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  INTRODUCTION




  EVERYBODY WHO HAS seen me shoot and fish knows how slight is the relationship between my enthusiasm for writing about country sports, and my ability to

  practise them. My role in life is to serve as standard-bearer and chief shop steward for sporting duffers. But the longer I go on conrtributing literary squibs about shooting and fishing, the more

  people who don’t know me delude themselves that someone who expends so many words upon describing the pleasures of the countryside must know his stuff about them.




  Not so, I fear, not so. You are reading the work of a man at times shaky about which tree is an ash and which an elm (presumably the dead one), who is still obliged to reach for Collins Guide

  to British Birds in order to tell one corvid from another. I fish – well, a bit better than I used to, because I get a fair amount of practice. But my casting in a wind can crack the

  stoniest Scots ghillie into mirth. My shooting is erratic. I have grown accustomed to the sardonic grins of new acquaintances who find themselves on the next peg to me, and who delight in observing

  how badly the game dealers are doing out of me, compared with the cartridge manufacturers.




  The only sporting achievement I will boast freely about took place on a Saturday night last August, when I arrived back in London from Scotland, en route to a dawn flight for Italy. I had

  twenty-four grouse in my hand baggage. I suddenly realized that nowhere would I find anybody to dress them in London on a Saturday night, but I was damned if I was going to bin

  them. I sat down in my flat and plucked those birds out of sheer obstinacy. The job took four hours, and by the end there wasn’t a room in the place without feathers in it. But every time a

  pink grouse touched my plate at home last winter I reminded myself that the ordeal had been worth it.




  My claim upon the attention of readers, rural or otherwise, must rest upon my devotion to country pursuits, rather than my effectiveness with rod and gun. We won’t even mention

  fox-hunting, nor tell the story of the day I caused a horse to fall down backwards. Hence the title of this collection. Aficionados of sporting literature will know that Scattered Shots is

  already to be found in some country libraries. It is a minor classic, indeed, written by one Major Jarvis, a governor of Sinai between the wars. Dear old Major Jarvis – who affected an ear

  trumpet, as would so many shooting people today if they were honest men – wrote with wit and affection about his sporting experiences at home and abroad. I feel he has now been sufficient

  years in his grave, and his book long enough out of print, to allow me to borrow his title. It offers an appropriate image of my own experiences.




  Over the past twenty years, the fortunes of field sports in Britain have fluctuated. Shooting has expanded greatly, with more and more people eager to use a gun, and almost every acre of many

  counties ‘in hand’ for sporting purposes. There are more and more shooting enthusiasts every year. The disadvantage, however, is that the image of sport suffers from the adoption of

  driven-game shooting in places which are quite unsuitable for showing sporting birds, and from excess by some rich men.




  I have to be honest here, and plead guilty to a measure of hypocrisy, because I take part in some big shoots. How many is ‘too many’? Everybody’s personal

  answer tends to be: a few more than one shoots oneself. But the image of shooting which the public thus embraces, of overweight aspiring toffs deposited by Range Rover at pegs where they stand with

  a flunkey or two and demolish hundreds of living creatures without risk or exertion, is ugly. It could undo game shooting in Britain in our lifetimes. Speaking personally, cross my heart, I would

  enjoy a lot of the days to which I am invited just as much if we shot half the number of birds. I do not think it is hair-splitting to add that, while it seems perfectly reasonable to use flags and

  flankers to turn birds, at some shoots it is depressing to see flaggers standing between cover and guns, to persuade the wretched birds to rise to a height at which they may safely, never mind

  sportingly, be shot.




  In recent years, fishermen have seen hostility to their sport grow among ‘animal rights’ enthusiasts. But far more alarming has been the decline in wild sport: falling salmon catches

  all over the British Isles. The chief culprit, evidence overwhelmingly suggests, is netting at sea. It seems remarkable that successive British governments dally with restrictions upon rod and line

  fishing, while declining to act against industrial and drift-net fishing, which inflict far greater environmental damage. Here at home, the tragedy is compounded by man-made follies: forestry and

  fish-farming. The evidence is plain, that hill drainage and acidification caused by subsidized softwood planting have inflicted awful damage on Scottish fishing. Likewise, the pollution generated

