulldozed into the ground that have a certain currency in the UK. If you feel that a bit of ceremony is over the top, consider this: respect for the quarry has a very practical side to it, because the better game is handled, the higher is the quality of the meat that ends up on the plate.


Hunting associations on the Continent also run a number of public education programmes. I attended one in Denmark that was aimed at schoolchildren: they were encouraged to dissect ducks, act out a hunt, shoot at a deer target and finally butcher a roe, which they later enjoyed on the barbecue. Another initiative encouraged local villagers to take part in an organised pheasant shoot as spectators, and to share the proceeds at the end. Is it any wonder that those with no particular interest in shooting or hunting, will decide for themselves if presented with honest information, often rejecting the half-truths and misrepresentations of anti-fieldsports activists?


In the UK we seem to be far too defensive at times, if not downright secretive, about what we do. You might be surprised by how receptive the average walker is to a polite explanation of what is going on and why, if he should meet a stalker or a rough shooter pursuing his occupation. If there is nothing to be ashamed of, why not let people make up their own minds? The general public are, by and large, remarkably fair-minded given the chance – and the facts. And never forget that a cheerful ‘good morning’ and a smile can go a long way. I came very close to turning ‘anti’ myself once, when confronted by an arrogant, superior being on horseback who offered no apology for holding up a busy country lane whilst the hunt went through.


Of course, good news generally does not make it onto the front page in the general press. All the positive work that shooting and stalking do for the environment, all the jobs created and the huge amounts of hard cash generated for the economy usually go unreported there – but let one tawny owl be found in an illegal pole trap, or a buzzard picked up full of number six shot, and it is headline stuff. Furthermore, it is absolutely impossible to defend the indefensible.


The opponents of fieldsports are not perfect and often get things wrong themselves. I still chuckle when I think of a poster I once saw, advertising a ‘garden watch’ event run by a vociferously anti-shooting national animal charity that counts many cat owners among its subscribers. It pictured a cat looking out of a window, presumably into its owner’s garden. The caption read: ‘I saw three wrens, they’re my favourite’. Make of that what you like.


The representative organisations do a magnificent job of defending the interests of fieldsports, but in the end good PR is the business of each and every one of us. We need to think about every turn of phrase, the images that we post on public access media, and how we ultimately appear to the wider public in dress, motivation and deed. Above all, we need to be open about what we do, why we enjoy doing it and why it is important for the good of the countryside that we love.


CALLING DEER


The art of calling is probably most associated with the roe deer. It is particularly effective during the rut, which starts around the last week of July and goes on into the beginning of August. A range of sounds can be made to imitate, for example, a receptive doe, one that is being hard pressed by a buck, or a kid calling for its mother. All are designed to attract a buck – or a doe with a buck in attendance – to the caller.


Calling also works for other species of deer as long as the right sounds are imitated. The most common ones used are the challenge of a dominant male, or the rattle of antlers to suggest a contest, thus attracting the interest of another deer. Muntjac can be particularly responsive to calls, often seeming to come out of little more than a sense of curiosity.


There are plenty of commercially made calls available, reproducing a wide variety of deer sounds; some skilled callers make their own, or adapt natural materials. If you want to know more, there is a lot of stalking literature that covers the subject. For calling roe, you will be hard-pressed to find a better introduction to the art than the DVD, Roe Calling with Richard Prior and Paul Taylor.


A few words of caution, though. Don’t overdo the calling, as all you will end up doing is educating the deer. And don’t expect it to work every time. It’s not unusual to experience periods of great success alongside others of unexplainable failure. Beware, too, that the arrival of a large male deer answering a challenge, full of adrenaline and prepared to give battle, can be alarming to say the least. Finally, when calling does work, please don’t abuse your success, particularly if you are armed with a rifle. Remember especially that any female deer that comes to your call is quite likely to have a dependent kid hidden nearby.




