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The National Gamekeepers’ Organisation

The National Gamekeepers’ Organisation (NGO) was founded in 1997 by a group of UK gamekeepers who felt that their profession was threatened by public misunderstanding and poor representation. From that time on it has been ‘run by gamekeepers for gamekeepers’ and it now has 6,000 gamekeeper members and a further 10,000 supporters. The NGO’s main aim is: ‘To promote, improve and protect gamekeeping in the United Kingdom, thereby securing a thriving long-term future for the profession’.

It does this by providing proper national representation of the gamekeeping profession. The NGO has become the first point of contact for outsiders seeking to approach the gamekeeping world for information or advice, and it is now regularly consulted by the government and other authorities on issues concerning wildlife management. The NGO retains professional lobbyists and PR advisors, but prides itself on fielding working gamekeepers to attend meetings and to speak for the profession whenever possible.

Assisting gamekeepers to do their jobs is also a key NGO objective, and members receive regular informative magazines and attend regional and national meetings where issues of importance to gamekeepers are discussed. An associated company, NGO Training Limited, runs good-value courses on subjects like predator control, game meat hygiene, deer management and gun safety. In recent years the organisation has also offered free training to the police to improve their understanding of gamekeeping.

Legal advice and assistance with applications for firearms certification is provided to members and a third party insurance for leisure shooting activities is included in the modest annual subscription. The NGO has also helped to set up a jobs register for gamekeepers, which is now run by the Gamekeepers’ Welfare Trust.

Whilst the NGO actively works to counter any adverse publicity, it also recognises that the profession can be let down by foolish or improper behaviour. It upholds the Code of Good Shooting Practice and members who break the law are likely to find their membership terminated. The NGO believes that the good name of gamekeeping is paramount. Because, thanks to the NGO, gamekeeping is now so much better represented, informed and defended, the profession is stronger than ever before and in turn provides a good basis for the defence of shooting and the continuation of a much valued way of life. All this activity is well summed up in the organisation’s by-line: ‘Keeping the Balance’.

NGO Educational Trust

Education forms an important part of the NGO’s work, and to this end they have the NGO Educational Trust, a separate charity, ‘established under the parentage of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation, whose primary aim is to educate children and older people into the ways of the countryside and the important role it plays in our lives’.

As their website link points out: ‘Public knowledge of gamekeeping is very low and entirely dependent on what is reported by the media…We particularly want the young to know what gamekeepers do.’

Not only does the trust educate youngsters by means of school visits, competitions, a travelling exhibition ‘roadshow’ and the production and circulation of educational materials that relate to the National Curriculum, but they can also offer vital help and advice to land managers – all of which can do nothing but good.

For more information and membership enquiries, contact:

The National Gamekeepers’ Organisation,

PO Box 246, Darlington, DL19FZ.
01833 660869
www.nationalgamekeepers.org.uk


The Gamekeepers’ Welfare Trust

The Gamekeepers’ Welfare Trust (GWT) perhaps doesn’t get quite as much recognition as it deserves amongst the keepering and country sports fraternity. Set up as an organisation in 1992 (and therefore it celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2017), the GWT has, since then (and, as its strapline suggests), always been ‘there for gamekeepers, stalkers and ghillies’.

As a charity, the GWT works throughout the UK and helps not only keepers, stalkers and ghillies, but also their dependents; those retired from the profession; and, at the opposite end of the ladder, young people who want to take up keepering and affiliated careers.

In certain circumstances, assistance can be financial in the form of grants to help people in poor health, those who are struggling to pay bills and youngsters ‘who want to make gamekeeping their career and can’t afford to attend college otherwise’.

Of immense importance is the telephone helpline and textline, whereby callers can gain information and assistance on issues such as retirement, redundancy, submitting their details to a job registry, employment matters and legal problems. For some, especially those who have recently lost their partner, job or just feel lonely at times (and gamekeeping and the like can be very insular professions), the fact that there’s someone understanding at the other end of the phone is a quite literal lifeline.