  by inshore salmon farms has had a fearful impact. No minister seems willing to confront these issues, because jobs and votes are thought to be at stake in Scotland, where local politics are anyway

  explosive. Inshore fish-farms are now proven to create breeding grounds for disease. They strip the seabed of natural life. The disaster is compounded on the margin by the

  unchecked proliferation of seals, and the protection granted to cormorants and other winged predators. The hapless salmon has become a victim of the public’s arbitrary support for certain

  species as against others. Fish command none of the popular enthusiasm generated by furry and winged creatures. The beauty of a spring salmon possesses no magic for members of the RSPB – or

  for most politicians. The problem for Scottish salmon is that their interests are thought to be merely those of rich anglers who can afford to fish for them, with whom the mood of the times is out

  of sympathy. There is a visceral belief that a sport which people pay thousands of pounds to enjoy can scarcely march with the public interest – certainly not with the Scottish public

  interest, when so many salmon anglers are English. Michael Wigan, himself a landowner on a Scottish river-bank, has written bitterly about ‘the popular demonology of the landowner as a

  selfish pleasure seeker ... It has become almost inconceivable for any figure in the public domain to come out in support of sporting use.’




  Scotland has been the happy hunting ground of so many of us for so long that it is tragic to behold the battles which now beset the Highlands. No Englishman loves Scotland more than I do, nor is

  more grieved by what is happening up there. But it seems essential to admit the existence of a problem in order to have any hope of addressing it. In the summer of 1996, I suggested that the

  English should face the fact that we and our sporting enthusiasms have become seriously unpopular in Scotland. When my article appeared in the Field there was uproar. Some old friends

  expressed either passionate disbelief in my argument or anger that I had raised a spectre which should have been kept under wraps. The Scottish newspapers, which widely reported what I wrote, wilfully misrepresented it as an attack on ‘whinging Scots’.




  In truth, I was seeking simply to focus attention on a reality that seemed inescapable: however doubtful the economic and political reasoning behind it, impatience with English rule and English

  land ownership in Scotland has been growing steadily and is approaching boiling point. Friends who said crossly to me, ‘Our keepers/our ghillies have always adored

  us,’ were missing the point about the mood in many Highland communities, granted that sentiment varies widely from area to area. The wipe-out of the Conservatives in Scotland at the 1997

  election, which I won a few bets by anticipating, seemed merely to confirm a trend which has profound implications for sport in this island. Resentment of private management of our great

  wildernesses, allied to ignorance of nature and agricultural economics, a touch of the politics of envy and nationalism, together with campaigning by environmental groups who should know better,

  cast a long shadow over field sports in the Highlands. Many of us enjoy Scotland as much as ever. But political radicalism poses a threat to the great heritage of Scottish field sports, whose full

  impact has yet to be felt.




  The fox-hunters are basking in a reprieve from the immediate threat of legislation, following the failure of the Foster bill in the spring of 1998. Yet we must never blind ourselves to the

  strength of hostile opinion on this issue. Those of us who merely get on with enjoying our own lives, and feel no interest in crusading to interfere with other people’s, are bemused by the

  obsession of those who oppose fox-hunting. What kind of country are we, in which MPs can work themselves into a fever and devote so much time and energy to preserving an animal pest, when there is

  so much to be done to improve the lot of mankind? If parliament generated half as much passion in debating the welfare of, say, children in care, some MPs’ priorities

  might seem saner. We were all heartened by the turnout and the dignity of the Countryside March in March 1998. It was important. It made a difference. It impressed, even alarmed, Labour ministers.

  But we shall need to do it again, with more people. We can never afford to forget how great is the weight of public sentiment in Britain today against field sports in general, and fox-hunting in

  particular. Some hunts continue to behave with remarkable insensitivity, given the climate of public opinion. Sensible fox-hunters recognize that they are walking on eggshells, especially now that

  almost all the hereditary peers in the House of Lords are losing their voting rights.




