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         Shooting for sport and for the pot has a long and eventful history. In the earliest days, when putting something on the table was the prime concern, there was little idea of giving quarry species a sporting chance – birds were shot at roost or well before they could get airborne. If there was a chance that one shot would bag a dozen birds the sportsman always took it.
         
 
         But as shotguns developed, and particularly with the invention of the breechloader, the idea developed that there was little point shooting at an easy target – a sitting duck as it were – and that far more enjoyment could be had by pursuing difficult, high-flying birds. Better to shoot one good bird than a dozen birds that offered no challenge.
 
         With the birth of the sport of shooting flying, as it was known early on, came stories of extraordinary shots, bizarre events, ghostly incidents, remarkable coincidences.
 
         And as the British Empire expanded in the nineteenth century, tales of extraordinary sport from across the world began to filter back to England. In the days when shooting warranted regular coverage in the national newspapers, these stories attracted huge reader interest. Many of the sportsmen involved became, in a small way, heroes who took huge risks in remote places to bag what were seen then as extremely dangerous animals.
         
 
         Of course in the nineteenth century there was little idea of conservation and it was simply assumed that the world was such a big place that no amount of shooting could ever put a particular species at risk of extinction. We know better now, of course, but the stories from that distant world still make wonderful reading and it is the best, and most extraordinary of these tales that are gathered here. Most have been collected from long-forgotten books, magazines and newspapers; many concern men whose exploits often formed the basis of books that were, in their time, best sellers. But what they all have in common is a sense of adventure; a sense that the challenges of a world only then opening up for the first time might provide something truly worth writing home about.
         
 
         
            A note on the text
            
 
            The stories in this book have been collected over many years from a wide variety of sources, but mostly from out of print books, magazines and journals. I’ve also spent long, enjoyable hours poring over rare books in The British Library. Chance played its part, too. A copy of The Newcastle Chronicle discovered in an old drawer and dating from the first half of the nineteenth century yielded one story. Another came from an ancient, bedraggled charity shop book that had lost its cover and title page. One or two tales I heard from elderly friends and colleagues.
            
 
            It always amuses me to think that a number of the best stories in the book came from Philip Brown, who, despite successfully editing The Shooting Times magazine for a number of years, never actually shot at all.
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         Gunning for the minister
 
         The Scottish minister was a keen shooting man who got on very well with the local keeper, but the churchman had noticed that, for some months past, the keeper had ceased to come to church. This was in the 1950s when, in small communities, everyone knew precisely what everyone else was up to. The minister decided it was his duty to do something about this terrible lapse. He met the keeper at the end of a shooting day and asked what was going on.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ said the keeper, ‘I don’t come to church because I don’t want to upset you or the church services.’
 
         ‘I don’t understand?’ said the minister.
 
         ‘Well, it’s like this,’ said the keeper. ‘If I go to church on a Sunday the whole parish will know it and they’ll all go poaching since I’m the only man who can stop them. If I stay away from church none of the men of the village will dare to go poaching so they might as well go to church, which they do. So if I turn up to church you’ll be preaching to empty pews and I wouldn’t want that on my conscience!’
 
         With that the keeper broke away and carried on loading the game cart. The minister, sensible enough to know when he’d been out manoeuvred, beat a hasty retreat.
         
 
         Goose shooting by aeroplane
 
         One of the greatest wildfowlers of all time, Stanley Duncan, shot geese and duck all along the Wash and the Norfolk coast and elsewhere. His pursuit of sport verged on the fanatical – if one man could be said to have devoted his life to wildfowling it was certainly Duncan. A lifetime of shooting produced many startling days and none more so than when he helped a pilot friend use an aeroplane for goose shooting.
 
         Duncan carried out his reconnaissance with care. A field close to the windswept coast of Yorkshire where the geese were known to feed regularly was left undisturbed for several weeks but the birds were watched closely.
 
         When enough birds felt safe on the field the plan began to unfold. The idea was that the pilot would take off and then fly low over the hedge at the edge of the field where the geese were feeding. This was supposed to put the birds up, but it would also drive them forward toward two Guns waiting at the other end the field.
 
         The first attempt was a flop. The plane came over the hedge but long before it arrived the geese, hearing a most ungodly noise, took off vertically before swinging quickly away to the left well out of range of the Guns.
 