During the summer show season, representatives from the GWT attend many events and are important in ensuring that people are made aware of the work of the organisation and also, of course, in providing a social meeting place for like-minded people. In addition, clay pigeon shoots raise a great deal of funds for the charity (which will then be re-distributed in the form of grants should they ever be needed by an individual), and also for several other equally deserving charities.

Recognition of Efforts

It’s not all serious stuff, though – although in amongst all the fun, there’s usually a salutary reason behind it. In addition to everything else, the GWT organise the ‘Game Bird of the Year Award’ and the ‘Game Chick of the Year Award’, which are, respectively, presented annually to the partners and children of keepers, stalkers and ghillies who, in the opinion of the judges, are: ‘a shining example . . . and richly deserve recognition for their efforts’ in their unpaid assistance and support.

There’s also the various fundraising calendars produced annually by the GWT. These are often in conjunction with a partner charity so it’s not just the Gamekeepers’ Welfare Trust that benefits. Each year sees a different theme and, in the past, have featured ‘Lords, Ladies and Gamekeepers’; ‘Gamekeepers’ Girls and Gundogs’; and, for the year when Breast Cancer Awareness was their partner charity, each image in their ‘Gamekeepers’ Guns, Rods and Roses’ calendar featured a pink bra somewhere!

For more information, take a look at: www.gamekeeperswelfaretrust.com


Foreword
Alan Titchmarsh MBE, VMH, DL

Growing up in Yorkshire, the grouse moors were my playground and, as we ran through the heather as children with our game little dog at our heels we’d frequently put up a brace of grouse and hear the ‘Go-back, go-back!’ cry that stopped us in our tracks.

Not everyone is close to moorland, but there are few people who have not taken a walk in the woods and marvelled at the beauty of this particular brand of countryside: sheets of bluebells, a canopy of lime-green foliage that filters the light, the startled ‘pook’ of a pheasant as it is disturbed and takes flight – all wonderfully natural. The trouble is that nature often needs a helping hand and, as any gamekeeper knows, there is hardly an inch of the British Isles that is not managed to keep it looking ‘natural’.

Woodland and farmland, moorland and fen are all looked after by twenty-first-century countrymen and women who understand concepts like ‘stewardship’ and ‘husbandry’ and who also understand the importance of their custodianship.

There are those who look upon shooting and fishing as barbaric sports, but look further and you will discover that coverts and woodlands are planted and thinned, farm headlands are left wild to help butterflies and insects as well as game, and the weed in rivers is cut to encourage the invertebrate life that supports fish. Gamekeeping is about far more than sport; in its broadest sense it is, at its core, thoughtful and responsible countryside management, and without the keepers doing their bit it would not be long before all forms of native wildlife suffered.

The motto of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation, of which I’m proud to be a patron, is ‘keeping the balance’, and I know of no gamekeepers who are not countrymen to their fingertips. They observe, they consider, they cherish and they do more than most to look after out woodlands and hedgerows, our moorlands and fens.

Theirs is not an easy job – out in all weathers and misunderstood by many townies who are further removed from the countryside and its workings than they have ever been, thanks to increasing use of technology which keeps them housebound. They need never go out if they so choose – remaining glued to the screen of a mobile phone, a computer or a television.

But those who do realise that human intervention need not always be irresponsible and thoughtless can see just what benefits can accrue from the wise management of our natural resources, and Jeremy Hobson does much in this book to apprise us all of the modern approach to keepering, from raising birds and habitat management to choosing coats and boots and training dogs. It is all here, and a fascinating read it is – both for those in the know and those who are curious to learn all about it.

As Alexander Pope so wisely said: ‘In all, let nature never be forgot.’


Introduction

It might seem strange to begin a book on modern gamekeeping methods with a description of how things used to be a century or more ago, but, to fully understand the situation in the present day, you first need to understand the past, and so I make no apologies for including a little bit of what I hope is interesting history!

How Gamekeeping Evolved

Early shooting with muzzle-loading guns consisted of partridges being walked-up and shot over fields of roots and stubble by wealthy landowners assisted by their pointer and setter dogs.