  We have become, in a host of ways, a people moved by sentiment rather than rationality. Our emotional lurches are fed by politicians and the media. We shall be a poorer and greyer society if

  fox-hunting is abolished. It is encouraging that some senior Labour ministers, such as Jack Straw, oppose legislation not because they care for hunting, but because they recognize the threat to

  personal liberty which a ban would represent. What would it say about the sort of society we are, if parliament sets about abolishing every minority activity with which some people are out of

  sympathy? Yet we face a hard struggle to preserve fox-hunting. Fox-hunters sometimes accuse their opponents of being prompted by ignorance of the issues. They suggest that if the critics knew more

  about the reality of hunting, they would change their view. This is true of some ‘antis’. But it is almost impossible for the supporters of field sports to conduct an argument with

  those – a growing number – who simply think that it is wrong for humans to gain pleasure from the pursuit of wild creatures. The chasm between their view of the hierarchy of natural

  behaviour and ours is too wide to bridge. It is the misfortune of fox-hunting to be, by its nature, the most conspicuous country sport. The images that conjure up a great

  historic, rural pageant for its admirers seem to its opponents the essence of cruelty.




  But courage, tries braves! Amid all the fears about troubles ahead, it is remarkable how many peerless pleasures remain in Britain’s countryside, in defiance of the expectations of

  our parents and grandparents, who thought they would vanish long ago. Even amid the decline of Scottish salmon, I was lucky enough to land seven in two days on Tweed last October. The chalk streams

  of southern England, which have languished in recent years due to the reckless abstraction policies of Thames Water and its brethren, were so revived by rain that they yielded wonderful fishing

  throughout the summers of 1998 and 1999. For all the problems stalking and shooting face, every season many of us enjoy marvellous days on the hill and in the woods. The fight for the cause of

  field sports will continue from year to year and ditch to ditch, but today we can rejoice in the richness all around us, of which this book is intended as a modest reflection.




  James Wilson wrote a work called Rod and Gun in 1840, in which he declared that ‘in sound or simple truth, writing of a book on almost any subject is humbug’. Being a verbose

  Victorian, he went on to suggest that ‘pleasure, pride, poverty, happiness, hunger, anger, disdain, contempt, candour, fear, love, hatred, hope, knowledge, malice, misery, dissimulation,

  philanthropy, philoprogenitiveness, conceit, arrogance, ignorance – these are a few of the many fertile sources from which the things called books are ever flowing’. I hope my own

  motives are not quite as complex as those Mr Wilson proposes, but all authors must plead guilty to some of them, and apologize accordingly.




  I owe thanks to the editor of the Field, the splendid Jonathan Young, who first published many of the words which follow. Those who endure my company on the riverbank

  or in the shooting field are a forbearing and kindly lot, to whom I am always indebted. My children, whose enthusiasm for field sports waxes and wanes from season to season, think they deserve my

  gratitude for putting up with their father talking and writing so much about these things. My wife Penny, who has accompanied me on so many sporting expeditions with good cheer, patience, sympathy

  and wit, has earned the most heartfelt bouquet of all. Whenever I look out of a London office window, and suffer even a twinge of self-pity for my semi-urban lot, I can cheer myself at once by

  conjuring a vision of the next cast on the Helmsdale, the next covey exploding over a grouse butt, the next sortie on a frosty December stubble in happy company. This book is for all those who

  share my delight in the countryside of these islands.




  

    MAX HASTINGS


  




  HAYWARD HOUSE, BERKSHIRE




  JULY 1999
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  FARMED OUT




  IT IS A symptom of middle age to discover that commonplaces of one’s childhood have achieved museum status. At a country show a few months ago, I

  pottered through a display of vintage agricultural machinery. I do not think of myself as very old, yet I can remember seeing most of those antiques going about their business in the fields of

  Berkshire in the early 1950s. The throaty chuckle of the post-war Fordson tractor, with the oval fuel tank atop the engine, was unforgettable. The stately whirl of the binder arms possessed a grace

  curiously at odds with the clatter of the threshing machine to which its sheaves were consigned.




  In the days when farm labour was still plentiful – and needed to be – I worked for a few weeks on a towed combine harvester, which required a

  man on a platform at the back bagging the threshed corn as the machine rolled across the field. I loved to stand on the sledge towed behind the baler, alongside the man who stacked bales as the

  straw surged out of the chute. Farmhands were not gentle – why should they have been? – with young middle-class interlopers like me, who scrambled on to the ricks as they were taken

  down by a sweating gang of shirtless men. I sobbed my heart out after one of them stuffed the wriggling contents of a rat’s nest into my nine-year-old shirt.