         The pilot landed a few miles away and the Gunners waited. A few hours later a big party of geese arrived and began to feed. By this time the wind was howling, which may explain why, on the second attempt, the birds did not hear the plane’s engine until it cleared the hedge with a roar that so astonished the birds that rather than take off they simply lay doggo. A shot from one of the Guns reminded them that their best bet was to get out of the field as fast as possible – with a mighty clatter of wings they wheeled away downwind, but the presence of the plane kept them low to the ground. Some landed in a hedge bottom, others managed to gain height before the plane, turning quickly, got above the flock again and pushed it towards the Guns who scored several rights and lefts. Elaborate and expensive the experiment, though counted a success, was never tried again.
         
 
         Tree tops
 
         There are many instances where shooting men become so devoted to the pursuit of a particular species that they pretty much lose interest in everything else. The great pigeon shooter Archie Coats is a good example – he spent much of the latter part of his life in various hides in fields across Hampshire waiting for the grey birds to come in.
         
 
         But a Victorian shot might have outdone even the great Archie Coats in his enthusiasm for pigeons. Unlike Archie, who decoyed his birds onto fields of wheat or rapeseed, our Victorian Gun – whose antics were reported in a number of long vanished sporting papers – was entirely devoted to roost shooting. He loved nothing more than to stand in a wood at dusk and wait for the birds to come in to the high tree tops. It was great sport and he was so devoted to it that he decided it would be a good idea to ‘get up there among ’em’ by which he meant he wanted to shoot the birds, not from the base of the trees, but from the level at which the birds came in. To do it he had a special platform built at the edge of the wood. It involved weeks of work to create an elaborate wooden structure – rather like an electricity pylon – which was then covered in foliage to make it blend in with the rest of the trees.
 
         The Gun allowed several weeks for the birds to get used to the new structure and then set off for his first evening shoot. It was far more exciting he decided than shooting from the ground and he was far more successful than usual. But the number of birds he was able to shoot quickly declined until it was hardly worth bothering. He tried resting the wood for weeks, then for a whole summer but when he returned once the leaves had fallen the birds still seemed very reluctant to return to the wood. It was baffling. The shooter gave up and concentrated his attentions on shooting other woods from the ground.
 
         A few years passed and he tried the platform again. It had decayed a little and climbing to the top was a dangerous business. As darkness fell hardly a bird approached the wood. He decided to have the tower demolished. Weeks after it had come crashing down he tried shooting the wood at dusk from the ground and was amazed to see the pigeon coming in the sort of numbers not seen since long before he built his tower.
         
 
         Wife beater
 
         Mrs David Stanhope had accompanied her husband to Yorkshire for a week’s grouse shooting. He was wildly enthusiastic and had high hopes of the coming sport, but his first day in the butts was so bad that he became morose and depressed.
 
         Asleep that night he seemed, deep in his unconscious brain, to re-live his terrible day in the field. He thrashed about in his sleep shouting ‘Bird over!’ or ‘God damn this gun’ or ‘how the hell did I miss that?’
 
         His terrible dream lasted more than an hour but his wife feared to wake him, believing that it would be better for him to get his first bad day fully out of his system. But the next day he fared little better and grew ever more gloomy. At dinner he hardly spoke and ate nothing.
 
         That second night the shouting and thrashing about were even worse and she decided to wake him. ‘Mark over!’ he shouted at the top of his voice and then ‘Leg down bird!’
 
         Eventually he woke, apologised and promptly fell asleep again. Within minutes the ranting and raving had resumed. On the next night things were even worse – indeed the situation was so bad that he continually lashed out while his terrified wife tried to dodge the blows. Despite her best efforts to avoid his flailing fists, she eventually received a terrific punch in the eye and was forced to either leave the hotel or explain the black eye. She decided on the former option and returned to London on the morning train leaving her husband to wrestle with his demons alone.
 
         Experimental shots
 
         Shooting men have always been famous for their eccentricity, but the Edwardians and Victorians were perhaps the most eccentric sportsmen of all. A wealthy landowner writing to a sporting magazine in the late 1880s described what must be the most eccentric series of scientific experiments in history.
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         The idea occurred to him that he should test the effectiveness of various forms of clothing at protecting people from shotgun pellets!
 