The partridge was the most abundant quarry at the time due to farming practices instigated in the 1700s by the likes of Lord (‘Turnip’) Townsend which created an ideal habitat in which birds could feed and breed. By the mid-1800s they were still the main game birds to be seen in the countryside and were protected by a ‘close’ season which ran from 31 January to 31 August (much as they are today).

Lock, stock and smoking barrels!

Developments in the gun-making world had, by this time, led to the invention of the breech-loading shotgun – a sporting gun that broke in two and allowed the insertion of ready prepared cartridges, each containing their own ignition, charge and shot load. The gun had many advantages, not least in its ability to be loaded and fired more quickly. This in turn, eventually resulted in the sport of partridge shooting changing from that of ‘walked-up’ to ‘driven’ – a practice preferred by many sportsmen who were looking for more difficult and challenging fly game which was, in their opinion, best achieved by having birds appear as crossing or approaching shots rather than, as had previously been the norm, going away.

The practice of driven shooting was easier for the sportsman as he could stand in one place and have birds driven towards him. Pheasants, having been introduced to Britain during the preceding centuries, were found to fly higher and more challengingly than partridge, and so they began to find favour on the sporting estate until, eventually, they overtook the English partridge in popularity. To maintain their numbers, however, it was necessary to begin rearing stock in order to satisfy the demand – and so the role of the gamekeeper was born.

Important – but unpopular!

Gamekeepers became very important people in the country hierarchy and, due to the fact that they were providing their employer and his friends with sport, often had the undivided attention of the landowner, making the keeper very unpopular in certain quarters, notably with farming tenants who would have to undertake farming practices more beneficial to game birds than they were to commercial agricultural production.

Village inhabitants would also be wary of the keeper, who had immense power and could see that you got into trouble (or even in court) were you to do anything likely to upset his carefully reared and released pheasant stocks.

‘Old Velveteens’

Many estate gamekeepers were given their own livery, often of a moleskin-like material which earned them the nick-name of ‘Old Velveteens’.

As to their duties, keepers would, with the aid of broody hens, carefully concocted foods and twenty-four-hour protection on the rearing field, rear pheasants from eggs to the age of six weeks before carefully releasing them into suitable woodland. This woodland was, on occasions, specifically planted for game, but existing stands of timber were not forgotten and were improved by the creation of rides, the inclusion of hazel, and low shrubs which produced berries as winter food.

Predator control was also an important part of the gamekeeper’s life, and anything that might have a detrimental effect on the well-being of game was either shot, trapped or poisoned, thus supposedly ensuring that wild game had a good chance of surviving being hatched in a field bottom and that reared stock would reach maturity.

The Modern Approach

Today’s gamekeepers are more enlightened and responsible regarding what constitutes a predator and in their ways of dealing with them. Gamekeeping techniques have also changed: quad-bikes, tractors and 4x4s have replaced the need for the keeper to walk everywhere, or to use a pony and cart to transport birds, equipment and food out to where they were needed on the shoot.

Scientifically formulated compound crumbs and pellets have usurped the secret recipes manufactured on a daily basis by the Victorian and Edwardian keepers, and modern incubators and brooding equipment mean that one person can, if necessary, rear several thousand poults to maturity without the need for a single broody hen.

Mobile phones and emails are nowadays essential in ordering food and contacting beaters, pickers-up and other shoot helpers as the season approaches, and advances in veterinary science have produced medications and hygiene products totally unknown to the early keeper.

Various bodies exist to look after the interests of the gamekeeping and shooting individual, perhaps most notably the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC), the Countryside Alliance, National Gamekeepers’ Organisation (NGO) and the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT).

Adapting to change

Today’s gamekeepers, professional or amateur, must learn to adapt and to deal with new pressures that are placed upon them. For example, whilst keepers have always had to contend to a lesser or greater degree with diseases on the rearing field and in the release pens, it is only recently that avian influenza, for example, has become a real potential problem.