  Later, in my teens, some farmers were rash enough to let me work for them in the school holidays. Today, everybody is obsessively cautious about allowing children near high-tech machinery. Boys

  routinely ploughed and harrowed thirty-five years ago. Nobody saw anything unreasonable about letting the likes of me loose at the wheel of a tractor, to steer an erratic furrow. Dexterity was

  never my best thing. Bale stacks which I assembled had a habit of collapsing. One day I was helping a farmer fit a new razor blade in the grass cutter. It jammed inexplicably. Only after several

  seconds did we grasp that the obstacle was the index finger of my right hand, where the blade was firmly wedged against the bone. I bear the scar to this day. Nor was it only my flesh and bone

  which suffered. At a tender age, I demonstrated a facility for smashing the most robust machinery: a muck spreader paid a stiff price for clumsy handling one summer morning. The only occasion that

  I can remember seeing a farmer remove his cap and scratch his head in approved caricature rustic manner occurred when he discovered that I had shattered a massive agricultural roller in a few

  minutes of careless driving. Fortunately, there were enough farmers in our part of the world, who did not communicate regularly with each other, to enable me to find

  successive employers through several summers.




  Do farmyards still seem magical playgrounds to a new generation of children, tobogganing among the bale stacks and burrowing among the rafters at the summits of the great straw mountains? I

  don’t think so. Unless one is a farmer’s child, everybody has had to become much more ‘responsible’ about the custody of farm equipment. Few people these days dare to let

  children ride as passengers on combine harvesters or drive those huge tractors with computerized instrument panels, a far cry from the old Fordson Major whose hydraulic hitch seemed to represent

  space-age technology forty years ago.




  I suppose we should all welcome the transformation of hygiene standards, to which our parents’ generation adopted such a cavalier attitude. I remember hand milking one summer on a small

  farm in the Highlands, where nobody gave a thought to washing their hands, any more than the shepherd cleaned his clasp-knife before he butchered a lamb in the outside shed, while we watched with

  morbid fascination. Impressed though we all are by New Age hygiene, our obsession with sterilization must be killing off natural resistance to microbes a good deal quicker than you can say BSE. I

  am a fan of Patrick O’Brian’s great novels about Nelson’s navy. I often ask myself how those doughty old salts managed to live to a ripe age on beef three years in the cask and

  biscuits teeming with weevils, without a single member of the Health and Safety police in sight.




  Every year, we become a more relentlessly organized and regulated society. In consequence, each of us exists in a specialized capsule, with less and less knowledge of other people’s lives.

  Although some of my own upbringing was urban, I was able to learn a lot about farming life – far more than has come the way of my own country-bred children. The law

  becomes an ever more formidable impediment to dabbling in other people’s business. Thirty years ago on a visit to the vast King Ranch in Texas I asked if I could try one of their famous

  quarter horses. The wrangler asked, ‘Are you insured?’




  I looked blank.




  ‘Well, we can hardly let you ride our horses unless you’re insured.’




  ‘But I’m not going to sue you if I fall off.’




  ‘Everybody else does.’




  That conversation mystified me, fresh from England. Today, God help us, the same could happen in this country. Liability has become an obsession, fuelled by greedy lawyers and foolish judges and

  juries prepared to encourage plaintiffs to pursue their ‘rights’ beyond the limits of sanity. The consequence is that no employer can afford to take risks any more. Some farmers growing

  specialized crops still employ seasonal fruit pickers and suchlike, but most agricultural equipment demands highly skilled operators. The notion of letting a schoolboy loose on a piece of kit that

  costs hundreds of thousands of pounds, quite apart from the legal risk, is out of sight.




  But the next generation will miss the fun we had playing in the farmyard. I discovered a sense of romance and excitement about the scent of hay, the clatter of the baler, playing

  catch-as-catch-can with sheep at the dipper, driving Anguses from field to field. I would never pretend that I became a genuinely rural child, nor even that I got along very well with the

  farmworkers and their offspring. But I learnt enough to feel at home with the sights and sounds and smells of rural life. Many of my generation of middle-class children did likewise. Today, by

  contrast, when agriculture has become a controversial and even unpopular business, the industry loses a lot because a diminishing number of outsiders know anything about it.

