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Shooting pigeons, despite their numbers, is no easy task. It requires careful reconnaissance, serious field craft and considerable shooting skill. Will Garfit possesses all these qualities in abundance. Here he has distilled a lifetime’s experience into a magisterial guide to pigeon shooting that looks at every aspect of the bird, its behaviour and how to successfully tackle the vital task of controlling pigeon numbers.


Woodpigeons breed prolifically and move around the countryside rapidly in response to food availability and changing agricultural cropping practices. We see lots of them every day in both town and country. For many of us they provided our first experience of shooting, and our understanding of the countryside and the balance between man and Nature.


Pigeon shooting is essential for the prevention of serious damage to valuable crops. The range of techniques and their responsive and humane deployment are part of the equation, whether at the roost in winter or in the immediate vicinity of vulnerable crops – and all stations in between.


Pigeons can also be one of the most graceful birds. This paradox of woodpigeons as constituting a serious threat to crops, respected quarry of the sportsman and object of beauty for all, is one that has proved especially taxing for lawmakers, licensing authorities and pigeon shooters themselves. But this book is principally about how to do it, not the arcane convolutions of European jurisprudence and the general licences which provide for the shooting to take place.


I heartily recommend this book to anyone who shoots pigeons; for the experienced Shot it will open new avenues to success, for the novice it is essential reading.




 





John Swift


Chief Executive, BASC
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Starting from the premise that the woodpigeon is the prime avian agricultural pest and does serious damage to crops throughout the year, it is not surprising that attitudes to the bird fall into two camps. Most farmers hate the woodpigeon, yet there are many of us who find it the most fascinating and sporting bird in the world; not only because it can produce every variety of shot in the book but because the shooting is only one part of the challenge. For you, the pigeon shooter, to get into the right part of the right field, on the right day and at the right time of day creates so many elements of decision based on reconnaissance, fieldcraft and experience. It is therefore a sport you make for yourself. So satisfying if one gets it right, culminating in good shooting despite the many factors that can undermine the perfect day against this clever bird. I hope that in this book I can help to address the many varying factors that can make or break a day whilst sharing my love, enthusiasm and respect for the bird itself. I am not a professional pigeon shot but an enthusiastic amateur. Over the years I have learned what works for me to shoot consistently good average bags and hope to pass on these ideas to you.


My passion for and interest in the woodpigeon started at an early age and my earliest memories were of when, aged about 10, I was fascinated to watch as a group fed on the robinia flowers late on June evenings outside my bedroom window when I was supposed to be asleep. Each bird would ponderously but carefully sidestep along a branch and either stretch up or twist down to reach the hanging racemes of white flowers.


However, the next experience awoke the heart of the hunter in me as, when walking in the woods, I met a man standing silently with a gun, hiding in the thorn bushes near a prominent ash tree on the woodland edge. There were half a dozen dead pigeons at his feet and I could see an old wooden decoy out on the grass field. He was a typical countryman of the past who went out occasionally to pot a few pigeons for a pie. Cartridges were saved for shots at birds sitting in a tree and this dear old man was pleased with the morning’s bag. I, too, could see the excitement of fooling a wild bird to come as you waited to get a shot and hopefully have a few birds with which to arrive home triumphant.


The next big step coincided with me reading avidly any pigeon shooting articles in the Farmers Weekly magazine which I shared with a school friend, a farmer’s son from Yorkshire. There were black and white photographs of a man in a pigeon hide in Hampshire and stories of him shooting bags of pigeons I had never dreamed of. This man, Major Archie Coats, was to become my hero and later my guru and friend – but more of him later.


One afternoon, while playing cricket at school on a ground surrounded by fields and woods, I heard the odd shot or double shot being fired from a group of trees in a hedgerow a few hundred yards away. Not being a bowler, afternoons spent fielding seemed rather monotonous to a teenage boy wanting more action than the occasional run to the boundary or walk across the pitch at the change of an over. So, at the end of the game, I crept along the hedge to where I had heard the shots. I came up behind a man peering out of his hide watching for the occasional pigeon to fly past and swoop down to his decoys set up on a patch of laid wheat. He was very patient, not only for a shot but with me endlessly asking questions. Every now and then a bird would come into view below the canopy of the overhanging trees which hid and shaded us. It swung round to approach the decoys and he would take a shot – usually successfully adding the bird to the bag and leaving a puff of silver feathers hanging in the air. Though I had never fired a shotgun I was hooked.


