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Introduction




‘Your job as a guest is to make it a great party. It’s a serious duty. You must be really enthusiastic about the shooting and add some humour and wit to the day.’

Jonathan Young



Game shooting for anyone new to the sport is fraught with potential pitfalls. Aside from the obvious one of safety, there are so many subtle but essential courtesies on the shooting-field which it is vital to know, but which cannot be taught at a shooting school. You must be fully aware of them though to be properly accepted – and most importantly, invited again. These largely unwritten rules can be hard to learn for the novice Gun, especially if no one tells him what they are: no one will want to embarrass the newcomer by explaining how things work on the day. That’s the irony, the novice only works out that he must have done something wrong when the invitations dry up. Unless, of course, he’s just bought a huge grouse moor, in which case people may well turn a blind eye!

Knowing how to behave out shooting is absolutely crucial if you ever hope to be asked again. Few other sports make you quite so dependent on return invitations in order to be able to practise them, so you can see why doing the right thing on the field is so vital.

Unless you own your own shoot, or belong to a good syndicate, then your only hope of shooting regularly and often is to buy a day of your own, invite all your chums and then hope to be invited back as a guest. If you are lucky enough to know people with plenty of shooting though, you may be invited again and again purely because you are good company and know the form. There are some fortunate people like this, who travel all over the country from 12 August to 1 February, flitting from shoot to shoot with the ease and grace of a butterfly. They arrive on time, with the right kit, shoot straight, greet the beaters, charm the keeper, dispense encouragement to novice shots and keep everyone entertained. They are always appreciative to their host, never moaning if they aren’t in the thick of it, shoot consistently and well, never being too greedy, and mark and pick their own birds as well as helping others pick theirs. These perfect guests do not get plastered at lunchtime either and they always remember to tip the keeper generously at the end of the day.

‘The perfect guest is someone who is fun, someone who brings something to the party; this is more important than if they are a good shot’, says Sir Edward Dashwood, top shot and shoot host.

As a shooting guest, if you are fraught with nerves and terrified of cocking up, you do not have a hope of being charming or entertaining: you will be so anxious not to put a foot wrong that you will probably be about as much fun as yesterday’s newspaper. Alternatively, if you just don’t care enough about the courtesies to want to get them right, then your diary is destined to be a snowscape come the shooting season.

For any shooting host, it is immensely relaxing to know that he has at least one Gun in the team who can be trusted one hundred per cent to be the perfect guest: someone on whom he can rely at all times. He would probably gladly invite that person year after year, regardless of what shooting was offered in return. The only Guns I’ve ever come across who fit into this category have invariably been shooting since they were very young and so have had a long apprenticeship: following the keepers, going beating, and eventually earning the right to stalk the hedgerows with a single barrel 4.10. While this might have been a slow process, the Gun will have gradually absorbed all that goes into a shooting day and had the chance to learn about every aspect of field-craft, including marking birds and picking up. If proper respect for safety and shooting etiquette is drilled into you from the cradle it becomes second nature.

Few may have had the benefit of an upbringing like this, but anyone can learn the ropes as an adult. The popularity of driven game shooting has soared. Over one million of us are involved in the sport in this country and, according to Countryside Alliance figures, it contributes around £1.6 billion to the rural economy. Until the 2008 credit crunch, shooting was the sport of choice for corporate entertaining. Some of the biggest names in the corporate world took shoot days and in a big way. Whilst this was fabulous for the future of the sport, it nevertheless caused a real surge in people coming on to the shooting field who were new to it. At times this made for some very poor sportsmanship on the field.

One of the aims of this book is to enable the novice Gun to bypass twenty or more long years of apprenticeship, so that he can immediately become the sort of guest whom shooting hosts want to invite time and time again. How to be Asked Again is compiled from a vast array of titbits gleaned from conversations with over seventy people, some are named, others prefer to stay anonymous. Each of them has told me what, in their eyes, makes the perfect guest out shooting. Their advice, personal experiences and often hilarious anecdotes will hopefully provide all the information any aspiring Gun will ever need to become The Perfect Guest.
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The Shooting Invitation
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‘Never send out your shooting invitations before Ascot week’

Old shooting maxim



You have just received a letter inviting you to shoot!

‘How marvellous! What an honour! That will be fun’, you think. But before you do anything else, and certainly before you forget all about it thinking, ‘Oh, it’s not for ages’, it is vital to respond immediately.