There is a passion for hunting something deeply implanted in the human breast. Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist





CAMOUFLAGE CLOTHING





FOR DEER STALKING


Although it would be wrong to say that deer are colour blind, they certainly do not perceive colours in the same way that humans do. Importantly, they can see ultraviolet, which our eyes filter out – as a result, it is quite possible that a camouflage outfit that deceives the human eye will stand out like a beacon when viewed by a deer. You should take special care, therefore, when washing your deer-watching or stalking clothing. Most commercial washing powders contain UV brighteners and should be avoided; specialist washing compounds that do not contain them are available. Don’t forget to flush the washing machine with clean water before you use it, to remove traces of any earlier household wash with normal detergents.


Whilst camouflaged clothing can certainly help to break up your outline at closer ranges, it is movement that will really give away your presence as far as the deer is concerned. It is unlikely to be able to discern shape or form at much beyond sixty or seventy metres, but it will be acutely aware of movement at many times this distance. It will also be aware of differences in colour tones, hence the importance of wearing gloves (your hands will be moving regularly when raising and lowering your binoculars), and shading your face with a broad-brimmed hat or a face veil.


Many experienced stalkers opt for a plain, moss green outfit, finding this colour to be effective throughout all seasons. An added advantage of plain green is that it is less alarming to any member of the public who you might come upon. Otherwise it is not really important what you decide to wear, as long as it is drab and inconspicuous. It should also, of course, be quiet when moving through close cover, comfortable, and of a weight appropriate to the time of year.
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Tales from Glen Garron


A Stalker’s Revenge


Revenge, they say, is a dish best served cold – or occasionally hot and bothered


Some people mistakenly judged Willie Cameron, head stalker on the Glen Garron estate, to be a soft man, but looks can be deceptive. Standing some five feet and seven inches tall, and with the build of a committed trencherman, Willie was anything but soft. The more perceptive noted the determined blue eyes and weather-beaten features of a true hill-man, one who had in fact spent the past forty years walking moor and mountain for six days a week (the Sabbath, of course, was sacred) in pursuit of the wild red deer, the wily grouse and the occasional fox foolish enough to settle in the fifteen thousand acres that was Willie’s domain. A five o’clock start, on a day during which he would cover many miles and climb thousands of feet, often returning with a fourteen-stone stag dragging behind him, was bread and butter to him.


Willie’s son, Archie, took after his father in stamina if not in looks. At over six feet tall, he had the wiry frame of a fell runner and indeed for the past eight years had been the virtually uncontested Hill Race Champion at the annual Glen Garron Gathering. Like his father, the mountains of the Highlands were in his blood and Willie looked forward proudly to the day when Archie would take over from him and carry on a family tradition that went back for generations.


Much as Willie loved his job and had a deep and abiding respect for his laird, the Colonel – the two had played together as boys – there was one week every year that he dreaded, and that week was now upon him. This last week in September was always reserved for the Colonel’s brother-in-law, an aristocratic Continental gentleman whom the Colonel’s sister had married in what was locally considered a rare flash of poor judgement. The Count, as he insisted on being known, had been born to privilege and entertained no illusions as to his own standing in the world. For him, only the best was barely good enough: he expected deference, expressed no thanks and worst of all, in Willie’s view, had never been known to offer gift or tip after the most strenuous efforts had been made to ensure his success on the hill. And today, once again, Willie had to take him out for a stag.


The first morning dawned bright and cloudless as the stalkers, guests and hosts gathered in front of the Lodge. The day promised to be a hot one. The Count stepped forward and peered disdainfully down his nose at Willie. ‘Today’, he announced, ‘we are to shoot a Royal, yes?’


Willie removed his cap and scratched his head. He had several such deer on his ground, all bearing the coveted twelve points to their antlers, but he chose to look thoughtful. ‘Well, we’ll do our best for ye’ – he omitted the ‘sir’ quite deliberately – ‘but ye know that there’s nae guaranteeing...’


He got no further. The Count gripped his shoulder, stared him in the eye and quietly repeated ‘a Royal’. It was a statement, not a question. The Colonel, a man of impeccable manners who respected Willie as deeply as this was returned, looked on aghast. ‘Look, Gustav, I know that Willie will do his best for you. He’s the best stalker in this neck of the woods and if anyone can find you a good beast, he can.’