Despite a late start in shooting compared with some people, I had always harboured a fanatical enthusiasm for any form of human skill with a projectile. When 6 or 7, I spent hours alone on a beach each summer learning to throw stones accurately. Later I honed my skills with a home-made bow and arrow or catapult and even throwing knives. All had the advantage of being silent and all led to the demise of some creature with fur or feather. I am, not, of course, suggesting this as a way in today’s world of learning the art of fieldcraft or hunting skills. In those days activities like collecting birds’ eggs were encouraged for boys growing up in the countryside as being healthy pursuits which led to an interest in Nature. We were not at risk of contravening any EU law and learned to use discretion and create our own codes of practice to ensure that species did not just survive, but thrived. So I do not apologise for what now is illegal but then encouraged many of our leading conservationists of my generation, whose understanding of the natural world was learned on the ground and did not need a university degree to see the proverbial wood from the trees.


When I was 12 or 13, my father taught me to shoot safely with an air rifle, a .22 BSA Cadet. This, with open sights, meant I could control sparrows or rats in the next-door farmyard, as well as the odd unlucky woodpigeon. When I was 17 father borrowed a single-barrelled .410 which lit the blue touch paper of my shooting career. I learned to stalk pigeons sitting in trees, along a hedgerow, or coming to roost in a little wood. In winter it was easy for them to see me and in summer the leaf cover made it difficult for me to see them. However I learned many important lessons of fieldcraft and a lifelong respect for this wily bird. The thrill developed as I acquired the skill to shoot flying birds with the little .410, but cartridges were expensive so I was a quick learner as I could not afford to miss too often.


One evening I waited with my father for pigeons to flight over the corner of our orchard on their way home to big woods some miles away. I had heard of the lead one needs to give a high-flying bird and felt I had overdone it as I swung the gun what appeared to be eight or ten feet in front and fired. A little pop and for a moment the world stood still before the bird lurched in the sky and planed down, to be retrieved away back in the meadow behind the church. I still carry that mental picture of the lead I gave that bird and the surprise that it worked – but it has worked on many high pigeons since, with any calibre of shotgun.


Today, youngsters and those taking up shooting can easily visit their local shooting school where trained instructors can arrange for any pigeon of the clay variety to simulate every target to be encountered in the field. This is definitely the way to learn to shoot, but did not seem to be an option when I was young. So I taught myself via the chain of boyhood skills described through air rifle, .410 and finally 12 bore.


Soon after I was married, in my early twenties, my father-in-law felt he would like to experience the sport of my passions. He booked a lesson at the West London Shooting School and invited me to come along. I had never seen or fired at a clay, but what a revelation. Our instructor was the legendary Percy Stanbury. I did not know of him then but he had won virtually every clay competition in every discipline in his day. When instructing he never fired a shot, but his demonstration of gun handling, footwork and balance transformed shooting from an action to an art as I watched. Like a ballet dancer he would pirouette from side to side as he moved so lightly on his feet and the gun itself was just an extension of the swing that emanated from the ground through knees, hips, shoulders to the tip of his barrel – a lesson for life.


At this time I heard from one of the instructors at the West London Shooting School that Archie Coats took people out for a day for a fee. This was the excuse I was looking for to make contact with the great man and, after some difficulty finding his address, I wrote to him telling of my enthusiasm as a young but fairly inexperienced pigeon shot. I received a reply scrawled on a postcard in near illegible writing. However I eventually deciphered the content, which kindly suggested I come on a certain day in June and, in true military fashion, he gave me a six-figure map reference of the house and instructions that I should be there for breakfast at 0800 hours. In excited anticipation I did not sleep much the night before but was punctual and both Archie and his wife, Prue, welcomed me warmly and after one of Prue’s great breakfasts we set off for a day on a field of seed grass on the nearby estate.
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Archie Coats in Action


 








It was a square field with woods on two sides and Archie set me up in a hide under the trees on the western edge with fifteen dead birds as decoys. Pigeons soon appeared and some decoyed well. After an hour or so Archie’s Land Rover drew into the gateway opposite, having been on a reconnaissance of other fields nearby. He watched me shoot a few birds before driving over to ask if all was well. He had been pleased to see me kill the birds he had watched but asked why I had not shot at the birds passing over me along the tree line. I said that I had not seen them to which he replied, rather critically, that I should keep my eyes open. He then went and set up under the trees on the other side of the field at right angles to my left. He shot virtually everything that came, except he did not seem to shoot at the birds flying overhead. After two hours he came over and suggested that as I was still not shooting at the birds over my head we should swap places. Obviously they were out of sight above the leaf canopy and I could not be cheeky enough to suggest that he, too, had failed to shoot at the equivalent birds passing over him.