Piffa Schroder, shot, author and long-time contributor to Shooting Gazette says:


‘The really attentive guest will answer any shooting invitation by return of post – if it’s done any later, it always looks as if you’re waiting to see whether a more attractive invitation from somewhere else turns up…’



If you already know you can’t make the date, reply as soon as you can. In the past, the only way to issue a shooting invitation was by handwritten letter. Should you receive one like this, then it is still good form to respond in the same way. Typed shooting invitations are not of course so personal to receive, but obviously very busy people often have teams of secretaries to deal with such things. To my mind even a scrawled note with just a date, time and place on it is preferable. However, these days many people like the speed and efficiency of e-mail, which is becoming a more and more acceptable way to send out your shooting invitations. Sometimes you will just receive a telephone call, although this does tend to put you on the spot.

Regardless of how you are invited, you must respond quickly. If you have to refuse, your host can then invite someone else immediately and with any luck the substitute will never realise that he is second choice.


To accept or not to accept?

Assuming you plan to accept, first make absolutely sure that you are free. Shooting invitations can be issued at least six or even twelve months in advance and it is vital to check your diary in minute detail, so that in your eagerness to reply, you don’t accidentally double-book yourself. Experienced shots all say that it is far better to refuse and live to regret it, than to accept and have to cancel later. That is one of the fastest ways to ensure that you won’t be asked again, and you may even jeopardise a friendship.

Be warned that by accepting an invitation to shoot, you may well be starting an eternal game of shoot ‘ping-pong’. However tempting it might be to shoot at a particular place, if you don’t like the host enough to want to invite him back to anything, then politely refuse the invitation. It really is ‘a shot for a shot’ and it is poor form to accept an invitation in the full knowledge that you will never reciprocate. The shooting world is a village and you don’t want to be known as ‘a bit of a taker’.

Once you have accepted – don’t duck out!

It goes without saying that once you have accepted, only death – your own or a close family member’s – should stop you attending on the day. Having said that, my father’s view, which he states in his book A Shooting Man’s Creed, was that a streaming cold could be an acceptable reason for a no-show:


‘Nobody will thank you for turning up at a shoot with a highly infectious cold and this is especially true when some of the guests are elderly, because what may be only seven days of snuffles for a young man may be six weeks of bronchitis for an older person.’



Many people will have heard of the practical joke a group of friends played on a very well-known shot who was apparently gaining a bit of a reputation for accepting an invitation and then declining it if a better one came up. He was caught out when he turned up on the preferred day to find that all the other Guns, whose shoots he had declined one by one for this big day, were shooting there too, and the whole thing had been planned to teach him a lesson! The moral of this story is that it is NEVER worth wriggling out of a shoot because you later receive what you take to be a ‘better’ invitation.

Even worse than this is to accept an invitation and then just not turn up. I heard a story recently about this happening. The host had even discussed all the plans for the shoot with the guest in question on the phone the week before, but on the day he just never appeared. Apparently he has never apologised or offered any explanation and sadly the two have not spoken since.


Getting it wrong

Someone told me another story about a Gun who goes shooting, has a wonderful day, is relaxing at home afterwards and is surprised when a friend rings up to find out why the hell he never turned up at his shoot. ‘But I was shooting at Fred’s today,’ the Gun replied. The friend was very peeved and reiterated that he’d definitely been expected at his shoot that day. So the Gun rings up the host where he’d just been.

‘Fred, were you expecting me today or not?’ he asked.

‘Well, to tell you the truth, no we weren’t, but we were a Gun short, so it didn’t matter in the least. Why?’ asked Fred.

The moral of the story is, always write down the name and place where you are meant to be shooting in your diary the moment you have accepted the invitation. Committing the date to memory is clearly not foolproof.

On accepting

Once you’ve accepted, check the location of the shoot if you have not been there before. Don’t just guess its location, as so many people do to their cost, and beware of ‘sat navs’ as certain estates share their names with totally unrelated towns! Unless you have the correct postcode, you could, as one of our guests did, end up in Rothwell, Leeds, rather than in Rothwell, Lincolnshire: he has never been allowed to forget his blunder.

If you haven’t been invited to arrive the night before, ask yourself whether you can comfortably get there and back in a day. A general rule of thumb is that anywhere further than two hours away from your home will mean you should plan to stay somewhere locally to be sure of getting to the shoot on time.

A shot for a shot

Whoever has invited you in a particular year, or the year before, should be considered as a priority for you to invite back during the following season or at least the one after that. As mentioned earlier, there is a huge quid pro quo side to shooting.