         On shooting days on his estate he had noticed that his beaters were occasionally hit by stray shot. If the shot simply fell out of the sky (coming down with the aid of gravity following a shot at a high bird) it pattered like rain on the beater’s back and head and did little or no harm, but if they were hit at anything between one hundred and two hundred yards and with shot fired directly from a gun, they were left bleeding and in pain.
 
         With this in mind the landowner carried out a series of experiments – in a way that now seems foolhardy to the point of madness – into the relative merits of different types of clothing as ‘shot blockers’.
 
         To be fair he at least made himself the subject of his dangerous experiments rather than ask his beaters. He tried wearing tweed, heavy cotton corduroy and a number of other fabrics in varying combinations and then asked a friend to fire different shot sizes at him at distances of 120 to 150 yards.
         
 
         ‘It was perfectly safe,’ he told his the magazine editor, ‘as I told my servant to be sure to fire only at my legs.’
 
         After several days of shooting and several dozen shots he was quite badly hurt with blood streaming down his legs and dozens of nasty wounds. But he was delighted with his experiment and announced that for maximum protection in the field several thick pairs of corduroys were probably best if leather trousers were unavailable. 
         
 
         Double trouble
 
         King George V always wore a beard, which seems today to place him even further back in history than he really was. His beard may also make him look far more serious than he really was. In fact he was something of an eccentric who loved practical jokes.
 
         While shooting at Sandringham, for example, he insisted that one of the estate workers should load for him rather than his own loader. The result was muddled and confused shooting, which seemed not to bother the king at all.
 
         It took the king’s friends some time to realise that the reason he liked this particular loader was that the man could have been his twin. The estate worker was the same height and build and – best of all – sported a beard the very image of the king’s.
 
         Whether by accident or design the king and his loader began gradually to wear the same clothes. At first it was just that their coats were similar, then their breeks and shoes and stockings. The loader was of a similar build to the king and this combined with the similarity of clothing and of course the beard created a remarkable effect that many commented on at the time. If the king had objected to the obvious similarity he might have done something about it – ordered the loader to shave perhaps – but he was clearly delighted at the whole thing, perhaps because it meant that neither his shooting guests, nor the beaters or household servants was ever quite sure who was addressing whom. The loader seems to have been highly amused by the whole thing too – particularly when he found himself addressed in highly deferential terms by earls, dukes and foreign heads of state.
 
         Trench foot
 
         The great events of the First World War and the slaughter and waste of that conflict are well known, but amid the human carnage animals and birds carried on much as before. Pheasants and partridges flourished all along the western front where soldiers from Britain, France and Germany died in their millions. Many soldiers commented on the fact that game birds seemed if anything to have increased in number – perhaps because sporting shooting had ended for the duration. When they weren’t perched on a broken stump of a tree in the middle of no man’s land they could be found grazing gently across the shell-pocked ground and close up against the firing line and soldiers frequently disturbed hares on their forms. Bizarre though the whole thing sounds it actually made sense from the animals’ point of view.
         
 
         During lulls in the fighting one or two soldiers who had been keen on game shooting at home took the chance to supplement their rations by pursuing an occasional bird.
 
         Among the officers, walking stick shotguns were popular and on at least one occasion a group of officers enjoyed a most successful outing on fields just a few hundred yards behind the front line trenches. They bagged several pheasants and then noticed that the Germans had clearly heard the shots and assumed there was a battery in the area for seconds later the air was filled with the sound of screaming shells heading toward them. They beat a hasty retreat.
 
         On another occasion, as he recorded in his memoirs, Lieutenant Galwey Foley described a day in 1916 when he heard pheasants just behind the front line trenches. He decided to have a go for them. Galwey Foley had hunted pheasants and other birds in and around the trenches many times before so he knew the ropes – the trick was to stalk your birds by dashing from shell hole to shell hole. This sounds more dangerous than it perhaps was – hitting a quickly moving target (Lieutenant Galwey Foley) would always be more a matter of luck than judgment using the rifles then in use.
 
         Despite a few falls into old shell holes Galwey quickly got within sight of a small group of pheasants, took careful aim with his rifle and bagged one. He stuffed it inside his coat and beat a hasty retreat to his own trench in time for breakfast.
 