The day continued with us each having an even amount of sport. Still neither of us took the birds above us but eventually he accepted that neither of us could see these birds to shoot them. Nevertheless, we picked about ninety pigeons from each hide and then came the moment at the end of what had been my best day ever, to ask how much I owed. As an impecunious art student at the time I realised I should have enquired earlier. The Major, as he was known to most, just smiled and told me to help myself to his cartridges to refill my bag and said it was good to have someone who could shoot straight. He would not accept any payment and said he hoped I would come and help again. So began our great friendship and I often skived off from art school for a day to join him. He and Prue became like second parents and I loved them dearly. Visits to Towerhill in Dummer near Basingstoke were very special and I learned so much about the job of pigeon decoying and to ‘think like a pigeon’ – his great mantra. There were good days and bad, known as ‘Major disasters’, but all were enjoyable and had a lesson for me, his disciple. I was slow to understand from school the greatest lesson of all, which is that education is only the beginning and preparation for life, to ‘learn to learn’ – so, forty years later, every day in the field has some little lesson to build on those wonderful early experiences with Archie Coats


Whilst not wanting to bore you with my early experiences of the countryside, the woodpigeon and shooting, the fact is that I have developed an immense respect for my quarry, whatever bird or animal that may be. Throughout history this is a key element and a common factor of all the greatest shots and hunters, from the Stone Age hunter gatherers who celebrated their quarry in cave paintings, to African tribesmen, Aborigines, elephant hunters, the most skilled fishermen, rabbit or mole catchers. Every creature captured, whether for food, sport or control, has its own story. To me the woodpigeon is the ultimate species I have experienced to challenge the hunter by its sharpness of vision, speed of reaction, variety of flight, life history and subtle beauty. This is my book to celebrate such a special bird and the sport it can produce. Though the pigeon is such a problem to agriculture we can definitely help the farmer and derive great pleasure and satisfaction in doing so.
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Good advice from Archie Coats ‘learn to …’








I now want to introduce the concept of ‘you’. I am writing this text as if in a letter, not to all but to the individual ‘you’. We will be going pigeon shooting together in some chapters. We will be discussing the merits or otherwise of various items of kit and equipment. However, I have no role in selling anything to anyone, except the concept that maybe my enthusiasm and lifelong experience could help you in whatever capacity you shoot and importantly, learn to learn, as every day has a new lesson while trying to outwit the wily woodpigeon.


The inspiration for this book came from Jeffrey Olstead who, on behalf of the BASC, invited me to write a small instructional book for people interested in taking up the sport. In principle that seemed a good idea, but it sounded rather formal and like a guide or textbook. That did not suit my more personal and informal style of writing, which made me hesitate in immediately accepting the challenge. The other fact was that I felt the pigeon such an exciting, interesting and sporting bird that maybe my wider thoughts and experiences over the past fifty years could be more helpful if produced in line with my two previous books, Will’s Shoot (1993) which became Will’s Shoot Revisited (2005) and Will’s Shooting Ways (2009). Andrew Johnston of Quiller Press, who published the last two of these, was very positive in his support and agreement as indeed was Jeffrey Olstead. I hope therefore that this book will be both instructional and an interesting read for all, whether BASC members or not (although, if not, then I strongly recommend joining). The result will, I hope, bring you great satisfaction and sport, as well as providing relief to the farmer over whose land you are successfully protecting crops. So here’s wishing you good shooting and safe shooting.
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Man and boy – the enthusiastic team with a lot of good pigeon shooting memories to share. (Rupert Watts)

























CHAPTER 1


THE PIGEON FAMILY
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The woodpigeon (Columba palumbus)