When planning your line of Guns, of course you will want to invite your best mates to shoot. However it does help if some of them have their own shoots, or shoot days too, as otherwise you will find your diary rather empty the following season! A good mix of people is probably the best bet. I try to invite some Guns who are shoot owners or who regularly buy shoot days; and some who are friends who may not have access to shooting at all, but whose company I enjoy for its own sake. Inviting friends shooting is a great way to catch up with those who have moved away, or live abroad: a shoot day will bring you all together like no other occasion.

I have never, and will never, invite anyone to shoot whom I do not like, just in order to shoot their fabulous pheasants or grouse.

Geoffrey Palmer, a well-known shot from Norfolk, has the same view, declaring that he is ‘not prepared to accept anyone’s invitation to shoot whom I am not prepared to invite back’. This is absolutely right, because the moment you accept an invitation, you are indebted to that person. If you have a shoot and never ask them back, it is considered very rude. Of course if you don’t have access to shooting yourself, perhaps you could invite your hosts to some other treat, such as the theatre, or a weekend away.

Palmer’s own style of issuing invitations is renowned for its eccentricity. First, he gives you a choice of about ten or twelve dates a long way ahead, up to a year sometimes, and then often lists his own available dates when he can accept your shooting on the invitation letter! This may seem eminently practical but it also causes some raised eyebrows and general hilarity amongst the shooting fraternity. Whilst this technique won’t be found in any guide to shooting etiquette, it is nevertheless expedient and honest, enabling a guest to pick and choose the date which suits him best and also see immediately when Palmer is free.

Some shoot owners operate an alternate year invitation system, which avoids any awkwardness if you have been inviting your friend Sam Shot for years consecutively and then one year you decide to invite someone else for a change. He might take huge offence, because he has come to expect that he will be shooting with you every year. Good friends, who will be good company but to whom you don’t necessarily ‘owe’ any shooting, should really come second to those whom you do ‘owe’. There is also the tricky business of people whose invitations you haven’t been able to accept; do you then ‘owe’ them? My advice is that if you want them to ask you again, you must invite them first, as a refused invitation is still an invitation.

Corporate entertaining is entirely different. A client will be invited purely to strengthen business links and a working relationship. Even so, there is no such thing as a free lunch especially in the world of shooting, where even a modest day of 100 birds will set the host back £3,000 to £4,000. The cost of some of the bigger days which attract the corporate market can easily rise to £10,000 or more, excluding any hotel expenses.

The done thing

Many shoot hosts are very successful in their careers. They are highly organised in their business lives and tend to follow the same principles when it comes to shooting. Naturally they want to make sure that the guest of their choice will be able to come. It would seem to make sense, then, to offer guests more than one date, but this is not the usual practice in the shooting world.

Lady Celestria Noel, social expert and a former editor of Harper’s Bazaar magazine’s Jennifer’s Diary, says:


‘I don’t think you should overwhelm your guest with dates, it’s rude as they can’t get out of it. With weddings and most social occasions, invitations go out six weeks before. With shooting, it is crucial to get the numbers right, you’ve got to try and plan ahead. There are no definite rules on this, but I think you can say that the grander the shoot and the grander the Gun, the further ahead you ask them for. If you have a less grand shoot and a younger more casual crowd, then a shorter notice period is fine, say two to three months ahead. But you’ve really got to get in early. Plan ahead, ask yourself which are your best days, who are your ideal guests? Some smaller rough shoots might only ask you the day before!’



One old shooting maxim, before the age of reared birds, was ‘never send out your shooting invitations before Ascot week’. This was because the weather in mid-June determined how the partridge chicks would fare. Rain and cold that week always means a poor wild partridge stock.

The B list

Inevitably, people do drop out of shoot days, despite the huge black mark incurred by a ‘no show’. On the whole, shoot hosts seem to prefer to ask another Gun rather than shoot with less people. However, an invitation for less than two or three weeks ahead will simply not be viewed in the same light by the recipients. They will know that they are not your first choice and although they may assure you that they don’t mind at all, the truth is, they really will. In fact unless you really do need a full line of Guns, for instance for grouse shooting in a year when stocks need to be reduced (when you should feel proud that your shooting prowess is required) hosts should ask themselves if they really do need another Gun.