         Partridges were particularly plentiful over the trenches but very difficult to hit with a single bullet from a rifle. In letters home Galwey Foley complained again and again that he was sorely in need of a shotgun for these birds, but it is doubtful if the army would have looked kindly on a request for a 12 bore.
 
         Galwey Foley seems always to have had an eye on the sporting possibilities of life in the trenches. On one occasion he heard the unmistakable  sound of geese flighting towards the German lines. He shouted at the men on the British firing step to give the birds rapid fire in the hope of bringing one down. The birds passed unscathed and then, to his astonishment, he noticed that as the birds reached the German trenches they were greeted by a similar fusillade, but with the same result.
         
 
         Mornings in the trenches for Galwey Foley were devoted to shooting rats with his revolver – the rats, described in a number of memoirs as being as big as cats, had grown fat from eating the huge numbers of dead soldiers left out in no man’s land.
 
         History might have been different…
 
         The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was the spark that ignited the Great War. However, a little-known incident at an English shooting estate long before 1914 might have ended the Archduke’s life and thereby changed the course of history.
 
         The archduke had been a guest of the sixth Duke of Portland, a keen shot who was well connected right across Europe and frequently had foreign heads of state to stay. He tended to mix his shooting parties so in addition to foreign monarchs and princes he invited the best British shots. Thus it was common to find that the guests at a Portland shooting day included the King of Spain, King Carlos of Portugal several English dukes and earls and, of course, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria himself. Franz Ferdinand was by all accounts a fine shot who quickly got used to the high-flying birds on offer at the Portland estate. After observing his guest’s shooting for a few days Portland pronounced him ‘certainly the equal of most of my friends’.
         
 
         During a shoot in December 1913 the archduke found he had been allotted a place on a drive where there was deep snow. He began the drive well and built up a good rhythm with his two loaders; then, without warning one of them slipped and fell. The gun the man was carrying went off as it hit the ground and both barrels were discharged, the shot passing within a foot of the archduke’s head.
 
         No doubt the Great War would have happened anyway, but one wonders if it might not all have been very different if the archduke had died in England rather than at Sarajevo little more than a year later. 
         
 
         Obsessed by sport
 
         One of the greatest sportsmen of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, Frederick Courtenay Selous spent virtually the whole of his adult life pursuing game in distant corners of the world.
 
         Born in 1851 Selous lived until 1917. He began shooting at the age of six and was, in addition, an avid butterfly collector. His years at Rugby school were largely spent wildfowling, egg collecting and rough shooting – and being beaten for missing lessons. On one occasion he walked fifteen miles and climbed a sixty-foot high tree to obtain a pair of heron eggs. In winter he regularly swam out across half frozen lakes to retrieve duck and geese he’d shot, but his most extraordinary exploits took place in Africa, where, for example, he once shot twenty-two elephants in a day.
 
         One of his most bizarre habits was always to remove his trousers when elephant hunting. He would wait until the elephant was within range before stripping off – no one ever really discovered why he did this but it seemed to work well for him as he rarely missed or bungled his shot. He worried little about the quality of the guns he used – when his London rifle was stolen he simply bought a homemade African 4 bore and used that instead. It was a terrible gun weighing nearly 20 pounds and in constant danger of exploding, but Selous simply didn’t care.
 
         In his numerous books on shooting Selous waxes lyrical about the seemingly endless supply of African game but he seems to have eaten little of what he shot. His diet was reputed to consist of moose, deer or antelope fat and very strong tea.
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         After a lifetime of adventure Selous aged sixty-three still felt compelled to join up when the Great War started in 1914. He was killed in East Africa aged sixty-five while leading his men against a vastly superior force of Germans. 
         
 
         Mad hatter
 
         Lord Walsingham was a brilliant shot and a passionate entomologist. He was an avid collector of birds (many were shot and stuffed to order for the British Museum) butterflies, moths, beetles and other insects. He was a familiar face in the Fens of East Anglia and particularly at Wicken Fen, which is now owned by the National Trust.
 
         Whether shooting or insect hunting Walsingham was invariably dressed in the oddest of fashions – in this respect he was perhaps the most eccentric of all Victorian sportsmen. He wore a huge moleskin jacket that really was made from moleskin, a snakeskin waistcoat and a hat made from a large, whole hedgehog skin with its spines intact. Walsingham deliberately had two large glass eyes fitted to the hat to complete the picture.
 