  Intensive farming has had some disastrous consequences for the environment, but these were the result of a centrally directed, government-inspired policy to produce food at all costs, of which

  farmers were only the instruments. No individual could resist the nationwide trend if he wanted to stay in business.




  Farmers, who have spent much of their lives being treated as useful members of the community, are bemused to find themselves widely regarded not only as despoilers of the land through intensive

  husbandry, but also as leeches upon the taxpayer who funds them. For forty years, during and after the Second World War, the public was taught to applaud farmers as the producers of our food.

  Agriculture was the most highly directed industry in Britain. Little or nothing was said about subsidy. Farmers were getting public money, but successive governments considered this an acceptable

  price for boosting food production. Now, however, the urban population is acutely aware of the vast sums of their money which are poured into farming, and they are resentful.




  It is true that subsidy has for years enabled big farmers to grow richer than the real economic contribution they make could justify, and has kept alive a belief among small farmers that they

  should expect a living from acreages which are simply not viable. This is not their fault, and the current campaign against farmers ignores the fact that many have sincerely striven to be

  responsible stewards of their lands for generations. But the combination of production surpluses, environmental damage and continuing subsidy contribute greatly to the difficulties of making the

  case for the countryside, and for country sports. Yes, we know that over the past three years agricultural incomes have fallen dramatically. But for decades before that the

  money was pouring in, and the public has little sympathy.




  Subsidy provides a political justification for urban and suburban politicians to ride roughshod over the countryside and its ways, in a fashion that would have been unthinkable a generation ago.

  What has changed is not so much the townsman’s view of country life, as his perceived right to interfere with it. Even a century ago, many people who did not hunt or shoot felt as much

  revulsion towards the hunters’ and shooters’ enthusiasm for killing animals for pleasure as do their modern counterparts. Mr Pooter and his friends in Brickfield Terrace shuddered as

  deeply at the notion of a hunted fox as does, say, Ann Widdecombe today.




  But for hundreds of years, even in the most aggressively urban circles, the rights of a landowner to do as he chose on his own acres were not much disputed. Farmers might be perceived in the

  city as alien creatures whose ways were not urban ways, but they were respected as the people who grew the nation’s food.




  Today, the public may not know that one of the wealthiest peers in the land boasted at the bar of White’s that his annual set-aside cheque has been running at over £1 million, but

  they get the general idea. They know all about the EU’s mountains. They know that much of the corn they see in the fields is not needed by our society. They are repelled by the chemical and

  industrial demands of intensive cultivation, and they do not readily understand why it is so hard to abandon these practices as long as others are employing them. They question the integrity of

  landowners as stewards, when many have seized every opportunity to enrich themselves by selling off land for development. In consequence, many people believe they have a legitimate stake in the

  landowner’s broad acres, and the way he tends them, through the subsidies they give him as taxpayers.




  Egged on by aggressive lobbies such as the Ramblers’ Association and the RSPB, they are no longer willing to respect the traditional self-governance of farmers and

  country dwellers. The new awareness of public subsidy of agriculture has fired an Exocet through the historic concept of private ownership. An articulate part of the urban public is determined to

  assert its own view about how rural life should be conducted. Take badgers. The veterinary advice is overwhelming: badgers spread bovine tuberculosis and if populations of infected badgers are left

  unchecked, farmers in affected areas can lose their livelihoods. Yet the ‘animal welfare’ lobby remains resolute in its resistance to culling infected badgers, with the implicit message

  that the farmers and their beasts can go hang.




  It has been plain for years that country interests must make concessions on the issue of public access. Enlightened landowners have already done so. Yet farmers justly resist the idea of an

  absolute ‘right to roam’, of a notion that anyone should be allowed to go anywhere at any time in the countryside; they have evidence to support them about what a menace unchecked urban

  visitors can be. There is a vague public belief that agricultural production has become a redundant activity, that the whole countryside over the next generation or two can become a giant park. In

  reality, of course, surpluses or no surpluses, subsidy or no subsidy, most of rural Britain must continue to be profitably farmed. It will remain a factory floor, where unchecked public access is

  not only unwise but actively dangerous.