The Count ignored him. Punctuating each word with a prod of his finger into Willie’s chest, he repeated ‘Today’ (poke) ‘we’ (poke) ‘shoot’ (poke) ‘a’ (poke) ‘Royal’. He concluded with a double poke, turned on his heel, and marched towards the waiting Land Rover.


A horrified Colonel broke the silence. ‘Willie, I’m sorry. But, just for me, look after him will you?’


Willie exhaled carefully, then smiled and nodded. ‘Aye, for ye, that I shall.’ The Colonel breathed a sigh of relief; he had seen Willie’s temper at work before, on the rare occasions that it had been provoked. ‘I think that my wee Archie should take him oot, though. He’s got some rare beasts on his beat.’ Agreement was readily given.


Archie was summoned and a short conference took place between father and son before the latter, with a friendly smile, joined the Count in the Land Rover. The party drove off up the gravel drive, and the Colonel and his wife retired into the Lodge.


Later that morning, the two of them were out walking when Lady Mary pointed towards the distant ridgeline. ‘Look, darling, isn’t that our stalkers?’ The Colonel lifted his ancient binoculars. Up on the hill was the familiar figure of Archie striding easily through the heather, rifle slip and satchel over his back, with the Count, unencumbered but clearly some way behind, in his wake. As they watched, Archie crouched down and beckoned the Count forward. Looking for what they had seen, the Colonel picked up a large stag with a parcel of fifteen hinds some three hundred yards ahead of them. ‘Oh dear God,’ he groaned, ‘not Caesar, don’t let him have Caesar.’


Caesar was probably the finest stag seen at Glen Garron in living memory, a huge-bodied animal who this year had produced a breathtaking set of evenly balanced antlers with no less than sixteen points to them. The Colonel and Willie had agreed that he was to be left this year; now it looked as though, of all people, the Count was to shoot him.


The pair watched as the drama unfolded. Archie and the Count crawled forwards to a hummock in the heather, the rifle was set onto its bipod and Archie moved to one side to allow the Count to get behind it. Before he could settle, though, something pale fluttered over his head and the deer, alerted, stared for a moment and then quickly fled the scene. ‘Saved by a bird!’ the Colonel thought, as he breathed out in relief, muttering his thanks to a watching deity. Lady Mary, watching through her own, more modern glasses, cocked her head, understood, smiled quietly but held her peace.


It was late when the Land Rover returned to the Lodge that evening. The passenger door opened and a dishevelled, dirty and sweat-streaked Count almost fell out of it. The Colonel was there to greet him. He was surprised to see that the open back of the vehicle did not contain a carcase. ‘No luck, Gustav?’ he asked. All he got in return was a grunt as the Count staggered – the Colonel noted that he was also limping badly – towards the house. Archie, looking as fresh as he had that morning, exchanged a few polite words with his laird before he, too, returned to his family home.


Willie was waiting when his son walked through the door. ‘Ye did as I said then?’


Aye, Dad, I walked the legs off yon furrin scunner. There’s only one person has the right to speak to you like that, and she’s in the kitchen.’


Willie frowned. ‘But ye didnae find the man a beast? Hell, boy, but ye must be losing your touch.’


‘Aye, Dad’, Archie replied. ‘So I must. We stalked four good stags, and not one of them stood for a shot.’ At this the two burst out laughing as Willie fetched the malt, and they settled down, still chortling, to await their dinner.


The next week saw Archie’s birthday and he was surprised to receive, in addition to his usual gift from the Lodge, a small package addressed to him in Lady Mary’s handwriting. Inside it were half a dozen pure white squares of finest Irish linen. Puzzled, Archie unfolded the note that accompanied them:


Dearest Archie, it read, I couldn’t help but notice how grubby your handkerchief was the other day on the hill. I hope that these are useful, but do please try to keep one clean for next year. With warmest regards and gratitude, M.


CANINE TEETH


Whilst canine teeth are usually present in the lower jaws of most deer, it is the presence of upper canines or ‘tusks’ in the upper jaw which often cause surprise and suggest, wrongly, that such deer are habitual meat-eaters. Deer have digestive systems designed for the processing of vegetable matter. Their specially adapted digestive tracts contain micro-organisms which are specifically capable of destroying the cellulose walls of plants, a process further assisted by the act of rumination – the regurgitation of food matter for further chewing and breaking down prior to being swallowed again. Meat, therefore, is not a food source normally sought by deer.