In a litigious society, it is also necessary to worry about completing risk assessments, and to spell out the obvious to those participating in a day’s shooting in order to avoid the possibility of being sued as a result of a beater tripping over barbed wire or cutting his thumb on the edge of a particularly sharp leaf of maize – and, lest you think I exaggerate, both are true examples. Thankfully, though, despite the world economic worries that exist at the time this book is being written, many of the large, commercially run shoots still keep going under the watchful eyes of professional gamekeepers.

Just as many are, however, peopled by enthusiastic amateurs who, by renting small parcels of land on the outskirts of the bigger shoots, or from interested farmers, manage to keep the art of gamekeeping very much alive. The latter are run mainly on a DIY basis by a group of enthusiastic and like-minded friends, who quite often carry out the keepering duties on a rota system. In other cases, members might employ a part-time gamekeeper throughout the year or full-time between the busy months of July and January.

No matter how they are formulated, every one of these shoots and those involved in their smooth running has always made a significant contribution to the British countryside.

The Effects of Brexit

Despite much in the media as a result of the UK referendum triggering the decision to leave the EU – and a great deal of talk from politicians regarding Article 50 – it is, at the time of writing, still somewhat unclear as to what, if any, difference leaving the EU will make as far as the field sports community at large is concerned. Will it, for instance, affect the importing of game bird eggs, chicks and poults from France to the UK, or the export of shot game from the UK to Europe? And what of the sporting opportunities offered by France and other European countries? There’s a good number of British people who go to France so as to hunt with hounds, as used to be the way in the UK before the 2004 Hunting Act came into being – and of course, there are plenty more who go abroad to shoot wild boar or other species not available back home. Again, it’s difficult to see at this stage whether any of this will be affected in either the short- or long-term.

Despite scare-mongering, there’s little reason to suppose that it will be any more difficult to travel between countries, either on a family holiday or for sporting purposes. However, as we will technically no longer be a member of the EU, might there just be the slightest more complication in moving a sporting rifle or shotgun back and forth? Not that doing so is necessarily that easy anyway, as it’s my experience that many police authorities, airlines and ferry companies have never been all that clear on the law, whether in the EU or not.

Indirectly, no longer being a member state of the EU could affect farming, not least because of the loss of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and various agricultural subsidies – and if farming is affected, then so too is shooting. It is also worth bearing in mind the fact that imports from Europe, whether they be directly to do with farming or to do with shooting in the way of game bird eggs, chicks or poults, might subsequently be subject to tax.


Chapter 1

Keepering in the Twenty-First Century

[image: Illustration]

Before going any further, it is as well to establish exactly what a gamekeeper does – there is the oft-quoted ‘He walks about with a dog and gun all day’, but nothing can be further from the truth!

Although most reading this book will be concerned only with low-ground gamekeeping, and therefore interested mainly in rearing pheasants and partridge, it is, nevertheless, useful to know something of the work of the grouse moor keeper employed in some of the more remote parts of the UK.

Grouse Moor Keepering

For many shooters, grouse have always been seen as the king and queen of all game birds and, as such, are often considered an elitist quarry only affordable to the rich and privileged. Opportunities to become a gamekeeper on a grouse moor are few and far between compared to the positions available on lowland partridge and pheasant shoots, due mainly to the rarity of moorland areas capable of supporting a good grouse stock.

As will be seen and detailed elsewhere within these pages, grouse management is a specialised subject, and it is only because of such management that grouse survive and – as a result of heather burning, predator control, sheep grazing restrictions and countless other actions carried out in the name of grouse shooting – that the ‘incidental’ flora and fauna are provided with an ideal habitat. Some, though, disagree – and disagree most vehemently.

Since first publication of this book back in 2012, there has been an increasing demand for driven grouse shooting to be banned. ‘Activists’ give a variety of reasons, ranging from the belief that some gamekeepers of moorland areas kill birds of prey such as hen harriers, to the ‘fact’ that moor management somehow affects natural water sources and drainage and, in turn, helps cause flooding on the lower ground below. In amongst all their reasoning, there is, however, an undeniable thinking that it is only the wealthy that indulge in grouse shooting and that it should therefore be stopped. In a House of Commons debate held during the latter part of 2016 in order to discuss whether or not driven grouse shooting should be banned, one particular MP is quoted as saying that grouse shooting was ‘just about blasting as many birds as possible out of the sky so that they could brag about it afterwards’.