         The hedgehog’s head fitted neatly between Walsingham’s eyes rather like the face guard on a Saxon warrior’s helmet.
 
         Peasant shooting
 
         A guest at one of Sweden’s most famous old estates saw a hare coming towards him but decided not to shoot it as the beaters were already in view and he judged that the shot would not be entirely safe.
 
         ‘Why didn’t you shoot?’ asked the Englishman’s host.
 
         ‘I thought the beaters were too close and the shot would have been unsafe,’ came the reply
 
         ‘You must not worry about these things,’ said the host, ‘in Sweden we have many peasants, but few hares.’
 
         Mercury man
 
         He had made a great deal of money in the booming hat trade of Victorian England. His small shop and factory in Luton, Bedfordshire – then the centre of Britain’s hat making industry – had expanded and he was now a very rich man. He invested in land and then more land. His great passion gradually became shooting and he employed several experienced keepers to ensure that his birds were the best in the county.
 
         He bought a pair of London guns – the finest money could buy – and organised two formal shooting days a week right through the season. During his first season his wealthier friends and neighbours were happy to come and shoot with him but his strange behaviour put most of them off and by the end of the season he was shooting entirely on his own.
         
 
         The biggest problem from the point of view of his guests was that, delightful and friendly though he was, he had no idea how to run a shoot and he fired indiscriminately at everything.
 
         He fired at birds that were clearly flying over the Guns on either side of him and several times he walked along the line of Guns firing at whichever birds took his fancy. This would have been bad enough but throughout the morning he swore continually. If he hit a bird the swearing was pretty bad but each time he missed it was appalling. His guests stayed the course out of politeness, but were relieved to escape at the end of the day. No one accepted any further invitations and the baffled hat maker simply assumed they were busy and carried on organising shoots entirely for his own benefit. He grew ever more eccentric and as the years went by his house became dilapidated and the few people who called noticed only that he left his furniture and pictures out on the lawns for days at a time in all weathers and was often to be seen sitting in an armchair on the lawn smoking in the pouring rain. He also took to placing hundreds of hats in the trees and shooting at them.
         
 
         He then started to import exotic animals, which lived in the house or wandered in and out as they liked through doors that were always left open. It was at this stage that his housekeeper left for good. Undaunted he bought numerous monkeys, a bear and a pygmy hippopotamus, which quickly died. According to reports that began to be carried in the local newspaper he even had parts of the house demolished and simply left the rubble where it had fallen.
 
         He took to shooting birds from his bedroom window and had a lake dug where his lawn had once been. He then shot any duck that came in to the water.
 
         The few visitors to the house, including the postman, reported that he was immensely charming when they met him and he reportedly invited any schoolboy who wandered on to his land to fish his stream and shoot his rabbits as often as they pleased, but in the end his eccentricities got the better of him and he was arrested by the police after being found wandering in his pyjamas, gun in hand, in a nearby village.
         
 
         It was only when a distant relative came to live with him and a full-time nurse was employed to look after him that people remembered he had once been a hatter. Hats were made at that time using mercury and even small amounts of mercury absorbed into the body cause odd behaviour – the more mercury, the stranger the behaviour. It seems that our eccentric shooting man really was quite literally a mad hatter!
         
 
         Something’s cooking
 
         By the 1920s the English aristocracy had realised that English food really was awful. It was during this hedonistic decade, following the austerity of the Great War, that the wealthy English did everything they could to adopt the culinary style of the continent. The morals of the French were still suspect, it is true, but their food was another matter entirely as authors such as P.G.Wodehouse recognised. In The Code of the Woosters, for example, Bertie Wooster’s greatest fear is that his Aunt’s French cook will be lured away to work for another aristocrat.
         
 
         In the real world this fear was, if anything, even more pronounced and one lord found a novel solution to the problem of keeping his French cook happy.
 
         The lord in question wrote an article in the Gentleman’s Magazine explaining how he had enticed his cook over from France by offering to let him shoot every Saturday with his other guests right through the season. It happened that, like so many of his countrymen, the cook was a fanatical shooting man and his employer had one of the best pheasant shoots in England. The lure of guaranteed sport every weekend was too much for the poor Frenchman who declined a far better paid job simply so he could have access to such good shooting.
         