So let us look in detail at the woodpigeon in the hand. We all know how to identify it but it is more than a mid-sized grey bird with white neck ring and wing bars. It is 15in long with a wingspan of 26in. The wings are long enough to create speed when necessary but broad enough to enable agility in the air in combination with its tail length, which can fan broadly as an airbrake yet is streamlined in general flight. It has a broad chest for its size to carry large pectoral muscles either side of its deep breastbone, so it is a strong-flying bird. These basic anatomical details explain why it can fly a long distance with ease and can use the wind to fly at great speed under control. This is important for survival when threatened by avian predators such as the peregrine or sparrowhawk, though inevitably some succumb. Its agility enables easy flight within woodland which, after all, gives the bird its name. For us pigeon shooters it therefore has the ability to produce every shot in the book as a challenging and sporting quarry.


You do not need to be an artist to appreciate the beauty of the bird from head to tail; its subtleties are there to be enjoyed by all. The head is comparatively small for a bird of its size, a mid blue-grey all over, with bright yellow eyes with small elliptical, not round, black pupils. The beak is of medium length, pinky mauve at the tip, giving way to yellow-orange and with white fleshy lumps at the base, which cover the nostrils. The bill is functional, with a down-curved sharp tip to the upper mandible and converse curved tip of the lower. A perfect tool for feeding on a large range of natural food it can pick up easily or extract from pod or ear, or with equal ease pick or tear vegetation into bite-size pieces. Just look at the variety of food in a pigeon’s crop over the year and it is obvious that it not only survives but gastronomically thrives in all but the harshest winter conditions. But more of seasonal food later.
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Coo-cooo-coo, coo-coo








The neck is perhaps of average length for a bird of this size but with an obvious crescent of white feathers either side, which show up at a great distance not just to man but to fellow flock mates. This white neck ring sends spontaneous messages. A steady bobbing of the head of feeding pigeons encourages others to join the party. But if the birds become suspicious they immediately lift their heads, exaggerating the neck band, and hold them still as a warning. This is easily interpreted by others as a sign to be wary but not necessarily alarmed. The neck band is probably also important in the courtship display when the male bobs and bows his head, an action which will alternately reduce and expand the visible white ring.


On the upper side of the white neck band is a beautiful iridescent viridian green, while below, in sunlight, there is the shimmer of pinky-purple. The back of the upper body is of darker mid-grey (which, in young birds, is more of a brown). The same grey extends to the secondary feathers where, across the mid wing, is what ornithologists call a transverse white band. Outside that are long dark, grey-to-black primary feathers. The white wing bars are definitely the visual alarm signal as, with fast wingbeats, the bird makes a rapid retreat. Equally, when approaching a flock of feeding birds, the slower wingbeats or gliding flight shows the wing bars, indicating to others following that all is well to land and join in the feast.


The rump of the bird is a light silvery blue-grey, contrasting with the darker grey above. This then fades as it becomes part of the outer tail feathers, which have a similarly light inner grey ring when fanned.


The breast and underpart of the woodpigeon is beautifully subtle as the upper breast to the neck ring is grey-purple that merges to become a lighter plumage of a soft pink coral mauve. This, like a soft watercolour wash, gives way to light silver-grey feathers which extend down under the tail. Short, strong, pink-purple legs and feet with black toe nails are distinctive. The underwing is a light blue-grey that matches the rump.


In all, the woodpigeon is a bird of great beauty, from the most subtle colours of the breast plumage to the strong, almost heraldic black, white and silver of the upper wings and body. Beautiful too is the black and gold eye set in its proud but avaricious head. If this were a rare bird it would be described and acknowledged as a very beautiful species. Another interesting observation is that, when seen at close range, feeding on a lawn or in a park, the grey head and back of the bird seem to light up with a form of bloom as of the finest of velvet.


As an artist I perhaps paint a prettier picture in my description of the woodpigeon than would my farmer friends, who just use one word ‘blue’ with pigeons on a field. However, that description is enough to get us pigeon shooters excited!


So, can we confuse the woodpigeon with any other bird in the field? With experience, no, but there are six other species of pigeon you may encounter. However, while some are similar amongst themselves, they differ considerably from the ‘woody’.