  Unfortunately, the Government is more sympathetic to the likes of the Ramblers. Ministers are surely right to argue that there must be a change in the pattern of agricultural subsidy, to favour

  the environment and provide social support for keeping small farmers on the land, rather than to encourage mere production. But they seem insensitive when they talk as if this

  can be accomplished at a stroke. Agriculture is above all about continuity and the long term. It runs deeply against the interests of the British countryside, as well as those of farmers, to

  suggest that policy can be wrenched in one direction or another without years of warning and planning.




  Yet some country dwellers delude themselves by supposing that only a few left-wing politicians and media people are against them, while most of the public remains on their side. In reality, many

  town dwellers of all political persuasions are today antipathetic to traditional country ways. Few urban or suburban dwellers will lift a finger, or rather a vote, on behalf of the countryside and

  country sports. The countryside enjoys public support only in terms defined by professional environmentalists. Sentimentality, such a powerful and dangerous driving force in so many aspects of

  British life, poses one of the greatest threats to the countryside. The historian John Keegan remarked recently that he, like most of his generation, had been brought up to suppose that the whole

  purpose of education was to inspire respect for rationality rather than sentiment. Yet now, he observed, many people want to argue as if instinct was not merely of comparable value to reason, but

  its moral superior. Nowhere has this change of values made more impact than in the debate on the countryside. Sentiment, rather than the fruit of logic or research, increasingly holds sway in

  dictating urban and political attitudes.




  More, this approach extends to some powerful lobbies which purport to serve the cause of nature. The day the RSPB abandoned the culling of vermin on its reserve at Abernethy because its members

  do not like the practice, the organization signalled to the world that the values – the very richly funded values – of suburban Britain dominate its attitude to conservation. A

  countryman who knocks an injured bird on the head is thought uncharitable, even brutal, alongside the passer-by who picks it up and takes it to an ‘animal

  hospital’. The same passer-by probably chooses to be oblivious to the fact that the domestic cat now poses the biggest single threat to our wild songbird population. One of the defining

  characteristics of the traditional countryside is that people treat animals with respect and compassion, but without sentimentality. To ‘animal rights’ supporters, this is not good

  enough. The countryside must be taught or compelled to behave better. A growing number of politicians advance the banner for this view. With feelings heightened by such controversies as those about

  raptor control, animal feeds and agricultural pollution, the word has gone out from Westminster and Whitehall that rural people can no longer be trusted to manage their own affairs.




  The countryside no longer possesses anything like the clout which it could claim as late as the 1970s. In France, enough of a genuine peasant culture survives to give French farmers substantial

  political power. In Britain, there is no peasant culture. Big landowners dominate public and political perception, to the fury of small farmers. Now that political as well as social power is

  slipping away from the landowning aristocracy, their traditional enthusiasms and interests have become Aunt Sallys for all manner of hostile lobbies. Perception is all, especially amid a hostile

  media. It seems essential for the future of the countryside, as well as of field sports, that their interests should be seen to be represented by non-toffs, by ‘ordinary people’, to use

  an invidious but popular phrase.




  Matthew Parris wrote an article in The Times a year or two ago in which he suggested that private gun ownership in Britain would sooner or later be ended. Such a development would not

  reflect his own wishes, he said. He does not care about the matter one way or the other. This is merely his view of the way the public mood is going. Parris is a shrewd

  commentator. The shift in attitudes about which he wrote is not politically partisan. It has little to do with which government is in power, for heaven knows the Tories have shown little sympathy

  for rural issues in recent years. It simply reflects the shift of public sentiment.