 
         The other Guns were very grand and rather horrified at having to shoot with someone who was so much their social inferior but the owner of the shoot was deaf to their complaints. ‘I don’t care if he is the lowest of the low. He cooks like an angel and he can damn well shoot all my pheasants just so long as he keeps cooking for me!’ 
         
 
         Drinks party
 
         Many of shooting’s most famous tales centre on the highly eccentric Viscount Massereene and Ferrard who owned a fine shooting estate in County Antrim, Ireland.
 
         The noble lord found that as he grew older his enthusiasm for shooting declined as his fondness for alcohol increased. Despite this he took a great interest in the organisation of his shoot days. He would direct that a table and chair be placed on the lawn at the front of the house first thing in the morning. Here he would sit with a row of bottles in front of him containing his favourite drinks: gin, brandy, rum and whisky. Before taking up their positions the beaters would then gather in a line leading up to the table. A servant gave each beater a number on a piece of paper.
 
         Massereene would then begin to call out the beaters’ numbers.
 
         ‘Number one. What will you have?’
 
         ‘I’ll be quite happy with whatever your lordship chooses,’ came the traditional reply.
 
         ‘Brandy then,’ said his lordship.
 
         Massereene would then take the brandy bottle pour a glass and drink it himself!
 
         ‘That’s just right for you,’ he would say before selecting another glass, filling it and handing it to the beater.
 
         This would be repeated until all the beaters had been offered a drink and had their health drunk by the noble lord. The marvel of the thing is that by the time the beaters had all been accommodated with a drink and set off for their day’s work, Lord Massereene was still able (usually) to walk back to the house unaided.
 
         Can’t stand shooting
 
         Driven shooting was organised on a gigantic scale in Victorian and Edwardian England. At a big shoot a Gun might easily fire one thousand five hundred cartridges in a day, which meant that many Guns were extremely deaf. Some Gun noticing that they were gradually losing their hearing, gave up shooting. Others soldiered on but took avoiding action when it came to noise.
 
         Sir Edward Guinness used regularly to bribe the keeper to ensure that he would draw the worst pegs – pegs that virtually guaranteed no birds and therefore no noisy shooting. Sir Edward loved the social side of shooting and was happy just to stand ready in a valley or on the edge of a wood. The bribed keepers of course thought he was quite mad!
         
 
         Repel boarders!
 
         The great Victorian eccentric Colonel George Hangar loved shooting, organised tremendous driven pheasant days but refused to allow anyone to shoot with him. He became so obsessed with keeping all his pheasants to himself that he employed a number of bizarre methods to keep others – but particularly poachers – at bay.
 
         He built several massive cannons and had them fixed around the parapet of his house, which overlooked his woods. Hangar used moulded clay balls filled with marbles in his cannons and fired them off at the least sign of a disturbance – the hissing, whizzing noise as the clay balls burst and the marbles ricocheted all over the place was enough to terrify any would-be poacher.
 
         Hangar’s keepers and beaters lived in constant fear of their master’s hair-brained schemes and none more so than his head keeper whose house was built with neither doors nor windows on the ground floor.
 
         The idea was that the keeper would be safe from the attention of vengeful poachers. The keeper’s reaction to having to live in a house that could only be entered using a ladder is not recorded.
 
         The lower, windowless rooms received a dim light from windows fixed at various angles on the first floor. The idea was that, having climbed his ladder, the keeper could draw it up after him at night safe in the knowledge that any poacher would have to batter through the ground floor walls to get at him.
         
 
         A walkway from the top of the house allowed the keeper to cross to a thirty-foot tower surmounted by one of Hangar’s special cannons.
 
         Shot pants
 
         When it comes to sporting shooting safety is a relatively modern concept. Modern Guns would be horrified at the antics of their shooting forebears who, generally speaking, took a pretty lackadaisical attitude to the dangers of guns.
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         A good example of how things could go badly wrong occurred in the 1860s on a small Essex shooting estate.
 
         Lined out along a lane where a single cottage stood back a little in its own garden, the Guns were enjoying an occasional flurry of birds when the Gun nearest the garden unaccountably took a shot at a low bird. The shot was immediately followed by a cry from the cottage garden.
 