The stock dove (Columba oenas)


The stock dove is a charming little dove, smaller than the woodpigeon. It is basically dark grey all over except for darker wing tips and the end of its tail. Close up it has a brilliant iridescent green neck. However, the key identifying features are the smaller size than the woodpigeon and the lack of white wing or neck markings. It used to be shot but this changed in 1981 when the Wildlife and Countryside Act gave it protection. Prior to that, the ‘stocky’ or ‘blue-rock’ as it was often known, was a frequent visitor to the same fields as woodpigeons. They were never shot in the same numbers as the woody and actually did little damage to farmers’ crops. Their numbers stay buoyant and they are common in woodland, where they nest in holes. They make a distinctive if rather monotonous cooing – ‘Ooo-ooo’ – with the timing of a purring cat. So when out decoying pigeons, look out for this smaller slate-grey bird with no white wing bar or neck ring. The stock dove may arrive singly or in pairs, rarely in groups and never in flocks, but this dainty flying bird will come to your woodpigeon decoys and is the species most easily misidentified as it arrives and hovers over your pattern – but do not shoot this protected bird.





The feral pigeon (Columba livia)


This bird is a descendant of the true rock pigeon and its Latin name is the same. It was probably originally domesticated as the bird of medieval dovecotes, where it was managed to produce tasty meat. From that domesticated state it was a short step to it becoming a common town bird to the point of being a tourist attraction in Trafalgar Square. There, little bags of corn were sold for people to hand-feed these birds of many mongrel colours. More recently, as numbers increased in inner cities, it has been perceived as a disease-carrying pest rather than a tourist attraction. Ferals can vary from dark to light grey with white patches anywhere on their bodies.


This bird is not protected and, as with the woodpigeon, can be shot with permission of the landowner or farmer under the terms of general licences (see Appendix 1), and farmers with fields adjacent to towns are often keen to see them controlled as they eat seed crops. However, in such a situation be careful not to shoot a stock dove by mistake, as these can look very similar to a grey feral.


Racing pigeon and ornamentals


It is important when out shooting not to shoot racing pigeons, which will be seen flying fast in tight groups. These are birds with a purpose, to get home as fast as their wings will carry them as they navigate with amazing accuracy over many miles to their home lofts.


We should also avoid shooting birds that arrive in a group and include pure white and other selected colours – they are probably from someone’s garden dovecote. These ornamental doves are more difficult to identify and, while they can be classed as feral if not around their home, it is diplomatic not to shoot them.


The rock pigeon (Columba livia)


This protected species is rarely found except around the coast of Scotland or the outer isles and in these locations there are very few woodpigeons, so misidentification is not an issue.


The rock pigeon is the same size as its descendent, the feral, with which it shares the same Latin name. However, it is paler grey on the back and upper wings, which have two conspicuous black wing bars. The rock pigeon has pale under-wings and a white rump. It is interesting to observe a group of ferals in a town park and see how many have the original coloration characteristics of their forebear, the rock pigeon. In years gone by some sportsmen enjoyed shooting them from a boat as they were disturbed from their coastal caves. This would have been very challenging, as to shoot a bird which could fly very fast, while the Gun was bobbing about in a small boat on the ocean, would require considerable skill. However it is a charming bird and not common except in the rocky coastal habitat, so it was worthy of protection.


The turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur)


The fifth species that could be seen is the turtle dove. This small, slim, brown dove used to be common in the agricultural landscape of Britain but is becoming increasingly rare. I always feel its distinctive ‘churring’ is a real sign that summer has arrived, as it is not heard until May. The turtle dove migrates north from wintering south of the Sahara in Africa. It is a charming little bird with a flittering flight and appears to be slim, with pointed wings and tail. This bird is definitely protected and a sighting is to be cherished as its population has crashed in recent years.


The collared dove (Streptopelia decaocto)


The sixth species is the collared dove. This bird was never around in my youth, but colonised Britain in a remarkably short period in the 1970s and 80s and is now found from Lands End literally to John O’Groats. It is a light buff-brown dove with distinctive black neck ring and wing tips. In shape like a turtle dove, it is larger and easily identified by its size and lightness of colour. It can legally be shot and, although it is more common around farmyards, it does venture out into open fields. Since farmers have had to protect corn effectively in their barns from pests the population of these opportunistic birds has declined.