  Sentiment can change. In 1945 our grandparents believed the game was up for traditional country life and pastimes. Happily they were proved wrong. The same could happen again. But for this to

  become possible it seems important to deny the urban majority, and the House of Commons which overwhelmingly reflects its will, the economic basis for their claim to tell the countryside how to go

  about its business. Voters must not be able to argue that landowners and farmers are leeches upon the public purse. Plainly, British farmers cannot operate at world market prices if their European

  competitors are not doing likewise, but reform of the CAP has to come. Subsidy will shift from production to social and environmental purposes. This is surely in the best interests of the

  countryside. If agriculture was seen by the urban and suburban public to be paying its own way, country people could fight far more effectively for the right to lead country life on their own

  terms. As long as the urban public is bankrolling the rural population through subsidy, as long as Brussels and thus the British taxpayer are perceived to be paying for so many people’s

  cartridges, the urban public will claim the right to call the tune.
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  THE SHEEN OF THE SPRINGER




  SCOTTISH SUMMER FISHING has yielded so many disappointments in recent years, with shrunken rivers desperate for rain and taking fish, that I have

  changed gear to become a spring fisher again. The price, we know, is that one misses the bonanzas which sometimes come in June or July. There are fewer fish to be caught in May, and recent Mays in

  Scotland have been disappointing. But what fish! After an absence of five or six years from spring Scottish rivers, it is a joy once more to see those gleaming silver and blue salmon, to feel their

  power at the other end of a bent rod and taut line.




  I set out for the Helmsdale on a spring morning with an armoury of heavy tubes which never left the box. The water was at a good summer height and demanded nothing bigger

  than a two-inch treble. On the first day I got into a fish within a couple of casts, and had him on for a minute before the rod straightened. Then he was gone, for no special reason that either I

  or young George the ghillie could divine. Neither of us was downhearted. I was excited to have met a fish so soon. On a sharp, clear day with the sun shining, there seemed nothing to moan about.

  After so many summer experiences of fishing in low water, I revelled in the pleasure of watching a strong, steady, glittering stream flow down the strath, the fly drifting plausibly across it at

  every cast.




  It was not so easy in the falls pools, where the fly circled back with the eddies in all manner of manoeuvres unlikely to tempt a fish. But young George was in confident mood. At every pool he

  would say, ‘It looks perfect. We’ve got to have a fish out of here today.’ In the event, it was late afternoon and I was growing weary and maybe even a touch despondent when, in

  the midst of a long, flat stretch of wading, a fish took. I knew at once that it was a good one. The salmon tore away downstream, and I sploshed clumsily out of the water to follow it, thrilling to

  that matchless sensation as I stumbled along the bank.




  It took twenty minutes to land it, at least five longer than George thought necessary. But the first fish of the week, the first of the year, is the one you never want to lose. It was 141b and

  in perfect condition. I sat on the bank marvelling at its colours for several minutes after we lifted it out. To paraphrase Ratty, there is nothing, absolutely nothing to beat the beauty of a

  spring salmon – and I got another the next morning.




  In the days that followed on the Helmsdale and the Naver, I was reminded what a tough business spring fishing can be. The weather was cold, the wind fierce, sometimes to

  gale force. It was all but impossible to cast a line in a manner any fish would respect. Two days running, even in the heaviest waterproofs, we squelched home soaked to the bone. We did not need

  chest waders for wading, but how helpful they can be to keep out the rain! The birds were perfect, the sandpipers and geese and curlews and, above all, oystercatchers. Fishing a Naver pool one

  morning, I was dive-bombed again and again by an anxious nesting oystercatcher, which often closed to within three or four feet. I grew far more interested in her antics than in those of the

  invisible salmon. It grows depressing, casting hour after hour without seeing a fish show – but then again, we know how frustrating it can also be in high summer to see everywhere salmon

  showing which scorn a fly.




  One evening on the Naver, to my exasperation I lost two fish inside five minutes in the same pool. The first was the less emotional experience, because it only had time to pull out three or four

  yards of line before it was gone. The second encounter was more dramatic. A 101b salmon seized a small Willie Gunn and tore upstream until, immediately opposite me, it sprang from the water and

  hung for a second in the air before my eyes, shaking its head and my fly, before plunging once more into the current to freedom.




  I was so moved by the sight that I muffled my own disappointment until I met my companion, proudly clutching an eleven-pounder, the first fish he had landed alone. When the congratulations were

  over, I felt cross with myself for having bungled things, a sensation not diminished next day when I again returned empty-handed, while my fellow fisher landed another. One wonders what one is

  doing wrong. The only way to recover confidence is to catch another fish.