In Britain, it is male muntjac and Chinese water deer (CWD) that have the most visible upper canines, although females also carry far less obvious ones. Of the other species, smaller tusks can be found on the upper jaws of sika and red deer. In the latter they are often referred to as ‘tushes’, and are especially prized as grandeln by some Continental hunters who make them into items of jewellery. The upper canine is normally absent in fallow and roe deer, although they may still be found very occasionally.


Canine-type teeth evolved as weapons in a wide range of primitive animals; some retained them as they evolved, while they regressed in others. As far as deer are concerned, the more complex their antlers are, the more evolved the species is likely to be. Some more primitive deer species have never even developed antlers at all, instead retaining the upper canines as their sole combat weapon. The CWD and musk deer are prime examples. Others, such as the muntjac, carry simple antlers but have retained a significant canine tusk. These tusks are of great importance to the male deer both for self-defence and for fighting with rival males. Animals that break one or both tusks frequently suffer a loss of dominance, and subsequently their breeding success diminishes.


It would be wrong to say that, whilst deer are herbivores, they never eat meat. Although many species are known to chew old bones or antlers regularly, red deer in particular have been recorded as killing the chicks of the Manx shearwater on the island of Rhum by biting off and swallowing their heads. There have also been reports of stags eating grouse chicks, rabbits killed in snares, and even swallowing ducklings in parks. Such behaviour is probably related to a craving for calcium amongst male deer as they grow new antlers, and is certainly not to be regarded as a regular source of nutrition.
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Sonic Devices


These days it is easy to obtain sonic devices, usually operating on pitches only audible to animal ears, which the makers claim will deter a variety of animals such as cats, foxes, rodents or deer from entering your garden or other places where they are not welcome. Some of these gadgets, it must be said, seem to be quite effective, although different animals can be more sensitive to specific frequencies.


Not so long ago, though, such gizmos were not readily available in the UK. A friend, recently returned from the USA, presented me with an early model he had picked up as a curiosity in a shooting store. It was called the ‘Animal Lover’ and was designed to be mounted on your car to prevent animals from running onto the road in front of it. Wired to the battery, the device was only activated when the vehicle was running.


I must admit that, while sceptical, I was intrigued by the concept and decided to test it. I attached it to the front bumper of my old Land Rover and, as an added refinement, fitted an on/off switch so that I could activate it when I wanted to from the dashboard.


The next morning I toured my stalking grounds where we never shot from, or near, vehicles, and as a result the deer were quite relaxed in their presence. Seeing a roe doe with two kids, I stopped the Land Rover and thought I’d see what effect the Animal Lover had. I flipped the switch; the kids ignored me completely, and their mother continued to stare in my direction, chewing occasionally on a mouthful of freshly cropped herbage, showing no concern.


Undeterred, I tried it again on several more animals with no effect whatsoever. Discounting the gadget as a useless gimmick and deciding to get rid of it, I drove home to find the family cat – a large, battle-scarred tom, which brought home fully grown rabbits to play with and which was given a wide berth by the local dogs – sleeping peacefully on our doorstep. Idly I switched on the Animal Lover, with unexpected results: the cat went from deep slumber to three feet off the ground in one movement and fled at enormous speed. It was not seen again for several days.


I removed the device and decided to keep quiet.





CARCASE STORAGE


For the stalker who does not shoot enough animals to warrant the installation of full-blown game storage facilities, storing a carcase effectively can be a real problem. This is especially so during the summer months when the heat and ever-present flies will conspire to ruin the venison long before it reaches the deep freeze.


At the most basic level, you need to hang the carcase in a cool, dry place, out of casual view; a challenge if you live in a residential area and the garage is your only option. You can opt for a semi-permanent structure, such as a game larder with a washable floor and sides and sufficient ventilation to keep the carcase well aired. Alternatively, it is possible to purchase net or muslin covers which will keep the flies off the deer and can be put through the washing machine after use. Better yet, consider purchasing a Roe Safe, an ingenious cover design that folds flat when not in use but pops up to produce a semi-rigid, oval hanging net, big enough to contain a couple of roe or even a large fallow.