 





So, to summarise, those species that can be shot are the woodpigeon, feral and collared dove. Those definitely protected are the stock dove, rock pigeon and turtle dove. Those to be avoided are the racing pigeon and tame garden dovecote pigeon. Like any good wildfowler, ensure you know your quarry species.



















CHAPTER 2


BACKGROUND INFORMATION
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What’s in a name?


The woodpigeon is also known as a ‘ringdove’, in Scotland as the ‘cushat’, ‘cushy-doo’ or just ‘doo’, whilst in Wales it is the ‘quist’ or ‘queest’. For many it is just affectionately called a ‘woodie’.


Interestingly, different authors have written the bird’s name in a variety of ways. Dr Murton, in his authoritative New Naturalist book The Wood-pigeon, hyphenates the two words, as does the Oxford dictionary. Colin Willock, in his 1995 work The Book of the Wood Pigeon (which I illustrated), split the name into two separate words. Ornithologically, the comprehensive Collins Bird Guide spells it as one word ‘woodpigeon’.


Pedantic it may be, but fascinating as, over the years, a number of books on pigeon shooting have been published. I have collected every one and they have chosen to refer to Columba palumbus as follows:














	Wood-pigeon

	Oxford dictionary, Murton, Brander, Arnold and Johnson


 






	Wood Pigeon


 

	Willock and Coats






	Woodpigeon

	Collins, Theobald, Baker, Batley, Coles, Humphreys, Gray and Hall


















So there are eminent authorities in each of the three camps. I respect everyone’s view but personally will go with the majority, i.e. ‘woodpigeon’ as one word. At least all agree with the Latin name Columba palumbus and for most of us the ‘woodie’ will do. Also, in this book, when the reference is just to a ‘pigeon’, you can assume it is the bird of the woods, the woodpigeon.





History


The woodpigeon is now the most serious avian agricultural pest, but was it always a threat to crops? The answer is probably not before the eighteenth century. However, let us step back in time to find references to the woodpigeon. Certainly the dove, in different forms, has been an important bird for food and sacrifice. Egyptian tombs depict doves and the Bible has many references to them, the most obvious being the lovely story of the bird returning to Noah on his ark carrying an olive branch in its bill. This, we know, signified that the bird had found land within flying distance and thus has became a symbol of hope, now extended to the hope of peace in conflicts throughout the world. However, to me, the interesting question is why was it carrying an olive branch? The answer is that it was bringing it back as nesting material and that the land found would produce food for rearing a brood. That instinctive act by the bird certainly indicated hope for its species as well as kindling Noah’s optimism for the future of Mankind and all his animals.


For thousands of years it is likely that doves in one form or another have been an important food source whether hunted, caught in traps or kept in forms of dovecote.


The woodpigeon as a species would have existed for many thousands of years, ebbing and flowing north or south depending on Ice Ages. So the bird we know today would not have colonised Britain until after the last Ice Age 10,000 years ago and would have followed the trees as the original forest moved north. Those birds would have been true ‘wood’ pigeon, not only roosting and nesting in trees but surviving almost entirely on woodland food. There would be leaf buds in spring and summer, fruit and nuts in autumn and through to the winter, when ivy berries would become an important addition to the winter and spring diet as they are today.


Obviously pigeons could not feed on crops until man evolved from hunter gatherers to agriculturalists who cleared areas of forest in order to grow crops. The woodpigeon population would have been low, similar I suspect to areas of Britain today where there is forestry surrounded by moorland or heath.


The first written references to the bird in relation to its opportunist habit of raiding crops are not found until the eighteenth century. This coincided with the change from the open field and common grazing, little altered since medieval times, to the enclosing of fields and introduction of root crops as winter cattle feed, which revolutionised the production of grain and meat. There are references to pigeon flocks feeding on these turnip tops in the winter, and later, with the advent of clover into the agricultural system, pigeons had a staple form of winter food. This would have enabled the population to increase rapidly as winter losses were reduced.