  My last morning in Sutherland broke into perfect spring sunshine with eight inches of water on the gauge. We were on six, the best beat on the river. A quarter of an hour

  into my first pool, that lovely stretch the Crooked Stream, a fish took me, which spent the next ten minutes performing every acrobatic in the hooked salmon’s repertory. Watching that

  shimmering body twist brilliantly just below the sunlit brown surface of the river, I wanted the experience never to end. At last I netted 131b of silver fish. Its sea lice still possessed their

  tails. Donald the ghillie said, ‘That fish will have come in on last night’s tide.’ The romance seemed irresistible, of catching in the bright water a fish only hours in from the

  sea. I set off home perfectly content.




  I can’t deny that some of those May days seemed depressing, as we cast across apparently empty pools in lashing rain and wind. But the prizes are marvellous and the pleasure is so great of

  seeing rivers at their best, with current spilling over the banks. I shall be back, even if the big hitters among anglers, the men and women who land the jumbo catches in high summer, sneer at how

  little it takes to keep a spring fisher happy.
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  FATHERS AND SONS




  WHEN I WAS a child, although I was very keen on field sports, I had few opportunities to practise them. At the age of nine, one February evening my

  father took me pigeon shooting for the first time, in some beech woods near our Berkshire cottage. ‘You put yourself there,’ said Father, appointing me to a large bramble patch. I was

  left in shivering solitude to contemplate life as it came on to snow, feeling like Mole on a bad day in the Wild Wood. I was armed, bored, cold and impatient to let off the gun. A bird suddenly

  stirred in front of me in the twilight, with a great bustle and flutter of wings. I fired into the gloom at a point perhaps three feet above the ground, and shouted proudly,

  ‘Daddy! I’ve shot something!’ My father explored the brambles and reappeared clutching a dead hen pheasant. ‘This had better go in here,’ he muttered, transferring the

  corpse to a poacher’s pocket. There was a distinct lack of congratulation, and a casserole a week later. But any day thereafter, I leapt at the chance to go out shooting. The sport was imbued

  with a thrill, a specialness in my life which it has never lost. As a teenager, I happily bicycled miles for the chance to walk a few hedgerows with a gun, or to cast a clumsy fly over the dace in

  a Surrey stream. I yearned in vain for Scottish lodges, salmon rivers and grouse moors. Consequently, years later when I gained keys to these things, I valued them beyond price – as I still

  do.




  My own children are different. They have had all sorts of opportunities to shoot and fish, and as a result take them somewhat for granted. ‘What do you expect us to say, Daddy?’

  demanded my elder son, when I once harangued him about how grateful he should be for a glorious Highland holiday. ‘We’ve never known anything else.’ The younger Hastingses have

  had little experience of rough-shooting. I made the mistake of introducing them to driven game much too soon. Most of us try to give our children what we did not have ourselves. I regret that they

  have not often shared the fun of walking hedges and ditches for small return.




  My 22-year-old daughter decided a while ago that she does not care for Scottish holidays. She shoots occasionally if she happens to be around when we have a day, but is then surprised to

  discover that, without regular practice, she does not hit a lot. My elder son, twenty-six, picks up the occasional rod or gun, but is happier on pavements. Only my younger son, now sixteen,

  cherishes an enthusiastic blood-lust. On the river, even when it is my fly that has hooked the fish, I hear the cry go up as I lift the net: ‘Please can I kill

  it?’ Friends enquire innocently from whom he could have inherited this attitude.




  There are plenty of keen young fishers and shots about the place. But I am not sure that the next generation, even the country-reared part of it, will adopt as uncomplicated and unsentimental an

  attitude towards field sports as our own has done. The young are intensively propagandized from an early age about the iniquities of cruelty to wildlife. They are growing up in an age in which

  conservation is an increasing preoccupation of Western society. Most of us energetically preach the message that field sports are vital to conservation, and there is plenty of evidence to support

  the argument, but some of our children are more prone than we were to flinch from perceived cruelties. Their urban contemporaries shudder at the mention of shooting or even fishing. Over the years,

  children’s exposure to relentless media and public criticism of country sports must have some cumulative effect. Some teenagers become liable to question whether the manner in which daddy

  spends his leisure hours is civilized, decent or humane. I admire the work done by the Countryside Foundation to get sensible information about country life and field sports into schools, but it is

  a struggle. Many schoolteachers are instinctively unsympathetic.
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