One of the key principles in producing quality venison is to cool the carcase quickly, so why not obtain a chiller cabinet? Although purpose-made game fridges are available commercially for those who deal regularly with larger numbers of carcases, it may be possible to acquire a surplus drink cooler cabinet from a shop or petrol station undergoing a refit. A six-foot high model can accommodate two roe comfortably. Simply fit a hanging rail, but keep the shelves somewhere and you will then have a versatile extra fridge for Christmas or parties – more than enough reason to justify the garage space to the rest of your household!


CHOOSING THE RIGHT BULLET


We ask a great deal of the bullets that we use for stalking. They have to withstand tremendous pressures on firing, yet still maintain their shape and fly consistently and accurately towards the target. When they reach it, they must then perform equally consistently and expand predictably, despite meeting varying resistances from skin, bone and whatever else stands in the way, to transmit maximum energy and achieve a clean and effective result. Modern hunting bullets are a testament to some truly exacting design and manufacturing processes. Whilst the law lays down no requirements of the bullets used for vermin and pest control, it is more specific when it comes down to the shooting of deer. Bullets must be designed to expand in a predictable manner on striking the target to ensure that the deer is killed as swiftly and humanely as possible. Bullets that do not expand properly can pass straight through their target without deforming correctly, transmitting much less terminal energy and potentially delivering a non-lethal wound even if they strike what should be a critical organ.


The matter of choice can be confused by a wide array of trade names. Try to look past these and see what a particular cartridge is actually designed to do. Without going into the details of bullet construction, as a general rule you should avoid those described as ‘full metal jacket’, ‘varmint’, ‘rapid expansion’ or ‘slow expansion’, or indeed those designated as ‘for large or dangerous game’. What you need is a bullet that is designed and constructed appropriately for use on medium game.


Take special care when selecting ammunition for .22 centrefire rifles, many of which are legal for the shooting of muntjac and Chinese water deer in England and Wales, and roe in Scotland. Some of those available over the counter are actually designed for much smaller quarry and are extremely frangible: that is to say that they break up quickly on impact and may not have the penetrative qualities needed for shooting deer. They may also not meet the required muzzle energies or velocities that the law demands for deer.


Opinions vary on the value of bullets with ballistic tips; these incorporate a synthetic tip, which is designed to drive into the core of the bullet on impact and promote expansion. Some stalkers certainly find that, whilst effective, they can cause high levels of meat damage.


If you are still in doubt, just ask any competent riflesmith or an experienced stalker who will be able to guide you in the correct choice.


CHOOSING A STALKING RIFLE


FINDING A RIFLE AND SCOPE COMBINATION


THAT’S RIGHT FOR YOU



Your Firearms Certificate has finally arrived through the post, and you are in a position to actually go out and purchase a rifle. In the excitement of the moment don’t, though, walk straight into a gun shop and buy the first one that takes your fancy. You need to think first about what you want of your new rifle and how you intend to use it: make sure you have a really clear idea of what you’re looking for before you enter the shop.


First of all, what is your budget? It’s easy to spend a great deal of money but if your pockets are not deep plenty of options are still open to you. True, a ‘top end’ rifle can be expensive, and if you want tack driving accuracy you may need to spend more, but today even mass produced factory rifles should be capable of producing group sizes of below one inch at 100 yards. This is more than adequate for deer stalking.


There are some excellent rifles available at a fraction of the price you might spend on a prestige model, but in truth many of the differences are largely cosmetic. When it comes to the crunch, what really counts is the rifle’s ability to shoot accurately and consistently.


As we’ll see, the scope is probably the more important part of the set-up so we’ll look at that first. Spend as much as you can afford on the highest quality possible. It must be robust enough to absorb the punishing recoil of a full bore rifle and still retain its zero, placing your bullets where you want them time after time. You can get away with a cheaper scope on a .22 rifle or an airgun, but not with a deer rifle.
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