No doubt this started in particular areas of Britain and expanded with the spread of new agricultural practices. This pattern developed over about two centuries, with agricultural rotations and innovations as horses gave way to mechanical power in the twentieth century. Agriculture was a highly labour-intensive activity with most of those living in the country working on farms of small fields and mixed farming. It is probable that the woodpigeon population grew slowly in line with agricultural productivity and the controlling factor was winter food that was weather related. However, the situation changed with the introduction of winter oilseed rape as a break crop in the 1970s over the major arable region of Britain. With the vast acreage now grown from the South Coast to as far north as Invernesshire in Scotland, the pigeon has a nutritious and widely available food source in all but the harshest winter conditions, when it is covered by deep snow. It has been shown that pigeons do not just survive but thrive on winter rape leaves and come out of the winter in excellent condition without loss of weight. As a result, severe winters are no longer the controlling factor and the woodpigeon population is as high now as it has probably ever been. This has been further aided by predominantly milder winters over the past twenty or thirty years, in spite of shooting pressure being greater than ever.


Shooting as a method of control


Increased food production and a burgeoning woodpigeon population have led to a greater need for crop protection and an increase in the number of people interested in shooting them. Sporting writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while talking of large bags of game or wildfowl, rarely mentioned woodpigeon in their game diaries, let alone actually setting out to shoot them. Therefore we can assume that there were not great numbers at that time and pigeons that did threaten crops were chased off by men and boys with bird-scaring rattles. The twentieth century, however, was different, and there are many reports of keepers or sportsmen focusing on shooting the bird for crop protection and sport.


Since the 1950s Major Archie Coats, operating mainly in Hampshire and Berkshire, was possibly the first professional pigeon shooter. He later became my guide and guru but more of that in later chapters. His book Pigeon Shooting, published in 1963, became a classic and an inspiration to many who have become enthusiastic pigeon shooters over the years.


The fact was that, in the twentieth century, the woodpigeon population had become a serious threat to food production. This was recognised officially and addressed by post-war politicians when food was in short supply and rationed. Following a report by the Ministry of Agriculture’s scientist, M.K. Colquhoun, the Ministry introduced a scheme whereby approved pigeon shots were supplied with half-price cartridges. This was an addition to the subsidy on cartridges for shooting rabbits, another species in great numbers destroying crops before the introduction of myxomatosis. The resulting scheme was the formation of rabbit clearance societies (RCSs). These were set up all over Britain where rabbits and pigeons were a problem. Of course the cheap cartridge scheme was, at times, abused but it was at least recognition at government level of the bird as a serious agricultural pest and shooting as an effective method of control. The RCSs died a death as funds dried up but the principle has remained and is the reason why the woodpigeon can be shot throughout the year under general licences.


General licences


These general licences are discussed in detail in Appendix 1, but in brief the position is this. The woodpigeon was one of a number of pest species that could be shot throughout the year as a provision of the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act. All good common sense, so far. However, in 1990 the interfering bureaucrats in Brussels decreed that Britain was not complying with the terms of the 1979 Birds Directive, which stipulated that no birds could be shot during the breeding season. This was perhaps sensible in the European countries where pigeons were in modest numbers and did not threaten crops, but the UK has a high pigeon population and so both the National Farmers Union (NFU), the agricultural voice and the BASC, the voice of shooting, lobbied hard for a compromise that, in Britain, we could shoot pigeons throughout the year to protect crops from woodpigeon damage. The campaign was successful and, under an EU derogation, the UK administration can issue general licences that are renewed annually and sanctioned by Brussels.


Though a sensible compromise in my view, it is still subject to an annual review and this has the frailty of becoming more political and less practical in the eyes of those responsible for reviewing the licence. Maybe I am becoming over-cynical as I spend many thinking hours in a pigeon hide protecting summer crops.


BASC Woodpigeon Working Group


It became clear that, if the licence was ever to become a contentious issue, then good statistics should be to hand. In 1992 the BASC began a successful programme of research in co-operation with The Game Conservancy (now Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust), NFU and MAFF (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, now Defra). Also included in the group were pigeon shooting representatives from each area of Britain, of which I was the East Anglian member. The result of this study was based on facts emanating from questionnaires sent to all BASC members (111,000 at that time). Many good statistics were the positive result and the BASC is still very active in monitoring woodpigeon shooting and helping members to protect crops and enjoy the sport while doing so.