Others in the debate were more pragmatic, and amongst their comments mentioned that ‘those pushing for a ban had made no assessment of the economic or ecological costs’, and that the economic impact of a ban would be ‘disastrous’.

During the course of the debate, it was further mentioned that: ‘Grouse moor owners . . . spend about £52.5 million every year on moorland management, 90 per cent of which is private investment – the equivalent of £1 million a week.’ That particular MP then went on to question how, in the event of a ban, ‘those who want driven grouse shooting stopped will manage those vast moors, staff their management, and pay for it’.

What the Grouse Moor Keeper Does

The ‘Glorious Twelfth’ (12 August) heralds the start of perhaps the rarest and most prestigious of shooting seasons. Grouse shooting is considered by many to be the ultimate sport – and people pay highly for the opportunity. Unlike low-ground shooting, grouse stocks cannot be practically reared, and so the success (or failure!) of the grouse moor keeper’s work is, quite literally, in the lap of the gods.

The grouse keeper’s responsibilities

There is, unfortunately, little one can do about the weather, and a cold spell in the spring when the grouse are nesting could have disastrous consequences. A brief resumé of the keeper’s responsibilities will give you some idea as to what might be involved:

•   Arguably, the most important work of the grouse moor keeper will be to cull some of the predators that may harm the nesting hen and her chicks. It is essential that predator control is carried out throughout the year, and on most moors will include some form of fox management, the use of box-traps or tunnel traps for stoats, and Larsen traps for the crows.


Deciding the shape and size of heather to be burnt

Grouse moor keepers have their own ideas regarding the ideal size and shape of burnt patches – some thinking ‘squares’ to be the best, while others prefer long narrow strips. Either way, the moor must contain a good diversification of heather. It is not, however, simply a case of throwing down a match and standing well back: a party of helpers consisting of keepers and local shepherds from the neighbouring moors needs to be organised and wind directions taken into consideration if an out-of-control fire is to be avoided.

There is the potential for conflict between the keepers and hill farmers, the latter of whom would often like to burn greater areas of heather in order to provide more grazing for their sheep. An over-burned moor over-stocked with sheep can cause problems for the keeper, as both scenarios lessen the potential for grouse feeding and increase the risk of disease.



•   Heather burning is also crucial in order to create suitable nesting and feeding areas, but burning can only be legally carried out at certain times of the year and, if the weather is particularly bad, then the burning programme may have to be curtailed.

•   Strange though it might seem when, to the casual observer, a moor seems to consist of very little else but rocks and stones, some moors need a regular supply of grit placed in strategic areas. Like all birds, having no teeth, grouse need grit to grind down food in the gizzard, thereby aiding digestion: if there is not the right kind of hard flint grit available, the keeper needs to make sure that it is provided artificially and on a regular basis.

•   New butts need building and old ones repairing. Sheep find that a line of grouse butts make an ideal shelter from the weather and will rub against some, causing damage to any of the less well-built. The butts on many moors are topped off with turfs of heather, and while some will take root there and grow season after season, others will need replacing on an annual basis.


Conflict on the moors

More and more, it is being realised that gamekeeping and conservation go very much hand in hand – and the common ground that exists between the two is being brilliantly illuminated as a result of many agricultural colleges that offer gamekeeping/wildlife management courses inviting speakers from relevant organisations to talk to students.

Take, for example, the fact that, despite there being a long history of conflict between managing moorlands for grouse shooting and the birds of prey that live there (particularly the hen harrier), organisations such as the Moorland Association, the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT), the National Trust and Natural England are all nowadays working together – a fact that can only be a good thing and mutually beneficial to all concerned. As one college lecturer was recently quoted as saying: ‘Educating the next generation of wildlife managers is imperative if we wish to maintain a healthy and sustainable future.’