Of course if it is a syndicate shoot and the ‘last-minute’ Gun would be paying his way, then those rules don’t apply. The moment money changes hands, it is no longer considered an invitation but is purely a business transaction – however exclusive the shoot, or ‘lucky’ the Gun is to be allowed to participate.

Grouse shooting – a different kettle of fish

Last minute grouse shooting invitations are quite different. The sheer unpredictability of grouse stocks is the reason many moor owners only invite their guests in June for August or September. By June there will be a fair indication of stocks but only in July, when the formal counts are done, does the keeper feel able to predict how many days that season will be available. It is a very imprecise science and sometimes, come September or October, there are more – or less – birds around than the keeper first predicted. So don’t ever feel second best if you only get your grouse shooting invitation a month or even a couple of weeks ahead. Some very skilled grouse shots will get only a week’s or a few days’ notice in a good season, because often extra days are put on if the keeper wants to reduce stock size.
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‘Sometimes I think you only married me for my father’s grouse moor.’





 The Duke of Northumberland, grouse moor owner and accomplished shot, says:


‘I often get last-minute invitations. I love it, particularly late October grouse invitations. I don’t even mind if they ring the day before! And I wouldn’t hesitate to invite someone at the last minute if I needed to.’



One Yorkshire grouse moor owner always seems to send his grouse shooting invitations out in April. Then, in about July, he often has to write regretfully informing his guests that the days have been cancelled, brood sizes not being what he had hoped they would be. By this time of course he has clocked up a fair few invitations of his own – by writing to all his shoot-owning friends so early on, they naturally feel compelled to ask him to their shoots!

It’s all in the words

If you are the one issuing the invitation, always be factual, give the date, the location, whether you will be having the guest to stay, and whether their partner is welcome too.

For example:


‘We would be delighted if you could join us to shoot some pheasants at Wriggley Bottom on Saturday, 12 January. We will meet at the pub in the village at 9.15am and we will be having lunch there at 1pm. Henrietta is very welcome to join us.’
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It is always polite to include partners where applicable; equally if the day is for an all-male team (or all-female!) make this clear too to avoid any misunderstandings.

Shooting couples

If you are inviting a couple who both shoot, and you have only one place in the line to offer them, don’t feel it is rude to ask them to share a peg. Speaking from experience (as one half of a shooting couple) both will be delighted to be included. Offering a shared peg is far more diplomatic than to ask only one or the other, or worse, to ask the other to come just for lunch! Shooting couples know only too well that taking up two spaces in the line will be difficult for the shoot host who no doubt has plenty of people to invite. A father and son or mother and daughter will similarly be happy to share a peg. If you are having a day with other youngsters, but you want the parent to come too, just write: ‘Do share a gun’. When invited to share in this way, never assume that this means you will both be shooting at the same time from the same peg. Correct form is either to shoot on alternate drives, or have a system of, say, ten shots each and then swap, or something along those lines.

Double-gun days

If it is to be a double-gun day, do mention this in the invitation, e.g.: ‘It will be a double-gun day and we will provide a loader unless you would like to bring your own.’ In this case, make sure you inform your host if you are bringing your own loader. It is the height of rudeness to leave this detail to the last minute or change the arrangement, as finding loaders is a big part of the host’s or keeper’s job. Informing a loader on a shoot day who has probably driven some distance to be there, that he is now not needed after all and must go on the flank or go beating, can be rather awkward.

Vehicles

Do specify in your letter if you would like your guests to bring a 4x4 vehicle, as many people have them but will not necessarily bring them unless asked. With fuel prices so high, they may opt to bring a different car. You don’t want to end up having to hire or borrow an extra vehicle.

If your guests will be arriving by train or plane, you might need to offer to provide their cartridges. Remember to ask them which bore they need. As a guest, it is very important that you remember to pay for these. To avoid any awkwardness, just stuff some cash in a named envelope and leave it in the gun-room, saying who it is from.

Make contact and be enthusiastic!

The onus is on the guest to make contact with his host
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Invitation Dos and Don’ts


















OPS/a018_1_online.jpg





OPS/title_page_1_online.jpg
How to be
Asked Again

How to be the Perfect Shooting Guest

Rosie Nickerson
Ilustrations by

Oliver Preston

)

Quiller





OPS/a010_1_online.jpg





OPS/a021_1_online.jpg





OPS/a013_1_online.jpg





OPS/a019_1_online.jpg





OPS/9781846891243_cover_epub.jpg
How to b@
Asked A@@

How to be the Perfect Shooung Guest '_ e