Effectiveness of shooting as a method of control


Shooting is recognised by Defra as the most effective form of controlling woodpigeons feeding on agricultural crops. This is obvious as pigeons shot do not come back to eat more crops, nor do they breed. Farmers have an arsenal of deterrents including gas guns, rope bangers, kites, polythene flags or regularly having staff on patrols firing shots to disturb feeding birds. There are now devices which broadcast calls of birds of prey. All these forms of deterrent have one thing in common – they do not kill the birds, they just, at best, move them. What is worse is that these methods encourage them to flock up and so make it more difficult for the pigeon shooter to get the opportunity to shoot numbers of them as, if a flock comes into the decoys, the maximum number killed can only relate to the number of shots fired. For one man with a double-barrelled gun, that is two. The result is two dead at best and maybe a hundred frightened off to another field to continue damaging crops.


However it is the birds’ habit to flock in winter and so it is not until the late spring that these flocks break up and birds fly in ones, twos or small parties to feed. It is therefore not surprising that around 80% of the total bag of pigeons are shot on crops from March to November. These are exactly the months proposed as a closed season if the general licence was ever revoked. Therefore only 20% would be shot in the open season in winter and the only successful method of control would be severely reduced in Britain.


So how many are shot, you may well ask? A simple question, but with no easy answer, as figures suggested vary so greatly that the exact figure could never be known. But if I had to guess I would suggest between four and six million. However, what is more certain is that the population is increasing according to two sources of independent figures, the British Trust of Ornithology (BTO) who run The Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) and the RSPB winter garden bird count.


The sceptic may then say that, if these statistics show the woodpigeon population to be increasing, then shooting is not a successful control of the bird’s population. However I would argue that this is not true. The total number of birds shot represents a significant percentage of the population, which is being contained successfully by shooting. Every area of Britain where pigeons are found is being shot by someone. The number of enthusiastic pigeon shooters is growing and over most of the country there is not a field where pigeons are feeding that will not be shot within a day or two. That will reduce a percentage of birds feeding on the field. As those surviving birds go on to feed on another field another percentage will be shot and so on. Over a year, a group of pigeon shooters in an area will have a definite effect and shooting birds before the breeding season will contain the autumn population.


Ethics of summer shooting


This raises the question of shooting pigeons during their breeding season. Actually, as eggs are laid and young fledge in every month of the year, one could ask when is not their breeding season? Obviously, in summer, a bird shot is more likely to have a nest and none of us would like to think of the squabs being deprived of food. However there are two good reasons why it is not such a problem. First, the emotional concern is eased by the fact that only one bird of the pair flies out to feed at a time, while the other remains to brood or protect the nest from predators. Therefore the young may not be orphaned. Second, the reason why general licences are in place is to prevent crop damage. The farmer sees pigeons on his fields as he views rats in his barn – a problem. He would not be pleased if, when he called a pest officer to poison his rats and mice, the man said he would not come now because they might be suckling young!


However, summer shooting is a sensitive subject and must be a personal decision, though do not be too surprised if you find someone else shooting on the farm later in the year if you declined to go on the farmer’s peas or laid wheat when he phoned you in June or July. Personally I love and admire the woodpigeon as a bird and as a sporting quarry. However, I do respect the farmer’s attitude and it is his crop and livelihood that are threatened and, in the bigger picture, he is producing the food on which an ever-growing population is dependent. It would be a frail argument to a Third World country who might want our surplus to feed their starving millions if our government official had to report ‘Sorry, no surplus this year as the pigeons ate it while pigeon shooters gave the birds time to breed’. This may be an extreme example to make a point, but who knows? The fact is that pigeons do eat a serious tonnage of corn despite being shot throughout the summer. The other fact is that the pigeon population is not declining but growing, so if one parent is shot it is likely that the other parent successfully rears the one or two squabs in the nest. So, maybe we are being over-emotional; Nature is more than holding her own.


If, however, there comes a time in the future when, for whatever reason, the pigeon population seriously declines, then there would be a reason to reconsider both on a personal level and a national conservation level. But while suitable nesting habitat is increasing and agricultural cropping produces abundant food for the birds throughout the year, that situation is unlikely (though there is always the possibility that Nature herself might intervene when the population becomes too high and reduce it with an avian disease).





OEBPS/a004_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781846891809_cover_epub.jpg
)

Secrets of
consistent success






OEBPS/a014_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a013_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a016_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a011_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/p003_online.jpg
Will’s
PIGEON
SHOOTING

Secrets of
consistent success

Yo

WILL GARFIT

Foreword by John Swift

QO

Quiller