•   The ‘right to roam’ and public access onto moorland areas in some parts of the British Isles can give the grouse moor keeper something of a headache. There are the obvious problems of wandering dogs and heavy-booted feet disturbing or damaging nests – as well as the less obvious ones of a carelessly dropped cigarette butt setting fire to several hundred acres of heather.

Looking After the Lowland Shoot

It is in connection with low-ground shooting estates that things have changed most significantly over recent years – in fact, in the last decade or so, there have probably been more developments affecting this type of keepering than at any other time. This includes the development of new and very necessary medicines and the banning of old ones; health and safety requirements; the need to attend courses in order to use chainsaws and handle/sell dead game; and the 2004 Hunting Act which curtails some previously allowed and humanely accepted methods of predator control (see Chapter 4 ‘Predators and Relevant Legislation’).

What the pheasant and partridge keeper does

Here, in abbreviated form, are just some of his likely responsibilities:

•   At the end of the shooting season, some keepers will be expected to catch up potential laying hens and a few good quality cock birds for stock – these will then be housed in an appropriate laying pen.

•   It being a relatively quiet time in the keeper’s calendar, every opportunity should be taken to organise a (legal) spring-time offensive against predators which might be harmful to wild bird stocks during the natural nesting season.

•   The collecting and hatching of fertile eggs comes next, closely followed by the rearing of chicks – an occupation that will last until mid-summer when poults will need to be taken to the rearing pens.

•   Whenever there is a spare moment, the gamekeeper must prepare the release pens and improve the habitat so as to encourage birds to stay at home rather than wander off the estate.


Weighing up the ‘pros and cons’ of rearing from day-old

Finance is often the deciding factor when it comes to catching up and rearing one’s own birds. Many shoots nowadays think it more economical to buy in their young stock from a game farmer than have to feed laying birds and maintain incubators and rearing equipment. There are definitely several advantages to this, not least the fact that one can order exactly the numbers of birds one intends releasing rather than having to hatch more than one wants in order to ensure that inevitable rearing field losses are covered.

Also, if you have pheasant and partridge poults on the rearing field ‘ready to go’, you are compelled to release them irrespective of a spell of bad weather; if you buy your birds from a game farm and you have established a good relationship with the owner, they will most likely hang onto your allocation until the weather improves.

DIY syndicates might also consider the practicalities of buying poults rather than considering hatching and rearing from existing stock left after the season: financially, it might turn out to be the best bet – and for practical reasons (there being no full-time keeper to see to everything on a daily basis), it most surely will.



•   Depending on the type of shooting ground, it might also be necessary to include a few crops of game cover – this will necessitate negotiations with either the local farmer or an agricultural contractor (or, most likely, both).

•   Regular, daily feeding is a must – even at the end of the season, adult birds need food . . . and young stock most certainly will.

•   No matter whether on the grouse moors or a lowland shoot, every gamekeeper needs to liaise with potential beaters, pickers-up and other casual shoot helpers prior to the season. The lowland keeper (the ground for which he is responsible being generally of less acreage) will also need to communicate with any neighbours in order to ensure that shooting days are not likely to cause any upset.

Job Opportunities

When I first became interested in keepering in the late 1960s, it was still possible to turn to the classified section of any shooting magazine at the end of the shooting season and view several pages of job offers. You could, within reason, pick and choose from a selection of head-keepers’, under-keepers’ and beat-keepers’ positions being advertised and, what is more, find a position in a part of the UK that best suited you either for topographical or family reasons.


Some useful organisations

I mentioned above the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation. To paraphrase what they nowadays say on television and radio about various products, ‘other organisations are available’! Please consider joining, not only the NGO, but also one or more of the following:

•   British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC)

•   Countryside Alliance

•   Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT)

•   Gamekeepers’ Welfare Trust (GWT)

•   Scottish Gamekeepers Association (SGA)

•   Scottish Association for Country Sports (SACS)



How things have changed in the intervening years, and on the rare occasions when a
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