         ‘Hi! You’ve bloomin well shot me, yer bugger.’
 
         The wayward Gun turned pale and ran towards the cottage. He looked over the fence and saw a very old man tottering towards him. It transpired that the old man had been bending over tending to his flowerbeds when he felt his rear end being peppered with shot. More shocked than hurt he nonetheless began cursing till the air was blue.
 
         When the old man’s corduroy trousers were examined dozens of pieces of shot were discovered flattened against the cotton pile – in effect his immensely thick trousers had acted as armour plating and protected him from serious injury.
 
         Much relieved, the offending Gun presented the old man with a guinea and vowed never to shoot from the lane again.
 
         Bugger, it’s a balloon!
 
         The Montgolfier brothers were the first to invent a means by which humans could travel through the air high above the ground. Their first manned balloon ascent took off in June 1783 and, overnight, they became the toast of Europe.
 
         Kites had long been used to try to direct birds on formal shoots towards the Guns but a keen-eyed Frenchman called Henri Chasteau de Ballion decided that a balloon could make shooting an even more exciting pastime than it was already. On his huge estate he had already tried to adopt the habits of the English by releasing pheasants and then trying to drive them towards the Guns. It had worked well enough, but de Ballion was always looking for something new. He had tried dozens of different shot and powder combinations in his guns, he had experimented with different bores and had even had guns specially commissioned and made to his own design in an attempt to create the ultimate sporting weapon. He’d tried 6 and 8 bores, he tried 16 and 20 bores; he tried massive fowling pieces of every conceivable size but somehow nothing quite worked as well as he thought it might even though he had no specific aim in mind. He wanted a gun that would be light and effective; a gun that was powerful and elegant, that would stop a sparrow or a rhino, but when his search for this ultimate weapon failed he decided that the solution was not the gun but the environment in which the gun was used.
         
 
         When word reached him about the Montgolfiers’ experiments with hot air balloons he was hugely excited. He decided to build his own. He first tried animal skins and had half his herd of prize cattle killed and flayed to provide sufficient skin. The skins were carefully stitched together but were far too heavy and the balloon failed to take to the air. Next he tried paper carefully glued together but it was too fragile and tore quickly. He tried again using the finest cloth and with a net stretched over the outside to hold the thing in shape. This time it worked and his balloon soared up to more than three hundred feet. It was let out on long ropes and when the fuel had all burned up the balloon drifted slowly back to earth.
 
         On each of the following ten days de Ballion loaded the fuel burner, told his servants to hold the ropes and had himself let up gently into the sky. When he reached the height of the tallest trees in a distant wood he waved to the men below and the balloon was tied securely. He then sat and waited and took an occasional shot at a passing bird. It was the greatest pleasure he had ever known he later said, but after a season or two the novelty wore off and the carefully made balloon was consigned to a corner of an old barn where it gradually fell to pieces. 
         
 
         Fowling nightshirt
 
         One of the greatest – and maddest – sportsmen who ever lived was the eighteenth century Shropshire landowner John Mytton. Despite enjoying the responsibilities of high office – he was High Sheriff of the county of Shropshire as well as MP for Shrewsbury for a number of years – he was addicted to shooting, hunting, practical jokes and dangerous escapades.
 
         He was a passionate wildfowler and in the depths of winter would regularly get out of bed in the middle of the night and set off completely naked across the fields to his lake. Having shot for an hour or so he would return to his bed, get bored and then get up and return once more to the lake.
 
         On more formal shoots he wore thin linen shirts and fine city shoes and never a coat or hat. He could never be bothered with underwear or a coat of any kind.
 
         He was famous among the locals for driving his carriage around and throwing money out of the windows – so much so that when word got out that he was planning a journey the route would be lined with the hopeful multitude. He made numerous attempts to drive his carriage at a fence in such a way that the whole contraption would be carried safely over – but the result was always a smashed carriage. He claimed that he drank at least four bottles of port each day throughout his adult life but despite being continually drunk he was said by contemporaries to be a fine shot. Among his other eccentric habits were biting horses he didn’t like, riding his pet bear in the garden and taking absurd or impossible bets. By the time he died aged just thirty-eight he had bankrupted the estate and spent what in today’s values would amount to £20 million.
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