
OPENING SHOTS 
COMMENT

www.thefield.co.uk  7

 We will be facing a tsunami capable of 
demolishing the foundations of our sport 

“The moment the horn sounds on the last 
drive you hear the hum of the engines, then the 
whirr of the rotors as the helicopters warm up 
to take them to the next shoot. There’s no dis-
cussing the day with other guns, no thanking 
the beaters or pickers-up, no hand shaking 
with the keeper as he’s tipped. There’s just the 
need to get to the next shoot, then the next 
and so on throughout the season.”

So ran the story told by an experienced 
shoot organiser as the gun bus rattled its 
way through the Somerset countryside. A 
bizarre way to enjoy one’s sport, I thought, 
but surely rare. Later that week, I talked to a 
man who’d been spaniel keen when we’d met 
three years ago. “how’s your season going?” 
I asked. “Well, I’ve given it a rest for the past 
two years,” he replied. “I just couldn’t stand 
shooting with people who only cared about 
shooting their share of the bag and would 
jump into a helicopter or a chauffeured Range 
Rover the moment the shooting was over.”

 As someone who spends hours trundling 
along motorways in pursuit of sport, I don’t 
resent the mode of transport. But given that 
helicopters and chauffeured cars reduce 
pressure, why didn’t these individuals find 
time to thank those who’d provided their 
sport? It emphasises what one old-school 
observer has labelled “industrial shooting”, a 
term for the daily shooting of large bags of 
reared game where the sole focus is on guns’ 
accuracy and gamebirds are reduced to the 
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status of feathered targets. No one should 
decry skill with a gun. There’s a beauty in the 
clean dispatch of high (not “extreme”) birds. 
Nor should we be tempted to condemn large 
bags per se. If a shoot wishes to stage one 
500-bird day, rather than two of 250, that’s a 
choice we should respect. We are, however, 
entitled to ask if the satisfying of the demand 
for continual big bags has damaging conse-
quences for shooting as a whole.

We are all aware of the value commer-
cial shoots have brought. They have allowed 
thousands to take up a sport that was for-
merly restricted to those fortunate enough 
to have the land or connections to shoot 

driven game. The planting of gamecover and 
hedges for shooting has thrown a lifeline to 
many species of bird and insect. Millions 
of urban pounds are now spent annually 
on keepers’ salaries, wages for beaters and 
pickers-up, hotel accommodation, local 
cooks, guns, clothing, four-wheel drives, 
game- and dog feed, and cartridges. Their 
contribution to the rural economy dwarfs 
that made by the private shoots that domi-
nated the countryside prior to the 1980s.

But we have reached the stage where the 
continual shooting of large bags has cre-
ated such a surplus that game dealers expect 

game to be given to them free and want to be 
paid to collect it. Many worthwhile schemes 
have been developed to address the situa-
tion, such as the Country Food Trust, but 
shooting is struggling to deal with it. If this 
appetite for big bags grows and is met by 
commercial shoots adding even more days, 
we will be facing what one friend described 
as a tsunami capable of demolishing the 
foundations on which the sport is based: 
respect for those who provide it; respect for 
the quarry; and the consumption of game.

how do we persuade those addicted to 
continual big days to appreciate that the 
quality of the experience does not have to be 

measured by the weight of dead birds at the 
end of a drive? That there’s more to shooting 
than just shooting?

This is something that has exercised the 
minds of many commercial shoot own-
ers who would like their customers to buy 
a day’s sport rather than a set bag. That’s 
a hard task given that bag size is a useful 
indicator of the type of day one can expect 
(and one I use in this issue on my report on 
a Spanish shoot). Bag size provides the basis 
of a contract between both parties, stopping 
the provider from short changing clients and 
clients from shooting excessively.

But there are other aspects of a day 
not easily added to a commercial agree-
ment: the common determination to find 
a pricked bird; the camaraderie and jollity 
on the gun bus; the gleaning of knowledge 
from an experienced keeper and the guns’ 
spoken recognition of a piece of skilful driv-
ing; the admiration of a fine retrieve and the 
subsequent thanking of the dog handler; a 
compliment made to a neighbouring gun; 
the time taken to watch a troop of longtailed 
tits working a hedgerow. 

For many of us this is not a romanticised 
view of our sport but its essence. It’s what 
separates gameshooting from clayshoot-
ing and its focus on shotgun technique and 
accuracy. That has its place in gameshoot-
ing, too, but unless we can persuade others 
that there is indeed more to shooting than 
shooting we face an uncertain future. 
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